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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.

	This is a compilation of Anthology 1: Imbria’s Death March, the first “book.” It is “complete” in the sense that there will be no new Anthology 1 chapters. However, it is not fully edited and revised.

	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 1: The Roar That Parted The Currents

	 


The Roar That Parted the Currents 

	1.1

	Pings on the sonar heralded the continuation of a long and bitter hatred.

	“Enemy detected on sonar! Speed twenty, distance fifteen!”

	“We’ve got a pingback! Speed twenty-five, distance thirteen!”

	“Captain, several enemies approaching! Speed and heading confirmed!”

	Imperial sonar operators found the Republic 7th Fleet approaching in great number, all confirmed by previous combat data loaded into their computers. All kinds of ship classes were detected, with different speeds, sizes, headings across the vastness of the Great Ayre Reach. Swarms of fast cutters and mighty cruisers led the vanguard, while lumbering dreadnoughts followed into the contested zone. Faces lit green and blue by their instruments, the operators breathlessly tracked the action.

	Those faint sounds picked up by hydrophone became the first drumbeat of the war.

	Technicians in the Republic fleet took notice of the Imperial Grand Western Fleet and sounded their own alarms as well. Neither side was close enough for their best weapons to take effect, but they both launched acoustic “headless” torpedoes at each other to begin the battle. Gas gunners stationed in the close-in defenses of both fleets would find and shoot all of these down on approach.

	Both fleets mustered in formations across the Great Ayre Reach, the soft sands and scant kelp beds stretching out for vast kilometers. It was a rare, valuable place where the ocean floor rose into the photic zone at only 300 meters deep, able to receive some scant sunlight through the waves. Its currents were gentle, unlike most of the photic zone, and Leviathans rarely disturbed it.

	Amid the violent seas that had long since become the exclusive home of humankind, it was one of a few paradises worth dying for, one of the few pockets of peace close to the forbidding surface of the Imbrium Ocean. Assembling over these holy lands that hid ship hulks and corpses of hundreds of years of battles, the crusading sides neared to their effective ranges of between one and two kilometers. There were hundreds of ships in each side, built from material long struggled for beneath the waves. All of this engineering power thrust toward its own place amid those sands.

	“For world peace!” cried the Republicans.

	“For the glory of the Emperor!” came the Imperial retort.

	All laser communications were rejected from either side.

	This encounter had already been spoken for. There would be no parlay.

	The Great Ayre Reach would inevitably be fought for.

	At the head of the 500-strong Imperial formation was the Irmingard, a massive blade of a vessel clad regal purple and gold, sporting dozens of cannons set into its hull. Within this lead dreadnought was a mock throne room that acted as the brain of this invasion force: and its id.

	“All weapons stations are reporting sir.”

	Aboard the Imperial flagship Irmingard, the master of this fleet stood up from his throne to the rapt attention and admiration of his most loyal retainers. There, he gave the orders which resounded across the decks of the dozens of ships arrayed for battle. Powerful laser equipment tethered the Irmingard to every other fleet, so that all of them could view the regal countenance on video. His Majesty stood stoically before the soldiers and shouted with a gallant voice:

	“All ships: today, you shall unleash a fusillade bright enough to be seen from the surface.”

	And so that fusillade did fly. Once more, a Battle of the Great Ayre Reach was underway.

	Across those gentle waters roared jet shells, supercavitating rounds and massive torpedoes.

	Lines in the water spread by the thousands as the ordnance traveled.

	Criss-crossing fire punctuated by the blooming of massive bubbles as charges exploded.

	There were immediate casualties. A wire-guided Republican torpedo snaked through the defensive fire from the Imperial frigates and slammed into the hull of a Destroyer, snapping the vessel in two. While the command pod survived and was immediately sealed watertight, several dozens of crew were drowned in their stations, torn to pieces in the storm of metal, or worst, cast out into the open sea to have their internal organs crushed by the pressure around them.

	Just as quickly, these losses were repaid. That bright fusillade of jet shells rolled across the vanguard of the Republican fleet. Scout cutters, deployed ahead, withered under the barrage, disgorging metal and bloodied men and women. Larger vessels withstood greater punishment, with each shell that struck their hulls and exploded leaving gashes and dents in the exterior. Fires started where the crushing force of a shell damaged electrical equipment. It took dozens of shells of concentrated fire, but a Republican Cruiser, the Dignitary, was the first major casualty of the battle.

	With one lucky shot to the torpedo magazine, the entire face of the Dignitary burst.

	Each side watched as their fleets exchanged blows, as ships that faltered beneath the gunfire and missiles sank to the sand below, as human beings unprotected by metal were hurled and sliced and crushed. A thin red mist began to form around Ayre as the casualties mounted. For fleets of hundreds of ships, losing fifty a side was routine: but each ship was crewed by hundreds of souls. Within a half hour of the barrage, perhaps ten or twenty thousand bodies had been broken.

	For the young man who bid this spectacle commence, these casualties were expected and did little to reduce his own power and potential. He had reserves and the advantage in manpower, supply and technology base. He saw beyond this moment of bloodletting that had become expected and looked to the violence that would soon follow. A beautiful chaos was coming to the world that would shake the foundations and allow men of dynamism and ambition to finally take control.

	Even for all his farsightedness however, there was little inkling in his mind as to where the ripple of his bombs and guns would truly travel to and the souls that it would soon actually touch.

	A wave hurtled across the waters to a calm sea one ocean away.

	To a place far, far beneath Prince Erich’s notice.

	

	

	When the alarm sounded, the room was as dark as when Murati went to sleep.

	She jolted up in bed as if she heard an explosion go off.

	According to the clock, it was 0500. She was still quite early.

	“Crap.” Murati mumbled. “I thought I set the lights to go off.”

	Having the lights slowly brighten in the room would have probably made her mood worsen. But she was still vexed that they did not go on when she scheduled them. She pushed herself up and slid her legs over the side of the bed. She groped her toes against the floor, looking for shoes.

	Groggily, she lifted her hand up to the wall and pressed her palm on it.

	There should have been something shining out at her.

	She pushed against it repeatedly, but nothing lit up for her.

	Come to think of it, the room was also dead quiet. Her music was not playing anymore.

	It was also cold. A shiver ran up her bare legs and into her exposed stomach.

	“We must have lost power in the block again.”

	Murati grabbed hold of her blanket.

	Wrapping herself in it for modesty, she peeked outside the door.

	Outside, the hallway was dark, save for stray green beams from flashlights. It looked like there were workers checking the power cables, unearthing steel floor plates to get at the cabling.

	Overhead, there was a brief flash as one of the LED blocks installed on the ceiling sparked.

	Murati sighed, closed the door, and shambled over to the wardrobe in the dark.

	Dim green light from her self-powered alarm clock shone over her bare, brown skin.

	It was the only illumination in her gloomy three-by-three apartment.

	Her bed took up a lot of the space. Her shower, heater and wardrobe occupied three panels side by side, recessed into the opposite wall. A pile of limestone-paper books and pamphlets she had borrowed from the station library took up the corner opposite her door.

	She would have to think about returning all of those soon. Not today.

	Sliding the wardrobe open, she pulled a smooth, form-fitting bodysuit from the rack and clumsily slipped into it, legs first, then arms. Reaching behind, she tightened and closed the back.

	Over the suit, she donned a dark green military coat and black pants, both synthetic.

	The coats she was issued had already been inscribed with the markings for her rank: two red stripes each with a gold star, arranged just over her breast for the rank of Lieutenant.

	Murati did not bother to comb her hair in the dark. It stayed messy. She thought she might endeavor to cut it. It was nearly touching her shoulders again. She opened her nightstand drawer: inside were her reading glasses and an injector and the medicine vials labeled “E+”. She briefly considered taking them; but almost as quickly closed the nightstand drawer taking only her glasses.

	Without light, she did not want to jab her hip with a needle.

	“Comrades of the military council,” she mumbled under her breath. “Murati Nakara is again making a formal request,” she cut herself off with frustration. She sounded pathetic.

	Walking out of her room and down the dark, labyrinthine halls of the Block, Murati went over what she would say to the Council. She went over it again and again. Would she opt for a grand speech about her numerous merits? Would she merely be forthright in her request, which many of them had likely heard before? It would be insane to be completely honest and say: ‘Here I am again, please do as I ask this time, or I will be forced to continue wasting your time.’

	And yet, there was a part of her that yearned to do just that and get it all over with.

	She had ascended the ranks on not just her diligence and work ethic, but clearly her skill.

	They had to see that; didn’t they? (It was true, wasn’t it?)

	A student of political as well as military theory, Murati had all kinds of rationalizations for what she wanted. She told herself she was not in pursuit of naval achievement, but merely serving her fellow workers, who via their production and necessary labor, uplifted the country, which itself was only given meaning by the collection of workers who lived freely under its auspices.

	In a just world, a perfect world, there would be no need for soldiers like Murati.

	Nevertheless, Murati was going to petition for the 5th time to be given a command.

	And what she desired most after that was to deploy with her ship to a glorious battle.

	In a just world, she would not need to do so. Such a dream would not even exist!

	This was not a just and perfect world.

	None of that would be in her request. She was still obsessing over what she would say.

	Just outside of the tight corridors of the Block, lined with doors set a few meters apart that each led to someone’s bedroom, Murati passed by a thick glass wall that allowed one to peer outside the station. Aside from a few curious fish who had come close, and the faintest impression of a nearby gorge, there was nothing to see. Water and darkness. This wall and a few others like it were among the few artful touches that livened up the spartan metallic interiors in Thassal Station.

	A glass wall was installed in each landing connecting each major section of the Station.

	The Block was the lower residential area. It was mostly occupied by junior navy personnel.

	From the Block, Murati arrived at the much more open Bubble Square.

	Arrayed around her were several sights, such as distribution centers for rationed goods, government-approved shops for purchasable goods, the rationed agroponic garden, and hobbyist clubs. Bubble was several stories high and each floor had several spaces set into the walls, connected by walkways that ringed around a central plaza. This was the one beautiful place in the station. They even had a few trees set into actual soft soil lit by special lamps, that were zealously tended to by the living-space committee.

	Some people lived with their businesses and lifestyles in Bubble Square, rather than in the living spaces on Block. Their accommodations were no more comfortable: space was at a premium everywhere. Murati knew that in other nations there were people who accumulated such wealth and prestige they had massive bedrooms. Such things were disdained in the Union. Everyone adapted to cramped spaces.

	Bubble represented the belly of the station. Above Bubble was the shipyard and military headquarters in the Military District, with docks and moonpools and warehouses for equipment, munitions, and rationed items that the military controlled the distribution of. This was Murati’s destination. Above the Military District was the Control and Maintenance section. Highly trained personnel worked and lived round the clock there to ensure the Station withstood the waters.

	And deep, deep below even the Block and other habitats, was the Agarthic Reactor powering it all.

	Thassal Station had been Murati’s home for years now.

	She had no affection for it, though she respected deeply what it meant for her people.

	After all, it was not possible for its occupants to live out in the water.

	But even beyond the basic necessities, Thassal was historic to the Union.

	Murati understood that. And at first, she had been charmed by it.

	However, it was not enough to keep her here forever. She wanted a command!

	She had ambitions!

	Perhaps, it would be she who would ride out of Thassal and defeat the imperialists!

	“Hopefully in this lifetime.” She sighed to herself. “A woman can dream, right?”

	Before she could think beyond the Union borders any further, a voice nearby called to her.

	“Staring into the distance huh? No chores today?”

	Murati turned around and greeted the source of that bubbly sing-song voice with a smile.

	“I happen to have an important meeting today, so no, no chores.”

	“Important huh? So, is maintaining the station torpedo tubes not important anymore?”

	Murati drew back a little as the woman playfully leaned in and poked her.

	“Is testing the station coilguns also beneath you now, Miss Lieutenant?”

	She poked her several times in the chest with a big, beaming smile.

	“Everyone’s work is important!” Murati said, flustered. “But this meeting is important.”

	Murati made gestures with her hands that, owing to their familiarity, her friend understood.

	Or at least pretended to understand.

	She leaned back, laughing.

	“I’d never seriously bring your ideological devotion into question, Murati.”

	“Uh-huh. You routinely call me a meathead, troublemaker and a procrastinator.”

	 “Hmm.”

	Her friend put a finger to her own lightly painted lips, pretending to think.

	“It must be because of how meatheaded you are, all the trouble you cause, and all the time you waste.”

	Whatever Karuniya’s attitude, Murati understood the gentle, joking tone of her voice.

	The woman teasing her was a burgeoning researcher around Murati’s own age. Karuniya Maharapratham. Murati would never miss her in a crowd, even when they were passing strangers taking classes together at the Academy. Her dress was colorful by the standards of this station. Over her black bodysuit she wore a plastic coat that had a white bodice covering her upper chest up to her neck, but translucent green shoulders, back, sleeves, belly, and much of the hem. She wore a tiny pair of white plastic shorts too.

	She was fashionable where Murati was merely utilitarian.

	“I’ll have you know, Miss Lieutenant,” Karuniya flipped her long hair in a dismissive fashion. “I have an actually important meeting myself because I’m such an important and busy person with many important duties required of me. But I can still deign to make time for a cup of broth and a quick chat, with you, a factually less busy and important person than myself. So I hope that you are grateful!”

	Smiling, Murati raised her hands in defense. “I get it, alright?”

	Her friend narrowed her emerald eyes briefly as if interrogating the statement.

	Before Murati could say anything more, Karuniya smiled and led the way to the canteen.

	They walked up to the counter, behind which a young woman at a computer input their visit into a database to keep track of daily food allotments. She handed them recyclable cups that they filled at a nearby serving station with the day’s broth, which was a rich dark brown color and noticeably clear. From a table beside the broth serving station, they each grabbed a biscuit to have with their hot drinks. They sat down at a table in the little plaza outside, watching people come and go.

	“Wow! Try yours Murati, before it gets cold!”

	Karuniya had just had a sip of broth and she looked delighted with the taste.

	Murati brought her cup up to her lips.

	Today’s broth tasted savory and rich, with just a touch of sweetness.

	“I think it’s corn sugar in there.” Murati said. “They must’ve had a good crop at Lyser’s.”

	“I can taste the kelp like usual, and the yeast, but there’s definitely corn!”

	Karuniya took another sip and sighed with contentment.

	“The biscuit looks a little springy today. Maybe it’s fresh baked?”

	Murati lifted the flat, crispy square to her lips for a bite. It was dense, but not too hard.

	“Today’s an auspicious day Murati! Corn in our soup, fresh ship biscuit? It’s fate!”

	Karuniya dipped her biscuit in her broth and took a big happy bite of it.

	In moments like this Murati could not help but feel fond of her and her company.

	 “This is so good.” Karuniya said, giggling. “But enough about the food! Murati, you are definitely going to ask for a ship, again, aren’t you? That’s so you! Do you think you’ll finally get it this time?”

	She pointed the biscuit at Murati with a sly little smile.

	“I don’t like your tone when you say I’m asking ‘again’! I can ask as many times as I want! Without the right of Peership, can you say our armed forces truly give equal opportunity to all?”

	“You hold the record for petitions.” Karuniya said. “With a firebrand speech every time.”

	Murati recognized that while Karuniya said this, the mischievous smile on her face always meant that she was amused, never annoyed, with Murati’s unique situation. There were others on the Station and even around the Union less amused at the fact that Murati, perhaps, ‘did not know her place’ in these matters. To that, Murati always said, if she was refused a ship, then the military was nothing but a gerontocracy where old men and women got to have adventures and gave the young no say.

	“If they want me to stop, they’ll give me a ship.” Murati said, cracking a grin.

	Karuniya reached out an arm and laid her hand on top of Murati’s.

	“You’re right, and I believe in you.” She said. “I’m always rooting for you, Lieutenant.”

	“I know. Thank you.” Murati said. “And good luck to you, Miss Science Expedition.”

	For a few minutes as they finished their cups and nibbled their crackers, the pair of them traded glances and talked about the little nothings of Union living. Their quick chat over broth ended up consuming them for a time: neither of them had another friend whom they could talk with just like this.

	“What do you think you’ll want to do when you get your commission? Other than get on a ship and never come back here, I mean.” Murati asked. She played it off as a joke– though it wasn’t entirely.

	“And leave you behind? I’m going to study the rocks on the Station Mound.”

	Karuniya beamed brightly at Murati while taking a sip of broth.

	“Be serious, I really want to know.” Murati said, smiling back.

	“Ahh, I don’t know. I was thinking I would be an Ocean monitor. Biomass accumulation, temperature and salinity, the Leviathan infestations and all that. I’ve been worried, looking up the numbers. Temperatures, currents, krill production– it has been getting meaner out there. I’d like us to rethink our ocean policy.”

	“We have been seeing more Leviathans around the Union lately.”

	“That’s just the macro level manifestation of our problems. The reason they are coming down here more in the first place is that the Ocean is just– hurting. We need to take better care of it.” Karuniya paused briefly, as if trying to come up with a more poignant description of the state of their environment.

	“What do you think we should do?” Murati asked seriously.

	“Hell if I know? I’m just a student.” Karuniya shrugged. “Read my thesis when it’s out.”

	“I’ll be the first to request a copy, in three years.”

	Karuniya stuck her tongue out at her.

	“Enough about work! I want to know how you have been filling the ship-shaped hole in your heart lately. What kind of diskettes are playing in your personal three by three metal box lately?”

	“Still just listening to synths. For as long as I can get away with it.” Murati said.

	“Your hallway is so cool. I miss living in Solstice. All I can get away with are therapeutic strings in mine.”

	 Karuniya put on a face like she wished she could listen to noisy loops all night.

	“All the old folks in my hallway. It’s a crummy assignment.” She sighed. Murati laughed.

	“You should cause trouble a little more often. Agitate for your rights.” Murati said.

	“Agitate is right, because everyone would just be really pissed at me.” Karuniya said.

	For a moment, they side-stepped work and kept talking about the little things.

	They shared the addresses of new BBSes they had found with interesting political debates and most importantly, gossip about various personalities in the Union and even some abroad. They both agreed to rent out some minicomputers from the library and coordinate so they could participate in online discussions together. Perhaps more to cause others grief than to actually enrich themselves.

	Karuniya had been visiting the botanical garden often. “It’s where I vent.” She said.

	For her part, Murati had taken out more books from the library. 

	Real, limestone paper books and not just a minicomputer loaded with text files. She was fascinated with the old books. Many of them even included Imperial history. As a collection of colonies that had once been under Imperial rule, the Union was particularly concerned with the Imbrian Empire of Nocht, and its detritus could still be found there. It fascinated Murati; maybe even more than the vast world beyond the Empire. More than the Republic of Alaize or Hanwa or Yuelu; the Empire, the great enemy to be defeated.

	“Did you know there was a homosexual Emperor?” Murati asked amid the conversation.

	“I’m not surprised, I mean, I’m a homosexual and I’m right here too.”

	Karuniya cracked a little grin. Murati laughed, seeing her exaggerated expression.

	She felt a little melancholy, talking to Karuniya like this.

	They were on the cusp of a parting. Their every interaction had an undertone of desperation.

	Soon Murati would be out at sea with command of a ship. Karuniya would receive her scientific commission and leave for months at a time to study the ocean’s behaviors and how best to preserve the little, hard-won life that they had gotten for themselves in the Union’s oceans.

	Maybe they took for granted how close they could have been all these years.

	Stuck in Thassal where they could share broth, trade audio diskettes, go out together.

	These were things they did “often” only in the context of an unchanging world.

	With the future looming, it really felt like they never actually got to talk like this at all.

	They would be separated.

	Perhaps their paths would never cross again after today.

	Even if Murati failed in her ambitions again. Surely Karuniya would succeed in her goals.

	Karuniya’s important meeting had to be her scientific commission. She would leave soon.

	She would leave while Murati would be stuck.

	Never a fuckup like Murati was, Karuniya had always gotten ahead when she wanted.

	Karuniya deserved better than being stuck here with her.

	Sometimes, Murati truly feared that perhaps Karuniya only stayed because–

	“Karuniya, come to my place tonight. I mean– Can you– try to make time, I mean.”

	Murati felt her lips loosen with the words she had been wanting to say for a long time.

	Karuniya was momentarily taken aback, and her lips hung a bit agog.

	“S-Sure! I mean– I’ll try to make time. Speaking of; we’ll be late. We should get going.”

	Her eyes shifted off the table, as if trying to find a can to throw her cup so it could be recycled. She brushed her hair behind her ears on one side, absentmindedly fiddling with it. Murati rarely saw her so flustered. Despite Karuniya’s evasive action, Murati was not disheartened. She laughed gently.

	“Thank you. Yes. Let us get going.”

	In her mind, that response could only have been affirmative.

	She put her worries at ease, took her partner’s hand, and now it was her turn to lead.

	“Agh! You sure know when to take the brakes off!” Karuniya shouted, dragged along.

	“That’s why you like me so much!” Murati replied, laughing. “I’m just a troublemaker!”

	

	

	 


1.2

	When the elevator doors opened, the Military sector and the docks unfolded before them and instantly eclipsed them in size and scope. Taking up much of the upper level in a thick ring around the tower-like station, the Docks had the highest ceilings, the broadest views. While Karuniya marveled at the sheer amount of people and the buzzing of activity in the warehouses and the transport vehicles wheeling to and from, Murati’s eyes were drawn elsewhere. She was already used to the basic layout.

	They had emerged onto a landing overlooking the berths. Panels of thick, reinforced glass at each berth allowed the most unadulterated look at the ocean outside and the ships docking. There was a massive cruiser, at least 200 meters long and maybe 40 wide without counting the control surfaces; along with smaller frigates, a small cutter about 70 meters long, and a few non-military ships. All shared similar features. Most of the ships had a rough silhouette, angled and utilitarian – the cruiser, a completely new warship, had more curves to it. Massive hydro-jets powered by an Agarthicite reactor propelled every ship. Fins, rudders and “wings” along the hulls of the ships could be adjusted to climb and to turn.

	They could also retract or fold the control surfaces against the body, for a sleeker, higher-speed mode.

	Atop every ship was one thick, large conning tower, like a wide, flat-topped fin, that carried laser communications, the acoustic network input and output, and other sensor equipment. Hidden along the body were the torpedo tubes, the coilguns and the close-in 20 mm gas guns used for interdiction and self-defense against ordnance. Main gun turrets were also hidden in the body until the ship saw combat. All the military ships were painted a very dark blue with a few dark red stripes. Civilian ships had liveries.

	“What’s the red for?” Karuniya asked, now looking at the ships herself.

	“Anti-rusting coating and also poison. For animals trying to stick to it.”

	“Yuck. That’s awful.”

	Karuniya made a face, shook her head, and started walking.

	Below them were the dock’s walkways, leading to and from the docking tubes at each ship berth. They were packed with people coming and going to and from the docked ships and the warehousing and administrative spaces on each tier of the station docks. It was massive. There was so much activity.

	Murati took one last look at the cruiser. Maybe someday– maybe even today.

	“Whoa! Murati, look!”

	Tugging on her sleeve, Karuniya directed her attention to the ramp leading down to the base of the docks. In front of a recessed door to one of the warehouse spaces was a worker wearing a large, thick metal suit, about four meters tall. It hauled boxed cargo off a wheeled cart and set it down to be opened and inspected. It was a power suit, running off a battery full of Agarthicite-supplied power.

	Had it been out in the water it would have been known as a ‘Diver’ or ‘Heavy Diver’.

	Since it was inside the station and unarmed, however, it was just a Rabochiy-class suit. A barrel-like body with two thick legs, two arms, and a visor in front of the body that looked like a funny face. Inside, the pilot could take advantage of its tremendous strength to lift several tons without tiring out or being limited by their own physical abilities. This particular type was older, at least twenty years old.

	“Is that suit a Strelok?” Karuniya asked, drawing in close to Murati, almost in embrace.

	“No, that’s just an ordinary suit. The Strelok’s taller, leaner, and it would have jets.”

	The Strelok would also be carrying a rifle filled with supercavitating rounds.

	Karuniya nodded. She watched inquisitively as the suit went about its work.

	“I remember simulating a suit but not any specific one. It was just a box with a screen and controls. If I got into one now, I’d probably just be confused to be honest. You’ve actually piloted a real one.”

	“I almost set a record on the Academy obstacle course in a real Strelok.”

	“You almost set a course record.” Karuniya giggled.

	“Why do you say that in such a devilish way?”

	“You’re soooooo defensive!”

	She threw little punches at Murati, laughing while the Laborer toiled in the foreground.

	Murati was a perfectly acceptable pilot, but that was not her goal.

	Command! She wanted to command a ship. Leave the Dive suits to the infantry.

	“Let’s go! Like you said, we don’t want to be late.”

	Thassal Station was home to the headquarters of the Thassal Border Military District.

	While the headquarters building looked like any other space in the station, recessed into a wall to make the best use of every centimeter, the doorway leading inside was marked with a monument, stood up just outside. It was a map of the Nectaris Ocean that encompassed parts of the southern reaches of the Imbrian Empire and the entirety of Union territory.

	Much of the Imperial territory was omitted and the map centered the three vast states that formed the Union. Lyser, the great agricultural expanse in the southernmost sea; Ferris, the border state that composed most of the Union territory and much of its border with the Empire; and Solstice, a mountainous territory to the east that straddled both Ferris and Lyser. The seat of the Union government lay in Solstice’s fortress-like Mount Raja by agreement of all three nations.

	Thus, the full name of their country: The Labor Union of Ferris, Lyser and Solstice.

	Almost nobody ever called this. It was simply referred to as “the Union.”

	After the revolution, the three states collaborated to develop their populations. There were other independent territories that dealt closely with the Union, like the anarchists of Campos Mountain, but the three were the main Union territories bound together with one political system. Complex manufacturing was largely in Solstice but there was some in Ferris; Lyser produced food and goods for living. Ferris was formed as a group of Imperial raw materials colonies, but its greatest importance was as the gateway between the Empire and the far more valuable Lyser colonies. It was the front lines of the revolution.

	Murati had grown up mostly in Ferris. She was said to have acquired a “Ferrisean” character.

	Warlike and serious– but she did not believe that about herself. She was not so stone-like.

	“Alright, I’m actually headed over that way to the Oceanography Department.”

	Karuniya stopped at the monument and grabbed hold of Murati’s hand.

	She raised it to her lips and left a soft red mark.

	“For good luck. Go get them, you big hero!”

	She winked and smiled.

	Murati smiled back and waved her way.

	“Remember! Tonight!”

	“I’ll remember! Put together your favorite synth diskettes okay? You’re DJing!”

	Playfully, she stuck out her tongue a little, and wandered off.

	Murati watched her go for a moment, her hand still waving gently in mid-air.

	Inside the Headquarters, Murati was expected by an aide in uniform.

	“This way please, Lieutenant. A Special Commission is waiting to speak to you.”

	“Special Commission?”

	Murati’s heart rate tripled in that instant. When an officer made a petition, she was judged by a Peership Council. Peership was a cornerstone of the revolutionary army: the ability for any soldier to be heard by a council composed of other soldiers selected by machine, who would review the facts of her case and issue a judgment that would be made binding. It prevented loyalties from playing into it. A Special Commission on the other hand was a group of officers who came together under extraordinary circumstances to assign a soldier to a mission, award a medal or commemoration or even to fast-track promotions. It was part of the labor union contract terms for military officers– it was different.

	“Yes ma’am.”

	The aide seemed to notice Murati’s distant expression and tried to reawaken her.

	“Of course, very well.” Murati said, laughing nervously. “Lead on.”

	With professional courtesy, the aide led Murati down one of the halls to an unmarked conference room. There was a round table, and one of the walls was actually made of a resistive digital screen upon which pixelated drawings could be made with a special pen. White lights, the brightest Murati had ever seen, made her feel like she was suddenly thrown into a theater spotlight.

	A boardroom like this could seat over a dozen people, deliberating and strategizing.

	For Murati, there was only a single woman waiting.

	Dressed in the ornate, dark green uniform of the high command.

	A serious, professional-looking older woman with a gripping gaze.

	She was a Rear Admiral. The nameplate on her synthetic coat read “Goswani.”

	“Lieutenant Nakara, wonderful to see you. Please have a seat.”

	Staring at the Rear Admiral with unblinking eyes, Murati sat opposite her on the table.

	“Thank you, Comrade Admiral.” She said, a slight tremble in her voice.

	Was this it? Was this her commission? It had to be!

	“Lieutenant Nakara, I’m Rear Admiral Chaya Goswani. I handle a lot of bureaucratic tasks for the Union Navy, particularly here in Thassal. I want you to know up front that this meeting was not arranged to judge or reprimand you. So, you should relax. I have exceptionally good news for you.”

	“Yes ma’am.”

	Relaxing was the last thing Murati was capable of at that moment.

	Her hands were balled up on her lap, hidden under the table, turning, and squeezing.

	“You’re only 29 years old, but you’ve had some good achievements already. You’ve been out on exploratory voyages as an inspector and deckhand. You have Heavy Diver experience outside of a simulator. That’s especially important. Divers are an integral part of the future of our Navy. Your cadre was also lucky to get a lot of simulator time in the command modules and gunnery modules of a ship, as well, much more than previous cadres. We’ve had to cut back a bit lately on training time.”

	No mention that she was, for a time, one of the chief inspectors of the station’s guns.

	That probably did not register compared to her on and off missions.

	None of those missions had actually seen combat, however.

	Murati’s head was racing at the mention of simulator training. She was right; Murati and Karuniya’s particular academy cadre had been blessed with more resources in their time– thanks in part to Murati’s haranguing. Tensions started to build with the Empire again, so the Academy became stressed with additional, hastily recruited cadres that all needed training. They didn’t have the luxury of giving everyone 180 hours of simulator time after that. New recruits were lucky to have 20 hours of simulator time.

	“You’ve made several petitions for a command and other administrative protests and requests throughout your career. Some of the other officers involved in them found them a bit hasty, so there’s a bit of talk about you from time to time. Especially about the petition you made right after leaving the Academy.”

	“With all due respect, petitioning is my right, and I stood to lose nothing from trying.”

	Rear Admiral Goswani smiled warmly at her.

	“You did stand to lose face, and you did lose it, Nakara. Those things are still important. But! I personally admire your spirit, and I am not alone. Your subsequent petitions were far more persuasive.”

	Murati’s mood darkened just a little. She hated thinking that anyone disliked her.

	“What matters is that after each time you were turned down, you went out and clocked in all the work that we assigned you. You did not complain, and you did an excellent job every time. Be it inspections, assignments to ship Diver platoons, or maintenance; you made yourself reliable every time.”

	Read Admiral Goswani produced a minicomputer that had been sitting on her lap. She set it on the table and pushed it so that it slid across over to Murati. It was a thick old slate of a computer, with a 25 cm screen and weighing almost two kilograms. The screen had color, but it was a bit grainy and slightly washed out. It displayed an unmistakable image, however, one that struck Murati hard.

	Loaded on the screen was the profile of a ship, the frigate Papanin.

	Murati’s eyes drew wide.

	They then drifted toward the mission profile to which the ship was being tuned.

	Science Expedition?

	She felt a second knock on her heart, almost as strong as when she was led to the room.

	“Ma’am, I don’t understand.” Murati asked.

	Rear Admiral Goswani clapped her hands together with a broad, beaming smile.

	“Murati, you’re going to command that ship!” She said triumphantly. “You come highly recommended for a promotion, and I’ve been trying to get you a mission so you can build that experience and eventually receive a full commission. For the next three months that ship is yours to lead.”

	Murati blinked. She looked down at the tablet and back at the Rear Admiral.

	She was going to (temporarily) Captain a (Science) ship.

	There was just something about it that did not sit right with her.

	Was a ship a ship? Would any ship have done?

	Something about her felt nervous about it, restless, upset.

	She had wanted to Captain a military ship, on a military mission.

	“I know I would be debriefed in full by a mission coordinator later, if I accept.”

	“Correct.”

	“Can I get an overview of the mission now? To help me decide?”

	The Rear Admiral nodded and continued to smile, clearly pleased with the outcome.

	“Of course. We’re sending an expedition into the Thassal trench and the surroundings for the next few months on a few special missions. We want to commandeer an old Imperial acoustic station there, as well as to monitor biomass levels and prospect a potential mining development. Our scientific bureau organized this project, with planning led by Specialist 1st Class Maharapratham.”

	Specialist 1st Class Maharapratham.

	Murati’s mind screamed.

	KARUNIYA.

	“The Bureau representative strongly advocated for you to Captain this project. We needed someone who was a calm and reliable, multi-disciplinary, adaptable soldier with developed operational skills. She vouched for you and got consensus for it from her superiors. You’re quite lucky!”

	Rear Admiral Goswani gestured toward another door out of the room.

	From behind it, a cheerful Karuniya strode into the room.

	“Congratulations Lieutenant! I look forward to working with you.”

	She made a cutesy little wave at Murati.

	Murati’s face was starting to reflect her darkening mind.

	She narrowed her eyes and avoided acknowledging Karuniya.

	“I appreciate the praise and accept the mission.”

	She did not even acknowledge Karuniya in the room. Karuniya must’ve noticed.

	“Am I dismissed?” Murati asked.

	Read Admiral Goswani blinked with mute surprise at her stiff response.

	“Well, of course. Thank you for your dedication. You’ll debrief next week.”

	Murati turned around and walked out the door.

	Behind her, she heard a series of quick footsteps, but she did not stop.

	She also did not listen.

	It was only when they got outside, at the Union map monument, that Karuniya finally ran around Murati and got in front of her to stop her. She reached out her hands, pleadingly.

	“Murati! Why are you giving me the silent treatment?”

	“It’s nothing.” Murati said tersely. “I’m tired.”

	She tried to get going again but Karuniya stood in front of her again.

	“You’re mad, aren’t you? You’re upset with me.”

	“I didn’t need you to interfere.”

	Murati tried to get past, but Karuniya raised her hands again like a roadblock.

	“I’m sorry, okay! I thought it would make you really happy! I got to have a say in who would Captain and of course I chose you! I wanted to help you. You’ve been wanting this for so long that I–”

	“This was not what I wanted. I wanted– I wanted to earn my place.”

	Without another word Murati walked past Karuniya.

	She avoided looking at Karuniya’s face, every time her partner had thrown herself in front to demand her attention. She did not want to see her. From the tone of her voice she imagined Karuniya must have felt bad enough. She might have been even crying. But Murati did not want to look. She felt assured, righteous even, in the anger she felt in that moment, and she wanted to feel nothing else.

	“Murati, please, let’s talk about this. I hate this, don’t just walk away!”

	Karuniya pleaded, and followed for a few more steps, but Murati only briefly stopped.

	“Specialist, leave me alone for right now, ok?” Murati raised her voice.

	Saying that started to wear down her armor. She felt almost a bit ridiculous.

	Karuniya shouted back. “Fine then, Lieutenant!”

	There were no more pleas and protests from Karuniya. She turned around and fled too.

	Murati did feel compelled to turn around then. She briefly saw the back of Karuniya’s overclothes, disappearing into the crowd of people around the headquarters with stomping steps.

	Was that their parting then, that she had so feared?

	Frustrated, Murati raised her hand to her forehead.

	She gritted her teeth and struck herself. Her head was racing with erratic thoughts.

	“God damn it.”

	Murati had wanted a military command– to be acknowledged by her peers, to be given accolades. And to fight– to fight! She had spent so long and trained so much in everything military. She wanted to fight, to defend her country, to kill her enemies. She wanted revenge– no, to punish the imperialists! To make sure there was a Union still for all the people who survived horrid privation in the world!

	It was not just revenge then– it was for all that her country suffered.

	For all the people she– they– her country–

	For everyone who had been lost. Everyone she could not save–

	“God damn it! I’m such a fuckup.”

	Karuniya had already acknowledged her. She was maybe the only one who truly ever had.

	And Murati knew she was wrong-headed. She knew she was wrong, and she hated it.

	She was wrong about everything and that was what worried Karuniya and made her take action.

	Tears ran down her cheeks as she hurried her way back home, head bowed.

	She didn’t feel like a reliable, calm, cool-headed Lieutenant then.    

	Murati did not feel like someone worth Karuniya’s trust and admiration.

	 


1.3

	This scene contains a graphic depiction of consensual sex.

	Murati wondered if she would still come tonight.

	They had promised, but then–

	As brief as the fight was, she had been awful to Karuniya with those few words.

	At least there was electricity in the hall now.

	When she got home after her meeting, and the subsequent events she wanted far, far from her mind, her hallway’s power had finally been restored. When she arrived, her synthesizer music was blaring again, barely muffled by the door. A gaggle of engineers, still working on the farther parts of her hallway, stared at her as she appeared before them, ‘the owner of the very noisy room.’

	“It’s DJ Hard Roe!” She shouted at them, an attempt at humor they did not appreciate.

	Everyone got back to work and Murati disappeared into her room.

	First thing she did was use the panel near the door to quiet her music.

	She then sank back against the closed door behind her and sighed deeply.

	All the way down the door, until she was seated with her arms around her knees.

	The silence in the room just made her head pound harder with shame and anxiety.

	“Stupid. You’re so fucking stupid; arrogant, stuck up, bitch. Meatheaded fuck.”

	All of it was meant to assail herself. She could not fault Karuniya anything now.

	She pounded her fist on the door behind her.

	Her alarm clock continued to count the minutes and seconds. It was 1100 hours now.

	She had a full day ahead of her still.

	Time kept moving. Life went on. Murati just had to deal with it.

	Sighing deeply, she stood up, one hand on the door, another on the wall panel.

	DJ Hard Roe’s “Abyssal Love” album then began to play once more.

	There was a rich sound to it. DJ Hard Roe really took advantage of the ever-increasing sophistication of computer software to make fascinating sounds, but she wove in traditional melodies to create what she dubbed “the sound of modern sex.” Murati quietly revered her style and played her often.

	It was the soundtrack to most of her days, ever since its release a year ago.

	Perhaps not the sound of modern sex, for her, at least not then or most days.

	To her, it was the sound of everyday life beneath the currents.

	Sometimes gentle, sometimes harsh. Erratic, shifting; then dramatically winding down.

	Murati sighed. Life went on. When next she saw Karuniya, she would apologize.

	For now, as she recognized before, she had a whole day to live, here, by herself.

	Atop her nightstand she set her reading glasses. She looked in the drawer.

	She then removed an injector and a bottle of medicine and set them on the nightstand too.

	Her coat was still practically spotless. She put it and her pants back in the wardrobe.

	She removed her full bodysuit and changed out into a two-piece swimsuit instead.

	Around her room, a sporty two-piece was just the thing for Murati.

	The top was sleeveless, front-zipped and cut just above the belly; and the bottom was a pair of shorts, all made of plastic and synthetic fiber. All black, and unlike the tight bodysuit it had a bit more give. This was the sort of suit you could wear comfortably around your room– though Karuniya would wear it out too. She was always a lot bolder than Murati in how she dress. She never cared what anyone thought.

	Murati was boring– she usually just followed uniform policy.

	Uniform policy for the military required full suits for meetings and combat alert.

	“Ugh. Karuniya.”

	She closed the wardrobe and pressed a button on the wall.

	Had the music not been so loud, she would have heard the wardrobe spray her clothes with moisture and a cleaning solution. Then a warm mist and a strong fan would have dried them off.

	Murati hovered back to the nightstand drawer.

	She picked up the injector and filled it with medicine.

	Gently, she ran a finger down the end of the injector. It was sharp.

	With one hand she pulled her bottom down a little below the hip.

	Her other hand stabbed the injector into her side and pushed down the button on the back.

	She gritted her teeth. It hurt; it wasn’t supposed to, but she had made it hurt.

	There was something cathartic about it. Both the self-loathing, and the hormones.

	“Fuck.” She mumbled. “You just suck, Murati Nakara.”

	She pulled the injector out and dropped it on the nightstand. There was a dribble of blood.

	When she mastered herself and ceased to cringe at the pain, Murati tremulously opened the drawer and put the vial of medicine back inside. There was more medicine in there. A pill bottle; and a few packets of powder meant to dissolve below her tongue. She looked over the packets.

	She had asked her doctor for the powder. For a special occasion she had said sheepishly.

	Like the condoms also in the drawer, it was likely to now go unused.

	She threw them back in the drawer and withdrew the pill bottle.

	Taking two yellow pills from it, she walked over to one of the wall panels.

	At the push of a button the shower opened. It was not only a shower: it was a very cramped full bathroom. To even get in she had to push the toilet down below the level of the floor with one foot, at which point it would lock in and become the vent for the dirty shower water.

	She was not too tall, and she was fairly lean. Still, with the door closed, she would be packed in. Her arms at her sides, only really able to turn with some effort and reach up or down to scrub herself. She felt like a canned fish, packed in with soapy water or foamy mist. At least it was warm, but it was so tight.

	There were barely centimeters of headroom at the top.

	Water usage was controlled, as the machine was programmed with its weekly allotment. Though the water ration was generous, she still had to be careful not to waste it. For how cramped the place was, the shower had decent features. Foamy soap was dispensed from the sides and the roof, water could be sprayed, misted, or dispensed as a full shower, and water for drinking could be procured as well.

	It was this latter function that Murati now desired.

	She opened a tiny side-drawer and produced a reusable cup.

	From one of the rear water sprayers she filled the cup.

	She took her pills, and drank some cold, clear fortified drinking water.

	Refreshed, her medical regimen taken care of, she closed the shower and sat on her bed.

	“So Murati, what now?”

	It was 1135 hours, and the whole day was still ahead.

	Murati laid back in bed, facing the wall, and pressed her fingers on the panel.

	Everything was context sensitive. In a sense, her entire wall was the control panel, and any square she touched could summon a window to operate the room. The screen was poor quality. Even the minicomputer she looked at back at the Navy HQ was easier on the eyes. Text and images were poorly rendered, so browsing BBSes on her wall was a pain. It was really only good for daily tasks and playing music. The room’s computer box was under her bed, along with her modest collection of diskettes.

	There was LAN access, but for anything other than the official channels it was quite slow.

	Between the clunkiness of the room computer and the power outages, she ultimately asked for and received a battery-powered alarm clock that could reliably remind her of scheduled tasks.

	She wished she had loaned a minicomputer from the library.

	For a moment, she switched off the music from the computer and tuned into a broadcast over the local area network. It took a moment to receive, both because establishing a LAN connection was arduous, and her computer itself was old and overburdened compared to the latest consumer-grade hardware. When the connection finally got through, and stabilized, it was rock solid, however. While the picture was terrible, even when she tried to restrict it to only occupying one wall without blending into the ceiling, the audio was pretty crisp. You could definitely rely on Union audio equipment, even if the screens still needed a lot of work. Because it was a priority stream, once connected, the broadcast was smooth.

	An older man behind a desk read off the day’s announcements in a rich voice.

	“–In agricultural news, Lyser’s Agricultural Institute is reporting Corn and Soybean yields are ahead of plan, with a surplus of 18% for the first growing season of 979 AD. Rather than distributing greater amounts of these products, the Union Agricultural Commissariat, in a highly criticized decision, have opted to retain the surplus to grow the strategic reserve as part of the Two-Year Famine Protection Program instituted by Premier Jayasankar. In a statement, the Commissariat spokespersons indicated that the allotments are currently ‘In a good place’ and that nutrition has been even, equitable and high quality in the Union. They urged citizens to look ahead and help the country future-proof its food supply by maintaining consumption at these levels and doing their best to work toward surpluses. Lyser has also reported a small increase in the amount of primary and substitute pollinator production–”

	Murati tapped the panel to swap back to music.

	Agricultural news was extremely important to the Union because it was a Plan Year.

	They were supposed to look back on five-year production growth and start the next Plan.

	Agriculture was not Murati’s interest or forte, however.

	A few more taps, and her walls began to display moody colors for ambiance.

	DJ Hard Roe returned to life with the rebellious, crackly beats of “Euphotic Hatefuck.”

	Murati donned her glasses and withdrew one of her books from the pile.

	“Remember to return these.” She mumbled. But she would not. Not yet anyway.

	All of them had thick binding and covers. They were called “limestone paper” books but the pages were made of a complicated mineral compound, with some petrol products in there too. Wood paper was impossible to source. She could get books loaded as text files on a minicomputer, from the same library where she got the hard books. But there was something she liked about the physical books. Perhaps there were less distractions involved. Or their immediacy: turning the pages for example. Murati could not pin it down. But she would rather read about the Empire’s wars against the Republic of Alayze, on paper.

	It was 1216 and she still had the whole day ahead of her.

	At 1300 hours however, she was informed of a visitor at her door.

	The alert appeared on the wall and muted her music.

	“Lunch! Ms. Nakara, your combined lunch– would you like ‘A’ or ‘B’ today?”

	“I’ll take ‘B.’ Please leave it at the door.”

	Murati called out. She was not dressed modestly enough for polite company.

	“Sure thing! Please pick it up while it’s still warm.”

	This was the last thing the delivery boy said before the music kicked back in.

	After a few moments had passed, Murati cracked open the door, slipped her arm out and pulled the lunchbox into the room. It was a white plastic case with a spork included for eating.

	Inside, the box was divided into four courses.

	There was a corn flatbread, a portion of pickled lettuce with an oily tomato relish, a soybean and yeast cutlet, and a runny fruit preserve. The pickles looked crisp, but the flatbread was a little stiff. The protein cutlet was slightly firm on the outside, soft inside, and coated in a bit of sweet and savory sauce, probably flavored with more yeast, corn or soy, or all three. On top of the cornbread there was a little packet of citrus powder, to be torn open, spilled into a cup and drank with water from the shower.

	She wondered what was in the ‘A’ menu. She liked the cutlets, so she lucked out. 

	Murati picked up her cup, mixed herself the citrus drink and with military discipline, quickly devoured her lunch. She did pause to taste the cutlet, which had a nice unctuous profile from the sweet-and-savory sauce. In a matter of minutes, she had eaten. It was filling, and the station was kind enough to home deliver the box once a day if Murati was checked into her room rather than out and about.

	When she was done, she opened a slot in the wall and sent the box down a chute.

	Wherever it was that they went, they would be recycled for materials, or cleaned and reused.

	Murati then spent the next several hours in her books.

	There was not really day or night for her. The Station environment harkened back to these strange contradictions of human life in its present state: at some point during the course of the day her lights automatically dimmed just a little, when the computer believed she should be winding down for the day. But Murati would simply raise the brightness of the room lights back. It was not “night” for her yet.

	In a fit of pique, she finally got up from her bed.

	Murati stepped into the shower, underwear and all.

	She got a splash of water, a mist of freshener and then a warm spray to dry herself off.

	Her next destination was her wardrobe.

	She pushed her uniforms and wetwear aside. In one corner, she had a pair of sleek pants, dark blue with strips of translucent material below the thigh, as well as a button up synthetic white shirt with a black collar and elbow-length sleeves. Both had been acquired for a special occasion.

	“Might as well not let them go to waste.”

	She put the shirt on, buttoning it up to just over her breasts. She then unzipped her swimsuit top until the zip was right below the buttons: that way she exposed her collar and just the littlest bit of her chest. The pants, she wore without a belt. Everything fit perfectly; she could see her whole look for herself in the mirror in the back of the wardrobe. For once, she felt almost confident in her appearance.

	Just like the models in the culture ‘zines.

	She had seen the clothes on a dummy in a co-op. Murati had little sense of fashion.

	But Karuniya, who had tagged along to shop, liked the look of them.

	“That tall, dark soft-butch look really suits you.” Karuniya had said.

	“I’m more like average and lightly toasted.” Murati had replied.

	“If you really believed in yourself, you’d be so much hotter, you know?”

	Murati did not exchange for the clothes right then.

	She did come, sans Karuniya, the next day. And then she acquired them.

	They had cost her half of her credits, but it was worth it.

	Even if Karuniya was not there to see it, the clothes were amazingly comfortable.

	She liked the look. Particularly the gap of brown skin at her neck and collarbone area.

	While the pants really clung to her, they felt so easy to move in.

	Murati did feel like a much more confident woman was staring back from the mirror.

	A woman in her prime, lean with a refined expression and striking features, short and untidy black hair with a cool messiness, auburn eyes that shone with glamor, strong shoulders, long legs.

	She was a complete and total specimen.

	This woman could do anything.

	She might even apologize to Karuniya for today.

	Heaving a long sigh, Murati made for the bed and dropped herself on it.

	It was 18:05 and around this time was when she had expected to have a date.

	Instead, she was alone.

	She hated the way that she reacted to Karuniya and she could not keep it out of her mind any longer. While she cared about her career (and who could say that this opportunity would not advance it?) she knew from the bottom of her heart that she cared about Karuniya too. And even if they never dated again as romantic partners, she would absolutely hate losing her dearest friend in the station.

	“I should go talk to her.”

	Her legs wouldn’t move. There was still an unearned sense of stupid pride in her.

	She sighed again. She almost considered turning down the synths. The throbbing, sensual sounds of “Two Dolphins Meet Far Away From Home” were starting to compound the difficulty she had coming to any decision or making herself accept anything that had happened. On most days, the soundscape helped her to focus and drown out distraction. Today, everything was a mess.

	Her legs still wouldn’t move. “God damn it, what am I doing?” She shouted.

	That particular decision, at least, would be taken out of her hands.

	Her music paused again by itself, mid-shout.

	Murati sat up suddenly.

	There was a notification on the wall. Someone was knocking on the door.

	Because this was someone authorized to the room computer, an ID image was shown.

	Shoulder-length hair, bright eyes, olive skin. An innocent smile.

	She had taken this picture at the Academy, with her hair dyed green.

	“I brought a peace offering.”

	Karuniya called from the other side of the door.

	Murati was still as hesitant as before to speak. To own up; to apologize.

	Nevertheless, she found herself quietly opening the door.

	“I know you’re annoyed with me.” Her partner said.

	Karuniya walked in with a confident strut. She knew what she was doing.

	She had a bottle in hand and a smile on her softly painted lips.

	Like Murati, she had also dressed up for the date night they had promised to have.

	“I’m not annoyed with you.” Murati said, trying not to stare too much.

	How could anyone be annoyed with someone who looked like that?

	Karuniya had also changed out of her full suit in something exquisite. To this “date” she wore a light-blue one-piece, front-zipped, with a high leg-line and exposed shoulders. Over it she wore an off-shoulder crop top with long, translucent sleeves, all yellow, buttoned just over her breasts, along with a skirt and stockings of a similar color and make. The skirt had a gap around the hips to expose skin.

	Those materials had to be synthetic and petroleum products. There wasn’t a cotton shirt in sight in Thassal, or much of the Union. It was too expensive, the growing space at too much of a premium. And yet, the make was so state-of-the-art, so fashionable, Murati almost mistook it for organic clothes.

	Murati always found her face radiant; but she had made herself up a bit more.

	Her hair had a glittery sheen, still hanging behind her back but brushed with a little more care. Her lips were painted just slightly reddish pink. Her cheeks glittered, flushed slightly pink with a hint of makeup powder. She must have been saving this stuff — it was all amazing. Murati was transfixed with Karuniya as she moved past her to set the bottle down on the nightstand. She looked jaw-droppingly gorgeous.

	“I always thought it was really hardcore how you injected it.”

	While Murati was busy staring at Karuniya, the scientist had been dissecting the room. Her eyes had settled on the injector and medicine bottle that was left discarded on the nightstand.

	She just barely mastered herself in time to respond with intellect over libido.

	“Injections have higher doses than pills. You take them less often.”

	“You already take like two pills for other stuff, so do you actually gain any time?”

	She had a point, but Murati did not invite her over for health coaching.

	In fact, she had been reasonably certain the invitation would be off, after what happened.

	“Want a drink? We’ll have to pass around your cup.” Karuniya said.

	Murati felt that Karuniya was pointedly avoiding discussing the events from earlier.

	She decided to play along. If she was honest with herself, she was happy to see Karuniya.

	And that was a response, she assured herself, made with intellect over libido.

	“I can’t well turn it down if you went out of your way to get it.” She said.

	Karuniya’s bottle contained a sweetened and watered-down corn liquor.

	They twisted off the cap and poured themselves a cup of the clear brown drink. They sat on the bedside and took turns drinking. Lyser corn wine was a special drink: there was a process to it. Most people would have just gotten a drink of raw corn alcohol and watered it down if they wanted to get drunk. Corn wine was an experience. Of the milieu of flavors, the taste of sweet corn was strongest. Corn wine lived up to its name. Each sip was frothy and slick, coating the tongue. Then followed the sting of the liquor, and the warming sensation as it flowed down the throat. For how cheap it was, it felt luxurious.

	“This is pretty good.” Murati said. She gently tilted the cup, sloshing the liquor.

	“Lyser had a good crop this year! Whatever year this was.” Karuniya said.

	She lifted the cup as if to toast and took a sip.

	“Year XXX, a good vintage.” Murati joked. Karuniya even laughed at it.

	“I’m hungry. Let’s get something! We can pool our credits together if we need to.”

	Karuniya put down the bottle on the nightstand. Any wall in the room, save for the sliding doors for the shower and other utilities which had their own controls there, could become a portal for the room computer. Over the nightstand, she put in a request for the food administration page.

	Murati, still playing along nonchalantly, simply watched.

	A grainy window appeared a few minutes later. Communicating with the wider community of the Station through the LAN was not instantaneous. Broadcasts had bandwidth priority and messages were slow. Eventually their patience was rewarded with the room service page for buying extra rations.

	“A menu or B menu?” Karuniya asked. Murati simply shrugged.

	Like magic, a few minutes later, there were a few knocks on the door.

	Once the delivery was made, Murati simply picked up the food at her doorstep.

	Dinner was similar to lunch, with the addition of a soup cup and pickled eggs. There was a potato salad, bread, and a savory protein cutlet, likely soy and specially bred yeast. There was a fruit compote.

	The two of them sat on the floor with their backs to the bedframe.

	“Not exactly a candle-lit co-op table date.” Murati sighed.

	“What is a date, but the two people who are together?”

	Karuniya sidled up to her on the bed and linked their arms together, holding Murati’s hand.

	There was a sweet scent wafting up from her that reminded Murati of the botanical garden. Flowers; barely seen outside of a lab or a recreational park in the Union. But their scent was still there. Had Karuniya gone to visit the garden? Did she shed tears under the heavy scent of the plants?

	That image was just too painful for Murati to keep ignoring.

	“I’m sorry.” Murati said.

	“I’m sorry too.” Karuniya said. She held up a finger to Murati’s lips before she could tell her that there was nothing for her to apologize for. She knew Murati too well. “No, Murati, I was presumptuous. We’re not kids doing group projects anymore. We have to think about our careers. I should have asked you and realized your feelings. I’m taking responsibility for this too. If you want out–”

	“I don’t!” Murati said, gently guiding Karuniya’s finger off her lips. “I want to do this. A ship is a ship; a mission is a mission. I’m going to learn new things and see new sights, with you.”

	Karuniya was surprised. Murati even surprised herself, with the forcefulness of her words.

	She had only given it an inkling of thought throughout the day. Now that she had put it into words and advocated it to herself from a broader view, she actually felt a little excited. After all, she had been afraid of leaving Karuniya forever, or vice versa. Now they had their own ship.

	“Are you sure?”

	“Absolutely.”

	Determination clearly shone in Murati’s face. Karuniya’s posture softened.

	“Let’s toast to it then!” She said.

	“How?” Murati asked. “We’ve only got one cup.”

	“I can think of a way.”

	Karuniya lifted the cup for a toast, took a drink, and pulled Murati into a kiss.

	Sweet corn, stinging alcohol and a warm tongue stole through her unguarded lips.

	“Toast!”

	Pulling back, Karuniya giggled. Murati, her heart beating quickly, suppressed a laugh.

	“You’re always up to something.” She said. “You’ve got an evil genius to you.”

	“You’re right. I’m most definitely an evil genius. But at least I’m not a troublemaker.”

	She dipped her flatbread in the soup and took a dramatic bite from it, winking.

	“What was that?” Murati laughed. “What was that gesture even supposed to mean?”

	“Eat up before it gets colder.”

	Teasing her, Murati picked up her own flatbread and made an exaggerated wink.

	Karuniya stuck out her tongue.

	After their romantic dinner, the pair resumed their casual drinking. Karuniya inspected Murati’s general messiness. She had no room to talk however. Having been over at her place before Murati knew intimately that she had a book pile just like her own, just with different contents.

	However, rather than her evil genius, Karuniya had genuine curiosity.

	She picked a book off the pile, on the development of Imperial fleet tactics.

	“This is just like you.”

	Karuniya smiled fondly at the book. “It’s like holding a tiny little piece of you.”

	Opening up the pages, she flipped through various wordy descriptions and diagrams.

	“Do they still operate like this? This book is a hundred years old.”

	“It serves as a foundation.” Murati said.

	“You really think about this stuff all the time.” Karuniya said. “I signed up at the academy because the military has a monopoly on science here in the Union. So, I guess I’m sort of a soldier too. I just do not have as much of a concentration in the operational art. Do you think that’s a weakness?”

	“No, I mean, when we go to war you will perform science-y roles still.”

	Murati had said that with such confidence that Karuniya stared at her in silence.

	After a pause, she asked, “You think we’re going to war?”

	“Eventually we must. I mean, you know, the contradictions and all that–”

	“I read Mordecai too you know. But does that actually mean war?”

	“It will eventually. The Empire in the long term, needs our resources against the Republic.”

	Karuniya laid back against the pile of books, looking up at the ceiling.

	“Wow. I guess I never thought about it like that. I feel like– well, like a liberal. I guess.”

	“I forgive you.” Murati teased her. “Besides, you have all kinds of incredible knowledge I don’t have. I can’t predict currents worth a damn; I don’t get biomass concentration. I’d need you.”

	Karuniya stood up from the floor. Her expression changed suddenly.

	“Murati, listen to me. I made a decision today.”

	Facing Murati, she extended a hand to her. Murati took it and stood with her.

	“I want us to be together. I never want to lose you. Both of us have lost enough already.”

	Her other hand she stretched to the wall.

	Without looking, she input a command to Murati’s room computer. For people who got used to room computers, it was not hard to work the inputs while looking away, or even to type on the wall with a completely absent mind. The whole time she typed, Karuniya had the most intense lock on Murati’s eyes. Murati felt a sensation come up from her core, a growing desire.

	As the lights dimmed, those emerald eyes grew fiery, passionate.

	Her soft hand tightened its grip on Murati’s.

	There was a notification. Karuniya had recorded herself in the room log.

	“I’m staying the night. It’s been a while, hasn’t it? I kinda missed sleeping over.”

	She walked around Murati, hand in hand, never breaking eye contact. She sat on the bed.

	Heaving a contented sigh, she tugged at the neck of her suit.

	“Do you want to hold on to me? Even if you don’t– will you indulge me?” She asked.

	A zipper pulled down; a button popped.

	Karuniya beamed with anticipation. Her breasts were half-exposed.

	Murati did not need any further hints and did not respond with her voice.

	She took Karuniya by the shoulders and practically pounced on her.

	Silent, confident, her body communicated the desire she had and her total acquiescence.

	There was barely room on the bed for them to lay together — except with one on top.

	Karuniya locked eyes with an expression that was ravishing in its confidence.

	As the tallest of the two Murati gently tipped her head down to her.

	Their lips joined. First the kisses were brief, between intermittent, warm gasps.

	Laid down against the bed, Karuniya embraced Murati, and pushed herself up.

	When their lips next met, they locked tight, savoring one another, breathless.

	Murati’s fingers glided across Karuniya’s belly, relishing the soft contours of her skin, the tiny twitches of motion from her body as she reacted to the strong, firm touch. Her long fingers traced Karuniya’s belly, to her hip, and down to her thigh. Pressing between her legs, she reached under the wetsuit.

	Her lips brushed past Karuniya’s cheek.

	Ever so slightly, they spread for a gentle nip at the warm, pliable flesh of her earlobe.

	“Oh! Murati–!”

	Exploring further, Murati felt a rising pulse as she sucked on her lover’s neck.

	Mumbling little cries escaped Karuniya in fits and starts. She closed her eyes and dug in her fingers. Her legs pressed against Murati and kicked, thighs rubbing, toes curling with pleasure.

	“Murati, this–”

	Her moaning grew louder, incoherent. Her cries shuddered with her whole body.

	Briefly lifting her other hand, Murati tinkered with the wall panel as Karuniya tittered.

	Synthesizer music filled the room. Karuniya bucked her hips, nearly jumping.

	Both from pleasure and incredulous surprise.

	“What the–! You’re ruining– hngh!”

	Karuniya’s complaints were interrupted by a cute little moan as Murati found a sweet spot.

	Those fingers which were occupied within Karuniya had taken no pause.

	With the music blaring, they found a pleasant new rhythm.

	“It’s your modesty that I’m protecting.” Murati said into her ears.

	“Oh shut– ohh!”

	In lieu of shutting up, Murati drew closer again to Karuniya.

	Karuniya’s back arched, and she drew forward, seizing Murati and pulling her deeper.

	All of the playful sounds escaping Karuniya’s lips were masked by the synths.

	Only Murati could delight in them, as close as she was, tasting them in her breath.

	“What a noisy girl.” She teased.

	“That’s– you–”

	Karuniya tugged at Murati’s dress shirt, undoing the buttons and slicing down the zipper to start undressing her. She squeezed the pliable material of the suit, gritting her teeth. Her whole body shuddered from Murati’s attentions. With effort, she pulled the suit and shirt off Murati’s shoulders and down against her arms, exposing her sweat-soaked, heaving chest.

	Her hands went from the suit down to Murati’s breasts, digging her fingers into the skin.

	Responding to her lover’s feverish grip on her chest, Murati pushed her fingers in deeper and faster.

	Playing Karuniya’s throbbing clit like the strings backing the current track.

	Karuniya tensed, her back arched. Suddenly overwhelmed in climax, she jumped forward.

	Perhaps she had intended to embrace. Instead Murati knocked heads with her.

	From the sound system, a much quieter, less intense track suddenly began to play.

	“Fuck–” Karuniya began through gasping breaths. “–Goodbye, mood!”

	Clinging together, near totally naked, they burst suddenly into laughter.

	Murati was so taken in with Karuniya. She was positively glowing. She was so beautiful.

	“I love you, Karu.” Murati said. “I love you so much. Let’s stay just like this.”

	She squeezed her lover tightly. For a moment they held one another, neither moving from the spot. Everything felt light and warm and fun. Comforting. They laughed a little more together.

	Karuniya recovered her breath. Suddenly, she reached down to Murati’s pants.

	“I love you too, Murati. But listen it’s neither fair nor hot if only I have fun.”

	Her fingers sent a thrill, longing and anticipation cascading across Murati’s entire body.

	“I’m having fun.” She replied, gently holding on to Karuniya’s waist.

	“Yeah, yeah; enough of the strong, reserved service top stuff, just come here.”

	From the nightstand, Karuniya coyly withdrew a pair of foil packets.

	One was full of powder. She tipped the contents into Murati’s mouth to dissolve quickly.

	A second packet contained a condom.

	Karuniya teasingly reached between Murati’s legs and laid a hand there. First to slide the condom down Murati’s shaft; then just to squeeze. Between her grip and the medicine, Murati felt a powerful rush of blood. It was impossible to maintain her strong, reserved persona then. She cried in a deep, lustful voice.

	Stroking faster, Karuniya brought her other arm around Murati’s neck. She kissed her, briefly — then pushed her down onto the bed, crawled on her, her hands supporting her weight on Murati’s chest.

	Her lover rising and falling over her, with the music slow and the lights dimming, their eyes locked together with growing intensity even as their bodies quaked together with intoxicating pleasure–

	Murati almost felt as if time had stopped. As if she was in a sublime dream.

	Karuniya’s weight and warmth on her body did make Murati shout.

	Both of them shouted.

	Heads swimming, heartbeats pulsing from one to the other as if one flesh. Diving deep beneath the surface of each other’s bodies, touching everything, tasting everything, holding back nothing. Holding hands adrift in the currents of their pleasure, the two of them lost the time.

	They were taken by a raw desperation. Sex was nothing new, but that night was different.

	Between the first kiss and the last orgasm, the world changed. They felt it in on their skin.

	 


1.4

	Tragedy and time had an eerie relationship to one another.

	For the people of the domed cities, the spire-like station towers, the cave-bound in the quarries, the workers at the geothermal industrial processing plants, time was a concept that they brought with them through the ages with little in the way of a natural association. Their world was always dark, at times darker, at times less. Time was unbound from light, and it moved ever so slowly in their cramped ships and the tight halls of their stations and the labyrinthine paths of their great cities.

	Time seemed to move the fastest just before a calamity.

	In the disputed territory around the Thassalid Trench, the Union Cruiser Comrade Stoller and an Imperial counterpart, the Sacrosanct, spotted each other via sonar and moved to within a kilometer of one another. Both were patrolling territory that they claimed as their own. There was no ceasefire between their nations; but torpedoes and coilguns were not immediately primed or launched.

	“Ma’am!”

	Inside the command room of the Stoller, the ship’s Captain, who sat between the stations of the electronics, sonar, communications, and ballast/rudder control personnel, saw one of her communications officers turn from her large, wall-mounted console to speak to her personally.

	“We received an acoustic text from the enemy. They have identified themselves as the Sacrosanct and wish to open laser communication. Should we respond?” Said the comms woman.

	“Put them through but be on the lookout for electronic warfare.”

	Captain Mirasol Fuentes had a calm, confident, serious tone.

	With her hands behind her back, she stood up from her chair.

	On the wall, a camera captured her upper body.

	Atop the Stoller’s fin-like conning tower, a hatch opened to reveal a swiveling blue laser transmitter and receiver head, the size of a human body. This device synchronized with its equivalent from the Sacrosanct to establish a high-bandwidth laser communication through the ocean water. Stoller’s camera feed was transmitted to the Sacrosanct, and vice versa. Despite the sophisticated technology, the feed was poor. Both Captains saw each other’s screens tearing and blurring. Biomass density was high in these waters.

	“I am Captain Mirasol Fuentes of the Comrade Stoller. Imperial ship, you are in the territory of the Laborer’s Union of Ferris, Lyser and Solstice, allied with the free peoples of Campos Mountain. We can escort you to Imperial territory peacefully, but you must turn around and vacate immediately.”

	Mirasol wasted no time staking her position.

	Her imperial counterpart scoffed at the notion.

	“Well, I am Duke Groessen of Sverland, milady, and I am here to fulfill the mission of my sovereign himself, the Emperor! My mission in fact, is to restore the acoustic network relay at Thassalid, which you occupied during your bloodletting 20 years ago and left to rot, and which is by rights ours.”

	Mirasol recalled that during the revolution, the Imperials routed much of their acoustic and blue laser communication through the relay at Thassal to alert their border forces of the uprising.

	This allowed the revolutionaries to predict their every move by intercepting the messages.

	Since then it had gone silent. Neither side used it. It had become a symbol of détente.

	“It has been decades since the relay at Thassal has seen maintenance, let alone actual communications.” Mirasol said. “That being said, the Thassalid Trench is Union ground, Duke. You must turn back.”

	“Would you truly fire on a ship carrying out a strictly infrastructural task, Captain?”

	On the video-screen in the Stoller, the image of the Duke could be seen to play with his mustache. A smile could have been made out, had it not been for the screen tearing over his face.

	“I would fire on a ship invading our territory.” Mirasol said.

	She was unwaveringly serious. Around her, the crew began to fidget at their stations.

	“I would not expect any less from slave-blooded rebels and bandits!”

	“With all due respect, Duke, these poor bandits defeated the mighty Imperial Navy over this very trench, so I would not take for granted your freedom and peace when you are navigating here.”

	At that moment, the geothermal vents in the Thassalid Trench sent a swell of water and gas up between the combatants. It was a small and common upwelling from the trench, which had not been notably unstable in those months. This modest surge was enough to make the laser communication between the ships completely untenable. Mirasol and the Duke could no longer continue their argument. Their last words to one another were garbled. Their visages on each other’s screen torn into a pair of inhuman, twisted rictus out of which no intentions could possibly be gleaned.

	Both ships withdrew their laser transmitters.

	Neither ship sent acoustic messages from then on. There was no more discussion.

	There was no meaningful underlying reason for what happened next.

	Time simply went at a breakneck speed when it came to the instant of tragedy.

	Wire-guided homing torpedoes launched two at a time out of the underside of each ship.

	Topside coilguns emerged from their hatches and the seals on their barrels did break.

	Fore and aft gas gun stations on each ship fought fiercely to intercept incoming torpedoes.

	Ordnance exploded all around the ships, whether from fused coilgun warheads or the tricky maneuvering of guided torpedoes, forming massive pockets of vapor and pressure that rocked the hulls and the respective crews. Despite the advanced armor and great manufacture of the ship hulls, designed to withstand the pressure of even the abyssal deeps, cracks formed, and water entered.

	Neither ship had an advantage and therefore neither ship survived the brutal salvoes.

	Who fired first? Why was a shot even fired? All answers died with them.

	Time beckoned. History obliged. Tragedy followed. Never answerable, never accountable.

	Years of an inevitable tension were released in the span of mere minutes.

	Weapons roared, the currents parted, and human life, as always, ended in the wake.

	 

	

	

	 


1.5

	With heavy breaths and a racing heart, she searched through the sterile, steel halls.

	She lunged forward into room after room, surprising the analysts and maintenance crew beyond the doors, but she could not find the person she was searching for. Every hall felt the same and every room as well. She had never been in the vast halls of a dreadnought before. At most she had ridden in frigates. There were so many places to search, multiple floors and halls, and she had so little time.

	How had it come to this?

	After everything they went through together, would she not even be able to say ‘Goodbye’?

	Her head felt tight and simultaneously airy and empty. 

	She breathed in and out, heavily and audibly, her lungs feeling like they were compressed under her bodysuit and pilot vest. Standing in the middle of a hallway– what hallway? Where was she? 

	Where was she?

	Murati thought she would have a panic attack.

	All she wanted at that moment was to see Karuniya. She did not care how she looked.

	Maybe she was in the wrong hall? She jumped in a lift, smashed the button to go up.

	When the lift doors opened, she nearly tumbled out. A guard stared at her in confusion.

	From across the hall, Murati peered into an instrument room.

	She would have never mistaken her in a crowd. Even when they were strangers.

	“Um, ma’am, this is the command deck, deployment is down–”

	Murati ran past her.

	Storming into one of the dreadnought’s decentralized instrument rooms, she saw Karuniya looking over a seismograph, hydrophone readings, a screen collecting data from a water density probe. Karuniya looked up from the LCD control screen and stood up with a muted gasp upon seeing her.

	Over the protests of the security officer, Murati grabbed hold of Karuniya.

	In turn, Karuniya sank her head into Murati’s chest.

	A couple of other analysts stared. One younger girl chirped with delight and clapped.

	“Karu, I’m going out. I’m sorry.” Murati said.

	“What are you apologizing for? Don’t say that. Be a big hero and protect us.”

	Karuniya was sobbing.

	At the door to the room, the officer seemed to ask himself how any of this was happening.

	“Ma’am, I’m sorry, can I please escort you down to the Diver deck?”

	For a moment, Murati was frozen in Karuniya’s arms.

	Just like– just like mere hours ago.

	While the two of them spent the night together, the Union slowly realized an imminent threat and put in orders to begin mobilizing. These orders crawled through the acoustic network. First from a patrol cutter that caught sounds of a battle on hydrophone; then to an outpost, which established a relayed laser over to Thassal. By the time the Navy HQ puzzled through the situation, it was morning. 

	Murati awoke with a spent Karuniya laying still asleep on top of her.

	An alarm sounded almost as soon as Murati came to. People came banging at her door.

	“Officers Nakara, Maharapratham! I’m sorry for bothering you, but you’re being called, it’s an emergency deployment! Combat alert ma’am! You need to make it up to the Formidable, you’re reassigned!”

	At first, Murati didn’t even realize what she had been told. She was groggy and annoyed.

	Of course, they knew she had been fucking Karuniya because of the room logs.

	That was the first uncharitable thought that came to mind in that situation. That and throwing a wet condom down the recycling chute. Her room lights started to climb, and her moving around a bit was shifting the still-sleeping Karuniya and prodding her slowly out of her slumber.

	“What’s all that noise? Is that an alarm?” She asked.

	Murati realized her music was muted. All the noise was from outside.

	At that point, the two of them bolted up.

	“Can I borrow a uniform?”

	In a panic, those were some of the last words they said to one another.

	The Formidable was a massive Union dreadnought, one of the few in the fleet. Over 300 meters long and over 65 meters wide, its curved, cylindrical hull fielded two heavy coilguns, a dozen light coilguns and over a dozen gas gun emplacements, four torpedo tubes, and the capacity for six Diver mecha. This was top of the line firepower. As she walked along the walkways to the berths, and stared out at it through the glass, Murati realized the gravity of the situation. Formidable wasn’t alone. Thassal was at capacity, docking, in addition to its civilian complement, over thirty or forty military ships.

	There were people everywhere, rushing to ships, using Rabochiy suits to push cargo crates into the loading chutes on the docks, working powerful cranes to lift equipment onto the supply ships docked at the stations’ heavy-duty loading areas. Officers and commissars directed foot traffic, calling out for people to assemble in this or that area of the dock for boarding specific ships.

	Karuniya and Murati arrived at the Formidable along with at least a hundred more hastily drawn-up members of the crew. In peacetime, the Formidable ran a skeleton crew. Now it needed to be fully crewed for battle, which would take over three hundred souls to do separated between several departments. All of those people would ride this massive machine into battle.

	Battle– nobody had told Murati yet what was happening.

	It wasn’t until she and Karuniya were finally separated into their particular departments and assignments that the situation was laid bare before them. There had been an attack by the Empire over the Thassal trench. A ship had been lost. The Imperial border fleet quickly used this an excuse to take unilateral actions and would likely meet them, in anger, just past the trench in a few hours.

	They could expect to be heavily outnumbered.

	Backing down would mean that Thassal station would be put in danger.

	And all of Ferris, too. Reinforcements were beginning to muster, but–

	“We will have to commence battle by ourselves.”

	The Formidable bore the command of Thassal Fleet Admiral Deshnov. He addressed the crew over the submarine’s loudspeaker system. Deshnov was an old man who spared no one the grim details of their situation. He embellished nothing. It was likely to be 30 on 75 out there, he claimed, and if you wanted a good luck charm, instead of praying, you should promise yourself to a gas gunner.

	There would be a lot of torpedoes to interdict.

	“The Imperial Southern Border Fleet is large, but their equipment has not been updated. We may well outnumber them in one inventory: Divers. So perhaps, also, tell your nearest Diver that you love them very much. It will be their spirit and heroism that may yet see us through this.”

	Deshnov’s voice rumbled through the ship.

	“Each individual department’s business will be outlined to them soon. Carry out your tasks to the best of your ability. Your counterparts in every other ship will do the same. That is all; there is no grand strategy or trick that we have. We are not fighting just to wait for reinforcements. We do that, and we will all be destroyed one by one. Our plan must be aggressive. And it will be.”

	Murati had been on her way to the diving deck, having received her orders from a LAN terminal from one of the habitation areas. She had stopped to listen to Fleet Admiral Deshnov. More than anything, it was that which gave her a sinking feeling. Everything was happening so fast; one thing was clear. She was not in command. She had no agency, no control over anyone’s lives, not even her own.

	As a Diver what was asked for her, was to charge forward and fight to the death.

	This realization, that she would be out in the waters amid the shellfire, led to panic.

	Seeing Karuniya only further cemented all of her fears.

	It was not a bad dream. They would not wake up together in bed.

	There was no science expedition in a week anymore.

	This feverish, lightspeed march that they were on, had one destination.

	War.

	She held Karuniya in her arms and did not want to let go.

	For a moment, the security officer indulged her.

	He then laid a hand on Murati’s shoulder. It was not brusque but understanding.

	Karuniya looked up at her, and brushed the hair off her ear, stroked one of her cheeks.

	“Be a big hero, ok?”

	Murati did not respond. She allowed herself to be led away, silently.

	The security officer took her to one of the lifts between the dreadnought’s floors.

	“You can take it from here, right hero?” He said.

	Murati, still feeling like an observer in her own life, unable to fully come to grips with the moment she was in, simply acted automatically, and stepped into the lift. As she did so, she saw the security officer step forward and tap her on the shoulder again, as a form of comfort perhaps.

	“My girl is a pilot. They need you down there. Hell, more than anyone needs me.”

	With that send off, he winked and saluted before sealing off the lift and sending it.

	Soon the elevator was moving.

	Murati shook her head, trying to come to her senses, alone in the dim box.

	She was needed. Karuniya– no, not just her. Everyone needed her too.

	This was war and she was going to have to fight.

	Not how she planned, but nothing was going to plan anymore.

	Murati descended into the bowels of the dreadnought.

	Her destination was at the very lowest deck in the middle of the ship.

	It was there that the ship carried its complement of Heavy Divers.

	The Formidable had a Diver compartment suitable to deploy and support six Heavy Divers, twice more than most Imperial dreadnoughts. For the nation that practically invented Dive combat, the suits were an integral part of their combat power. From the Diver hangar, the machines would be supplied weapons and ammunition, their agarthicite batteries charged, and through the deployment chutes at the bottom of the hull, they would go out into the water to engage the enemy.

	Stepping off the lift landing she saw three maintenance gantries on each side of the room. Each of them had a suit, presently strapped into the gantry and attended to by a pair of workers. LED lights overhead made this room as bright as the rest of the ship’s sterile steel hallways. Between the gantries were the hatches down to the deployment chutes. Computer terminals near the walls connected the hangar to the ship LAN and could be used to call any other compartment.

	All six of the machines on the hangar for this deployment were Strelok models.

	No other model was in quite as widespread manufacture as the Strelok. Developed nearly ten years ago to replace kit bashed, armed Rabochiy labor suits, it was routinely updated with new developments and weapons, and nobody could not argue with the basic craft of the design.

	After all, they made it look like a person.

	A stocky, odd person with a square head, perhaps. But in every respect, it was an extension of the human body, in the same way that old lift exoskeletons were, and in the same way that their successors, powered armor Laborers, also were. It was a human body adapted for the sea, pushing water through jets on its back, below the shoulders, and in the legs, for propulsion through the difficult medium of the sea.

	Atop, there was a flat, square “head” with sensors and cameras. There were additional cameras situated around the frame, but the one with the highest resolution was the frontal “eyes.” The body was very geometric: there were several angled armor surfaces over the hull. Armor plates sloped around the oblong control pod housing the pilot. Square shoulder-guards and a flat “skirt” of armor protected the arm and leg sockets. On the sides of the body, around the “hips” and “flanks” and beneath the shoulder, there were rectangular water intakes for the hydro-jets the Strelok wore like a “backpack” behind itself. The thrusters on the back could turn slightly to move the body along with the leg jets. Inside each shoulderpad there was a jet anchor, a steel cable and hook for rescue and utility.

	They had many uses.

	The Strelok had sturdy legs with electric thrusters and gripping feet, along with two arms with digits capable of some degree of manipulation. Those legs could lift the weight of the Diver on land, albeit nowhere near as fast as it moved through water, and those arms could lift heavy loads. They were, after all, based on suits used for doing manual labor. These design features were enough to allow them to carry upscaled human weapons in their hands that worked just like the smaller versions.

	On the far wall there were many such weapons on racks. Ubiquitous 37 mm Assault Rifles, the larger 76.2 mm guns for heavy support, 40 mm machine guns, and 88 mm torpedo launchers for taking down ships. There were close-in weapons also. Thermal knives, diamond-bladed saws, piston-driven spears. These were sometimes the most effective weapons for pilots with limited combat training.

	Aiming a gun underwater, and hitting with it, wasn’t easy.

	Anyone, however, could charge at something with a spear or a saw.

	And these particular saws and spears could rend metal with enough effort and anger.

	Murati could not take her eyes off the suits as she assembled with the other pilots.

	Everything about the Strelok was typified Union design. It was not pretty, it was only as sleek as it needed to be, and as thick as they could get away with while maintaining acceptable speed and hydrodynamics. It was reliable and its manufacture was very standardized. Perhaps the Empire’s divers were sleeker, just a bit quicker, just a bit more rounded with better parts, more aesthetically pleasing; the Union’s sturdy designs could endure incredible punishment, however, for all their ungainliness.

	The Strelok was an absolute beast. Looming over them, over six meters tall.

	Weapons that could turn humans into giants.

	Outside the ship, at this depth, a human would be crushed by barotrauma, dying in agony before they could even drown. Their lungs would fill with congealed blood fat before they filled with water. Unlike a human, the Strelok was pressurized and treated for the deep. It was a body; a surrogate body that allowed a human to live in the deep, where light barely penetrated– and to kill in this environment.

	Murati had seen them before, both in simulations and physically.

	She had even piloted one before.

	Now, however, the suits were fully armed and setting out in anger.

	This was completely different than before.

	And yet, in her mind, she could already see the cockpit, feel the controls in her hands.

	Soon she was snapped out of her reverie by a voice over the intercom.

	“Attention all stations. Be advised that biomass density in the waters around the Thassalid has climbed to over 100 Katov scale. Expect that communication between ships, and between ships and their divers, will be unstable in battle. Trust in each other to carry out the fleet’s strategy to the letter.”

	That was Karuniya’s voice. She must have been put in charge of the oceanography station.

	Murati smiled. That woman was always overachieving. She had to do her best too.

	For a few minutes, the pilots had loitered around the hangar, waiting for their superior officer to arrive and to brief them on the fleet strategy. Murati stood with five other women in pilot suits: full black bodysuit with an additional thermal layer. It was thick enough to be worn on its own, not like the tighter, thinner, casual wetsuits that most people wore with their station clothes. Over the suit they also had thin vests with pockets and holsters for their emergency air tanks and other needs.

	Murati did not know any other Pilot in the lineup; but one of them stood out to her, when Murati caught a glimpse. She was skinny, long-limbed, pale with dusty white hair. Her lightly pink lips and indigo eyes were the only color on her. She must have been barely over twenty years old. What most struck Murati, was the sharpness of her gaze, compared to the softness of her face and features.

	In the next instant, she shifted on her feet, perhaps nervous. Those piercing indigo eyes then met the auburn eyes that had been spying on her. There was a brief flash of realization.

	For a second, she flashed grit teeth. Her face twisted into a bitter scowl.

	Murati almost felt a dark energy being directed at her. There was a strange, grim and ghostly beauty to that petulant expression. Her delicate, doll-like appearance curled into a vicious snarl.

	Auburn avoided indigo: Murati broke eye contact, and the other girl turned her back.

	At that point, the lift opened to reveal their superior.

	Rear Admiral Goswani arrived, carrying a minicomputer under her arm. She called for everyone to meet her, pilots and maintenance personnel alike. They huddled around a table with the minicomputer in the middle. The Rear Admiral slid a flat square disk into a slot in the computer. The screen promptly displayed grainy footage, the perspective of something navigating out in the water.

	“Our scout submarine captured this footage with a spy tentacle a few hours ago.”

	At first the picture showed only vague shadows in the distance. When the scout realized they had something important on camera they frantically adjusted the picture, zooming in on the shadows. Once properly captured, the shadows appeared much more like a tight cluster of imperial ships. Suddenly, a second shadow started to bloom from the first, and move its own way.

	“Our enemy is the Southern Border Fleet of the Imperial Navy.” Rear Admiral Goswani said. “They were created from the remnants of the forces that fought us in the Revolutionary War twenty years ago and tasked with patrolling our border. They haven’t taken offensive action against us until now: we believed it was simply not their mission to do. We had brief altercations with them at the border with hardly a shot fired. We’re still investigating the recent events, but whatever we did to trigger their entry, the fact is they are now invading our territory. Most of their ships are as old as their mandate, but they have a lot of them, and enough firepower to challenge us. If they break through, they can cause disastrous damage.”

	Goswani swiped a pen-shaped object across the minicomputer’s screen, switching from the camera footage to a diagram with projections of the enemy’s fleet movement. Murati saw two groups. 

	One was headed straight over the trench while the other seemed to be moving southwest.

	“They have split their forces into two groups to try to flank us. Both groups have a roughly equal number of ships. We are going to deploy multiple battlegroups and try to merge the battle lines as best as we can in the center of the Thassal plain. It is unlikely that the enemy will arrive all at the same time, so if we can preserve our strength, we can fend off one group and focus all our power on the other.”

	More diagrams flashed by, including their own fleet position.

	“Divers will stay with the fleet and help defend them from barrage. You’ll be torpedo hunting, so keep your distance, spread out, and remember it’s better to let one go and potentially miss its target than to detonate it right amid our fleet. You all know these formations: do us proud.”

	When she examined the diagrams being shown, Murati found herself disagreeing with that course of action. She did not know whether it would be proper to respond. Would she lose face again? Would she be seen as an upstart who had no idea what she was saying? But she had to speak up. 

	As a student of strategy herself, but also as a Pilot, she felt this was a mistake.

	“You’ll be assigned pairs closer to deployment. Until then, get to know all of your fellows.”

	Rear Admiral Goswani asked for any questions. Nobody raised their hands.

	Murati did not have a question. She had a statement she wanted to make.

	She just had to think of the right words to say.

	As everyone dispersed, she cut through the crowd and approached the Rear Admiral.

	“Murati Nakara. I look forward to seeing how you in particular do out there.”

	Goswani reached out a hand and Murati shook it.

	“Ma’am, I would like to have a word with you in private, if I may be allowed.”

	“Oh? Of course. If you want to talk about the mission, we could call everyone together–”

	“I would rather not, ma’am.”

	Murati tried to steel herself and project confidence. She balled her hands up into fists to try to keep them from shaking. It must have still been so obvious how fast her heart was beating.

	She kept thinking about their conversation yesterday.

	Would this be seen as pointless social climbing?

	“Very well. Follow me.”

	The Rear Admiral led Murati to a side-room with several private communication booths for officers. Officers were meant to speak most of their decisions out loud to their subordinates to “foster a culture of transparency.” For the worst sort of news, or to take care of personal affairs, private LAN terminals were available with their own little rooms to sit inside and have privacy with the officers.

	“Is something wrong, Lieutenant?” Goswani asked.

	Some people could make the word Lieutenant sound so dismissive, but Goswani seemed genuinely concerned for Murati. This gave her a bit of a morale boost. Maybe she would listen.

	“Rear Admiral, I would like to make a suggestion for the mission.”

	Goswani’s eyes drew a little wider. “That’s unusual for someone of your rank. But go on.”

	They were seated in one of the booths and gathered around a terminal set into a table.

	Murati picked up the digital pen and switched the minicomputer in the table to a drawing mode. She drew the enemy fleet groups and drew little arrows from them to the Union fleet.

	“In the current water conditions, the enemy dividing their forces represents an enormous weakness that we need to do more to exploit, ma’am. We should not divide our own fleet too.”

	Goswani said nothing in response. She looked over what Murati was drawing in silence.

	Murati took that as her queue to continue with a fuller explanation.

	“Their communications will have been fully cut off from one another for hours, so they will have assigned separate fleet commands. It is also not a matter of whether one of the enemy forces will lag behind the other. The flanking force will absolutely arrive after the main force, maybe well after. This is because the main force will be able to maintain altitude, heading and speed since its separation. Meanwhile, the flanking force is taking a circuitous route, which means they will correct course at least once. Since they are moving to the southeast, they will also have to correct their elevation at least once, over Konev’s Mountain, because the ocean floor rises and falls so much. They could very well appear thirty minutes to an hour later. Even when they join, their coordination will be minimal, as they can’t rely on lasers in these water conditions. We need to take advantage of the separation of the fleets and the lag between.”

	These ideas had come to Murati’s head in bits and pieces as Goswani briefed the pilots. When she spoke it, she managed to put everything together far more eloquently than she thought she could. It was a miracle that she had mustered the determination to speak without faltering once.

	“There’s also another grave weakness we can exploit.” Murati then said.

	Rear Admiral Goswani was not speaking. 

	She was looking over everything Murati was drawing and scribbling on the board as she spoke, with her arms crossed and a neutral expression. She made eye contact with Murati exactly once after this particular offer to continue her monologue. Murati thought this meant she should continue speaking.

	“During the Revolutionary War, the Imperial forces were impressed with our improvisation of laborer suits into underwater, armored forces. Because we mostly used Laborers and other light watercraft in ambush tactics at the trench and around stations and habitats, the Empire’s own Divers came to be used in protection roles, sticking close to the fleet. As we’ve learned through smuggled books from the Empire, as well as leftover books from the time of the Revolution, the Empire is entrenched in the doctrine of Big Guns: the idea that the main firepower of a fleet are dreadnoughts and cruisers, and all other watercraft, ships, and now also divers, serve to safeguard the ability of these larger ships to engage in prolonged barrages on enemy targets. Overly concerned with force protection, they have limited maneuver–”

	Finally, the Rear Admiral spoke again. “I know the history, Murati.”

	She had used her first name. Hearing an Admiral call her by name gave Murati chills.

	“Explain what you intend for us to do.” Goswani said. Thankfully still sounding calm.

	“Yes ma’am. Because each fleet is divided, but its subordinate units are clustered so tightly, it does not make sense to me for us to do the same. I’ll draw for you what I have in mind.”

	Murati began to sketch out her own battleplan.

	Goswani watched. She mumbled something inaudible at several of Murati’s strokes.

	Both of them seemed, strangely enough, to agree at the end of it. Goswani asked her several questions about the forces at play, about how they would communicate, about what their orders would be and how they would react to certain situations. Murati had to think for a moment each time but she ultimately came up with answers for each of the problems. For a moment, Goswani even seemed excited.

	“Murati, if we survive this, you’re coming with me to Fleet Planning HQ.”

	Rear Admiral Goswani smiled the rare smile of a soldier who smelled blood in the water.

	A soldier who had found an effective way to kill and who realized that glory would follow.

	Murati was intimidated for an instant. Goswani composed herself quickly, however.

	“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. I’ll promise you this. Let’s call the Fleet Admiral right now and I will help you make your case to him.” The Rear Admiral pulled a lever down from the side of the table that lifted the minicomputer up, so it could be used as a videophone communicator. “If you can convince him, we will go with your strategy as a fleet. Otherwise, you’re on your own out there, Lieutenant.”

	Nodding, Murati watched in silence as Goswani got in touch with Fleet Command.

	Stationed at this very vessel, the Formidable, bearing the flag of Fleet Admiral Deshnov.

	On the screen appeared the old, scarred visage of Yervik Deshnov. Wherever there were not deep, burned gashes on his cheek and over his lips, there was scruffy white beard. His skin was the color of baked leather, and without his cap he was fully bald. His eyes, however, burned with recognition. Through the videophone picture, Murati could tell he was staring at her. It wouldn’t be the first time.

	“Rear Admiral, good to see you, as always. May I then inquire as to the presence of the Lieutenant with you?” Deshnov said. “Are you trying to bribe your way back to shore, Murati?”

	Rear Admiral Goswani turned to face Murati with great surprise.

	And yet, when the Fleet Admiral said her name, Murati was not shocked.

	In fact, it emboldened her.

	“Absolutely not Yervik. And you know it.” Murati said.

	Fleet Admiral Deshnov laughed heartily.

	“I would send you back, if you absolutely wanted.” He said. “But I know that what you seem to want more than anything is to fight. You are in a great hurry to die with a ship these days, I hear.”

	Murati gave Deshnov the same grin that Goswani had given her before.

	Talking to the Fleet Admiral, who was not an unfamiliar character, gave her confidence.

	It was not just in the battle ahead that she would win. She would win her battle now.

	“I will always listen to you Murati. It’s the least I could do for you. I can’t guarantee that I will join whatever scheme you seem to have convinced the Rear Admiral to participate in.”

	At that point Goswani stepped in. “Sir, the Lieutenant has devised a strategy that I want to vouch for with the fleet. I believe it will result in fewer losses for us, and perhaps, victory.”

	“That’s modest.” Deshnov said. “Murati’s bloodthirsty face, I thought it would be more.”

	Since they were using the same minicomputer as before, it was easy to send through the images of what Murati had drawn up and planned, as well as a record of their conversation from before. Goswani explained the details Murati had given her. Deshnov’s expression remained unchanged throughout the explanation. Inquisitive, with a wizened glint behind his eyes. He was definitely convinced.

	“Murati Nakara. To think, all those years ago–”

	Yervik Deshnov sighed deeply. Murati blinked. Was he about to mention her parents?

	He mastered himself. Not in front of Goswani, they couldn’t recapitulate that here.

	“Murati,” Deshnov said gravely, “A thousand generations live in you. Keep that in mind.”

	This was a sentimental saying among the old guard of the communists to the youth.

	“I will disseminate orders to the rest of the fleet.” He said. “Lieutenant: return to us, ok?”

	Her heart soaring with triumph, Murati saluted the Fleet Admiral with a grin on her face.

	 


1.6

	Sounds of klaxons piped through the intercom alerted everyone to ready for combat.

	Murati climbed up a wheeled scaffolding into the awaiting, open cockpit of her Strelok. 

	Once she took her seat inside, it sealed completely and locked in the current pressure. Several monitors in front of her displayed the camera feeds, as well as diagnostic data. She ran the cables for her communicator headset through her vest and suit, connecting herself to the Strelok. 

	She strapped herself to the chair and pushed back on it to adjust the angle to her liking.

	In front of her were two horizontal joystick-like objects with loop grips that her fingers slid through. Pulling on these or pushing them into depression in the joystick itself allowed her to control individual digits of the Strelok’s hands if necessary. Each joystick was also a throttle control, and buttons atop the stick had other functions. At the foot of her seat were several pedals.

	Between the joysticks and pedals, she could control the Strelok’s jets and systems. 

	While perhaps crude-looking, the setup gave her enough inputs to exercise a degree of control over her Strelok that almost felt, in a sense, like moving her own body. While the arms and legs had a lessened degree of motion compared to her body, she could turn, grip, and move in a way that had come to feel natural to her from all the simulations and live testing that she had done.

	Behind her there was enough room for a few tools and survival equipment, including a smaller pressure suit and helmet, along with an air tank. Even with such tools, she did not fancy her survival outside the Diver. Killing the enemy and avoiding damage were the best survival tools.

	Once she was settled, she waited for the crew on the hangar to give her a signal.

	“Lieutenant Nakara, your partner will be Ensign Sonya Shalikova. Unit 005.”

	Rear Admiral Goswani’s voice sounded in Murati’s ear.

	“Copy.” Murati said.

	On the forward camera she saw the crew wave flags. The deployment chutes opened.

	One of her monitors flashed briefly as someone connected with her over encrypted laser.

	Big indigo eyes, a pale face, pink lips. White hair now tied up behind her head.

	“I’m Ensign Shalikova. Awaiting orders, pair leader.”

	Her voice was a bit intense. A little bit brusque, and blunt, but also seemingly quite matter of fact. She was not angry, Murati could tell. That friendless look was just how she was.

	Murati smiled at her. “Lieutenant Murati Nakara. We’ll get out of this alive, Ensign.”

	Shalikova nodded and shut off her feed.

	The Strelok group stepped forward into their deployment chutes. It was finally time. 

	The 3rd Battle of Thassalid Trench awaited them.

	

	

	 


The Third Battle of Thassalid Trench 

	2.1

	The Imperial Southern Border Fleet had an impressive advantage in numbers over the Union defenders at Thassal. With over 70 vessels to around 30 combat-ready Union ships, even with basic barrage tactics they would have easily routed the Union vessels. But Fleet Admiral Gottwald wanted more than a rout. He would accept no less than the Union’s total destruction.

	 In his view, the way to achieve this was to preemptively split into two fleets in a strategy to trap the Union forces amid a barrage from two sides. Kampfgruppe Kosz, commanded by the Admiral’s most trusted officers, remained on course for Thassal. He expected the battle would be joined in the broad, open plain just before the trench fissure itself. He would command the rest of the fleet personally, carefully maneuvering through a series of rocky highlands known to the Union as Konev’s Mountain, and then descending on the Union flank once they were out in the open.

	Admiral Gottwald was convinced of the genius of his strategy. Had those Union thugs even conceived of a flanking maneuver? Did they even post scouts? They would fall to the Imperial art of war perfected over generations. He would win; he was already planning his next move.

	It was not the Union that concerned him most. He’d make worse enemies soon.

	Taming the barbarians was just a steppingstone to his rise.

	“I’ll have to give my thanks to that moron Groessen in hell. If there was one man in this Navy who would shoot first no matter the cost to himself, it would be the good old Duke.”

	In the vast, throne room-like command pod of his flagship, the Strasser, Admiral Gottwald stood above his command staff, whose stations were recessed below his own and arrayed around him. All of them had been well taught to mind their own business. There was one voice of sheepish dissent that came from his secretary. She clutched a circular medallion on a chain and mumbled.

	“Sir, with all due respect, is it truly proper to slander this man in death?”

	“Who’s to say it is slander? You?”

	Had it not been his niece, he certainly would have treated her far worse. Instead, he found it amusing to argue with her. As a devout Solceanist she was an easy target for logical argument.

	“We don’t know what happened sir–”

	“What happened is immaterial. We’re already set on our course.”

	Once upon a time, Duke Groessen had been the nobleman in charge of a large portion of the Thassalid territory. Upon the Union uprising, his stature vastly diminished. All Dukes had to perform military duties for the Emperor. Groessen’s domain shrunk to such an extent that all he could do was patrol a strip of border and wait with his hands on his lap, cursing his fortunes.

	He was easy prey for Gottwald’s machinations. All he needed was a mission to die for.

	With his death, there was immediate cause to reprimand and suppress the Union, but that was less important. There was also no legitimate claim to much of Union territory anymore.

	Lands, and vassals to tap into, would soon play a major role in Imperial politics.

	Gottwald was not a noble. He was pure military. He had no domains of his own, either to govern nor to exploit for advantage. However, in the coming storm, blood would only go so far. If he could capture the materials and industry of the Union, he would be a Duke in all but name.

	“That old bastard will soon perish. There are already significant factions marshalling all of their resources. With Prince Erich deployed to the Ayre Reach, this will be our only chance for us to secure a potential base of power. The Southern Border Fleet is the weakest fleet in the Empire. But with the resources of Ferris at our disposal, we will be undoubtedly relevant to the outcome.”

	There was a dawning realization upon the gentle eyes of his niece. As a God-fearing woman, the Lèse-majesté would not have upset her, for the Solceanists believed in the Light-Giver above the surface and placed their faith in him over their imperial duty. Perhaps, however, the scope of current events had finally struck her as an everyday citizen amid the coming chaos.

	She made no comment about the state of the Empire. But her expression was troubled.

	“Can the Southern Border Fleet truly overturn the Union sir? After all these years?”

	Admiral Gottwald smiled.

	“We have never seriously tried. They are mere gnats. If it were not for the Republic putting pressure on us, we would have crushed them already. It was the hope that Prince Erich could bloody the Republic enough for a ceasefire, allowing us to march on the Union freely. But that’s a future that’s not worth speaking of, except for this: the Union stands no chance against us.”

	On a computer screen hovering just in front of his chair, was a map of the Union territories, with projected enemy deployment and the projected pace of both of his fleets. Soon the pincer would wrap around the enemy’s forces, and their total defeat would inevitably follow. Admiral Gottwald would cease to merely be the Empire’s lookout on the wild frontier. In his own right, perhaps, he could become a king. Or he might just settle for being among those to crown the next.

	“Besides, we don’t need to conquer all the Union. If Ferris falls, those cowards will simply hide in the fortresses at Solstice and wait for better tides. We need only cow them into obedience. They were slaves once. A sufficient drubbing from their masters will render them docile.”

	Admiral Gottwald sat back on his chair and silently bid his niece to stand at his side.

	Obedient, yet sheepishly clutching her little sun icon, she joined him.

	“All stations report. We should be seeing the enemy, and our allies.”

	There was a generalized murmur among the specialists charged with sonar detection.

	On the Admiral’s minicomputer, the sonar readings and their interpretation appeared.

	Admiral Gottwald stared at it, dumbfounded.          

	His hands were shaking. He could not accept what he saw.

	

	

	 


2.2

	“Confirming algorithmic detection of enemy torpedoes! Enemy fleet will be close after!”

	Across the Formidable, the cries of the intelligence officer resounded through the intercom to every department on the ship. This was accompanied by the sound of klaxons. Divers were already underway. All six had been sealed in their deployment chutes, awaiting final dive authorization. Everyone else on the ship was braced for battle and awaited further details.

	Several other stations made ready. Gas gunners and coilgun officers controlled their weapons from gunnery consoles in the command pod. They were not physically present at the integrated mechanisms of their weapons. Those who would be on call to actually go touch a gas gun emplacement or a coilgun autoloader were the ship mechanics and engineers.

	Gunners needed all the sensors at their station to have a chance against a torpedo or ship.

	Murati watched through one of her monitors a diagram of the ship, with every section turning from blue to red to indicate its combat readiness. Soon the entire diagram of the Formidable turned red. There was a countdown of fifteen minutes, estimating time to deployment for the Divers. Murati had this on one screen, the diagram in another, and Sonya on a third.

	She would clear all of them before battle was actually joined, to focus on her cameras.

	“Be advised!” cried out a chirpy-voiced master sonar technician, “Enemy force consists of 38 vessels. Preliminary analysis of enemy acoustic signatures suggests: three Koenig class light Dreadnoughts, eight Lowe class Cruisers, two Wespe class Destroyers, ten Marder class Frigates and fifteen Ratten class Cutters. Formation is currently amorphous and at combat speed.”

	“The Cutters and the Destroyers are the latest models there.” Murati said, talking to herself. “Everything else is a series of floating museums from the time of the Revolutionary War.” All of the vessels would have likely been retrofitted with the space to carry and support Divers, except for the Cutters. Newer imperial Dreadnoughts could carry four divers, but these old Koenigs could only carry two each after their retrofit. Each Wespe could carry a single Diver, same with the Lowe classes. Marder frigates could carry a diver strapped on an external gantry.

	Assuming maximum force composition, that meant twenty-six Divers or so. Volkers were lighter than Streloks and about equivalently armed. Murati liked her chances against one.

	Her heart was beating fast, waiting out the countdown.

	Her fingers looped into the Diver controls, and she felt the joysticks, the pedals.

	“We can do this.” She said. “We’re getting back home, Karuniya.”

	For a brief moment she thought she saw Shalikova staring sidelong.

	Just as quickly, that flash of indigo from the Ensign’s eyes was gone.

	Maybe she had Murati’s feed on that monitor and had briefly glanced at her.

	She had a completely stone-like face now, no emotions whatsoever.

	Finally, the countdown on her screen approached zero.

	“Enemy positions predicted and confirmed! Commencing barrage!”

	Two voices sharing half a statement each sounded over intercom. Deshnov’s sonar officer spoke first, then the Commissar who acted as a Gunnery Chief. Murati could neither see nor feel the ship’s demeanor change in any particular way, but she knew the initial stage of the attack would be a massive forward barrage that would rake the center of the enemy’s formation.

	Amid that barrage, several stray shells would hit the ground of the Thassalid plain.

	Beneath her, the deployment chute hatch burst open.

	Murati squeezed the sticks and pushed herself down and out into the open water.

	From then on, it was like a switch flipped in her mind. Her brain’s currents flooded through a different circuit. She became master over more than just her body: the machine became her limbs. Her eyes scanned the cameras for input into the outside world; her hands moved the arms of the Strelok; the pedals and the hinges they were set into controlled the movement of the mechanical feet. When she turned her body, the machine turned with her. When she charged, it would do so.

	It was natural, trained. An extension of her own body.

	Heavier and more ponderous than her own. Only just so; feedback was near-instant.

	She was the machine, and her body was surrounded by water.

	There was a sensation of falling. Moving out of the deployment chute and into the open water, there was no perch or pressure to hold her up. The Strelok descended, at first unaided, toward the sandy seafloor of the Thassalid plain. Murati took control of her descent. She aimed her uppermost pair of rear jets upward and thrust down toward the white, sandy seafloor.

	Muted rushing sounds all around them as torpedoes burst out of their tubes, brief flowing boom noises as the coilguns and gas cannons opened fire at the most extreme ranges. In a way, it was a calm before the storm. There was something eerily peaceful about that moment. Those noises sounded almost false, as if they could not have belonged to the weapons making them. It gave a surreal, almost divine quality, to the situation, coupled with the descent and the low visibility.

	A vast, gloomy expanse of murky green and blue surrounded her. She knew the lay of the land. In the distance she could imagine the rising and falling, complex geography of Ferris’ border, great peaks rising in the distance as if pushed up by whatever impact split the vast, gaping wound of the Trench that was dead ahead of them. Between the trench and the distant mountains that ringed the Thassalid region was a stretch of open seafloor known as the Thassalid plains. Little of this geography was visible to the naked eye. Even the high-powered cameras of the Strelok and the various filters she had access to were limited in such thick water. Particulate matter was evident all around her, a sign of the dense biomass. Her physical visibility was limited to 50 to 75 meters. It took the high-end optics of a ship to “see” farther using computer prediction, sonar and lasers.

	Thankfully, she also had a miniature sonar and the laser rangefinder on her suit.

	These latter instruments began to pick up faint enemy signals on approach.  

	“Ensign Shalikova, how’s the feed?”

	Murati’s eyes flicked toward one of the screens. In addition to suit diagnostics she had arranged a picture-in-picture of Ensign Shalikova after they were paired up. While the video was troubled, with the picture tearing and desynchronized, her audio came through quite clearly.

	“I can hear you Lieutenant. Awaiting orders.”

	She sounded near completely deadpan.

	With that friendless expression on her face, it made Murati want to dote on her.

	“Cheer up. I’ll make sure you get home safe. We have a good strategy–”

	“I’m fine ma’am.”

	Shalikova instantly shut her down. Her voice picked up the barest hint of emotion.

	That emotion was probably annoyance.

	“Copy. Stay close. Our targets will be the Volkers among the formation.”

	“Yes ma’am.”

	Both of them were armed mainly with AK-96 37 mm Assault Rifles. Their Streloks also had a tungsten-alloy, diamond-toothed saw, retractable into the wrist. This could be used to cut weak spots in an enemy Diver and flood their cockpit. Both of these were standard armament for Pilots going toe to toe with enemy Divers. It was not their job to take the glory and down enemy ships, at least not at this juncture. However, they also had access to a pipe charge that could, in a pinch, bring down a Cutter or other light vessel by blowing a hole in the underside ballast.

	“On my signal, apply maximum forward thrust.” Murati said.

	Her suit then finally touched the dirt. The Divers took a moment to regroup.

	From the underside of the Formidable, a final laser transmission occurred to Murati’s Dive computer. It was a diagram of the enemy fleet formation made by the ship using its advanced sonar and laser imaging instruments. Murati’s own rangefinders and sonar could have never created such an accurate 3D picture, but a ship could carry far more computing and sensor equipment. There was nothing in the diagram she had not foreseen, however. Three dreadnoughts were sequestered in the high center of a tight formation of ships, all stitched together by a few dozen Volker suits.

	As the sides closed in their barrages intensified. Most of the fire came from many pairs of coilguns with their unguided, explosive shells. These were the fastest available missiles, creating an air bubble around themselves to travel through air instead of dense water. Due to the water they displaced, coilgun shells seemed almost like lines being cut across the ocean toward the enemy fleet. While coilgun shells were relatively smaller than torpedoes, saturation fire created rolling shockwaves that could potentially do great amounts of internal and external damage to a fleet over time.

	Wire-guided torpedoes, directed personally by torpedo gunners, were the most powerful ordnance. Easily capable of tearing a ship apart on a direct hit, and inflicting damage with a graze. Close-in defense systems were able to potentially down torpedoes 75 to 100 meters or so away from a ship, minimizing damage. Even in such cases, the ensuing shockwaves could potentially rattle a ship enough to put some systems out of order. Torpedoes were never to be trifled with.

	Closer and more numerous around each ship were the short-ranged gas gun emplacements. These double-barreled heavy machine guns fired 20 mm supercavitators that were intended to detonate torpedoes and hold off enemy watercraft and Divers. There was an old, crude military saying that went: give your gas gunners a wine bottle or a blowjob, you’ll both need it.

	Murati had heard enough stories about the heroics of a gas gunner to almost believe it.

	Like coilgun shells, the cavitation bubble around gas gun bullets made them somewhat visible in the water as they traveled. It created an impressive visual effect around the entire fleet, as hundreds, maybe thousands of cavitation bubbles blew out toward the enemy. Shells went flying, torpedoes sped across, gas guns hunted in the water for incoming ordnance. On the seafloor, Murati could look up and watch, hearing little but the distant, muted sounds of the guns.

	Spread around them, a dozen other Divers hit the seafloor moments after Murati and Shalikova. Ahead of them, several shells seemed to fall well short out of the fleet’s barrage.

	A dozen explosions across the plain kicked up an enormous cloud of dirt and biomass.

	This was deliberate. Murati knew the plan, and this was the signal to begin.

	She oriented herself toward the enemy formation, made note of where the Ensign and the rest of the Formidable’s unit was, and positioned her thrusters. She was ready to charge.

	“Ensign! Forward!”

	Murati and Shalikova were the first to dash forward into the cloud of dust ahead of them.

	In fact, Shalikova got a split-second head start! So quickly did she react to Murati.

	The Lieutenant was no slouch. Together, they led the attack.

	Looking at a Strelok in the hangar, it seemed impossible it could ever move.

	And yet their metal bodies cut through the water with surprising alacrity. With their arms and legs tucked up, their jets properly oriented, and the hydrojet turbines working at maximum capacity, they built up acceleration in seconds. This was not difficult to do when all they had to do was charge straight ahead. The only things faster were the coilgun shells flying in their bubbles overhead. For their weight, the Streloks would have wowed any bystander with their speed.

	Four hydrojets in the back delivered the main thrust by sucking in water through the intakes and accelerating it rapidly toward the back, where the movable exhaust jets were installed. On the legs, hips, and elbows, there were additional Vernier thrusters that could be used sparingly for a boost. These used gas propulsion rather than more advanced hydrojets, and each Diver had a limited complement of fuel aboard. Use of these tools separated a novice from a veteran.

	Murati and Shalikova needed none of their liquid fuel for the charge. As far as Murati was concerned, she knew enough about Diver combat to keep her liquid fuel thrusters far in reserve, for a quick advantage in the middle of a firefight or god forbid if a melee broke out.

	Hurtling through the sand kicked up by the fleet’s covering barrage, Murati saw the outline of the enemy vessels growing quickly larger and more detailed in their physical optics. In less than a minute since they had left the fleet, the Diver squadron slipped under the enemy formation. No one had noticed. The enemy’s barrage remained directed fully forward at the opposing fleet.

	Shockwaves moved through water in every direction, dozens of explosions blooming in the sea. Everyone inside the smaller ships would have felt the shaking, and the mechanics would be scrambling to make sure nothing broke down amid the constant barrage. Larger vessels resisted shockwaves much more strongly, and any ship designed for survivability had multi-layered hulls.

	Up close, the violence was still eerie, surreal. Murati had a keener understanding than most of what all that displaced water meant. Fleet combat was a terrible, alien form of violence.

	“Decelerate. Four seconds.”

	“Yes ma’am.”

	In the next instant, Ensign Shalikova and Murati leaped up toward the enemy.

	With their thrusters pointed to the seafloor, they climbed almost as rapidly as they charged.

	Again, Shalikova moved almost before she was told, reacting faster than Murati.

	Above them the fleet continued to move at combat speed.

	There was a massive explosion. A torpedo grazed an Imperial cutter and detonated.

	For an instant a bubble formed, the explosion displacing the water around it and quickly creating an expanding void of steam in its center. The void was short-lived, eventually collapsing, pulsing, against the hull of the Cutter. Once the water settled, it left a massive hole in the side of the Cutter, around which hovered shrapnel and ejected equipment — and people sucked out too.

	 Compromised, the Cutter fell toward the seafloor. Such a small, light ship had no way of surviving such a massive explosion. Murati thought she could almost see the red mist of dozens of people dying inside. Had any of her people been struck? All it took was one torpedo to get through.

	But she could no look behind herself. There would have been nothing to see.

	And she had no communication with the fleet right now.

	“Ensign! Commence attack!”

	She could not let herself get distracted by this.

	Hefting up her assault rifle, she focused herself on all she could do.             

	Kill them before they killed any of her comrades.

	

	

	 


2.3

	“Coilgun shell penetrated UNV-024! Crew has sealed it off, taking emergency measures!”

	“Order them to lay off the engines! Slide toward the rear of the formation! Bozhe…”

	“Torpedo successfully interdicted by UNV-027, Comrade Brown!”

	“What do you want me to do, clap? Tell them to keep shooting!”

	“UNV-065 requesting to move rearward as they reload!”

	“Granted. What do they expect, to stay in front with no bullets?”

	“UNV-065 has Divers out sir! They are afraid of moving back–”

	“So is everyone else! They can dive their way to the back with UNV-065 if needed!”

	In the command pod of the Formidable, there was a generalized cacophony. All fleet communications ended up in the Formidable, which meant that in the middle of battle, the five girls handling the dreadnought’s laser and acoustic messaging ended up shouting at Admiral Deshnov who would shout back at them. For a gentleman of his age he was moving no less swiftly in the middle of battle. While shouting commands, he and his Chief Officer quickly went over the live battle data on one of the hanging minicomputers around the Admiral’s chair.

	Barely minutes had passed since the barrage had started and the battle was already red-hot. Union forces had struck the first blow by downing an Imperial Cutter, but that had been a mistake. That torpedo was meant to strike at one of the Destroyers, thereby opening up a hole in the enemy’s interdiction coverage and forcing them to move ships around to retain the same spread of fire around their formation. Instead a Cutter had been hit, which meant little in the overall battle.

	Deshnov was more than a bit concerned. This was an intense barrage, even in the command pod of the Formidable he could feel slight vibrations from outside. His own barrage felt poorly practiced. Coilgunners were shooting shells off into the wild blue prizing saturation over accuracy, and torpedo officers could not tell one profile from the next. Even with the computers, it was, in his own internal words, a bit of a shit-show. He recalled the great gallantry and deadliness of the gunnery officers serving alongside him in the Revolution. His current crew, quickly assembled out of veteran skeleton crews supplemented with Thassal Station citizens, was not up to snuff.

	However, despite the intensity of their fire, his enemy was far and away worse. Compared to the Imperial Southern Border Fleet, it was difficult to tell which ones were the runaway slaves and undisciplined brigands, and which ones were the high and mighty royal navy. Boasting an amorphous formation and a scattered barrage, they seemed almost like they were trying to buy time more than actually win. As they began to slow down near the 500 meter “prow between prow” range, where fleet actions became grinding slugfests, it was a wonder whether they had scopes installed, or any rangefinding. Blasts went off all around the Union fleet, rocking the water, shaking people up. And yet maybe 1/10th of the gunfire actually did any damage to the Union.

	Then there was the Diver action–

	Deshnov knew a little about Diver tactics. In his glory days they were an ambush weapon, improvised. Using mining tools, hurling quarry explosives, hiding in caves and trenches until an enemy showed up. They were deadly effective and rarely ever shot down: most casualties came down to mechanical failures (horrific ones, in the middle of the water). Nowadays, there was all this talk about whether they should add firepower or just sit in the middle of fleets to defend them.

	The Imperials opted for the latter. Hardly a single Volker was seen to move in for assault.

	Deshnov admitted a certain fondness for Murati’s proposed strategy.

	It harkened back to what he knew Divers could do: run up under a ship and go berserk.

	“Sir, computer simulations predict the ‘Ahead’ team of Divers will soon begin their attack.”

	“Keep your scopes peeled for them. We don’t want to hit them.”

	Because they would be attacking from the back, that was not so much a worry.

	But everyone looked to the Fleet Admiral to say something.

	It was truly too bad that all he wanted to say was to that girl fighting out there.

	Murati Nakara. Daughter of a pair of solceanists. Was she religious at all?

	Everything happened so long ago. And yet he couldn’t shake himself from the belief that it was because of him that she was out there fighting. Had he been stronger– had they, all the old guard, been stronger. Could the Union’s children be living in peace and plenty, instead of fighting to protect the barest sliver of their existence under the cold, uncaring depths of Nectaris?

	“Can’t do more than apologize. Too late for more.”

	He mumbled this, staring at the computer simulation of the attack.

	His Chief Officer noticed him saying something and began to ask–

	Deshnov interjected with a smile. “Don’t mind me. Not saying anything meaningful.”

	There was a loud, audible gasp.

	One of the overeager communications girls had seen something incredible.

	“Sir, Imperial Dreadnought IRN-007 Dreizen is sinking!”

	An additional monitor came down from a slot in the ceiling, and the whole crew raised their heads. Grainy video footage was run through filter after filter before their eyes to try to clean up the image. Soon it was possible to see the computer-outlined silhouette of the Imperial Dreizen, a massive ship with a beak-like prow and a rearward sloping design that ended in adjustable winglets covering the massive hydrojets powering the craft. It was like a work of art.

	And that work of art listed precipitously down the middle of the enemy fleet.            

	“They’ve gotten started then.” Deshnov said, sighing deeply.

	

	

	 


2.4

	Murati and Shalikova soared toward the enemy fleet.

	They had taken their tails. The fleet cruised past them while they climbed. As they rose to the level of one of the enemy Cruisers, Murati quickly sought out targets. They had to act fast.

	Several vessels were packed tightly before them, with maybe half a vessel’s width between them, their formation five ships tall and maybe five ships wide around their dreadnoughts. It was incredible seeing the wakes of their jets, the bubbles from Union ordnance forming all across the mass. It was like gazing upon a structure, bristling with guns and occupied by dozens of enemy Divers. The Volkers were stationed farther up on the ship, as if they were additional gun turrets.

	They were dwarfed as humans, but even as Divers they were swimming among giants.

	Briefly, Murati made note of where her allies were. There were two Streloks armed with handheld cannons and two more with torpedo launchers, all of them following in her wake. Farther east there would be another squadron of six suits looking to crack the enemy fleet from the flank. To protect their squadron’s anti-ship combat power, Murati and Shalikova had to act quickly.

	“Two ahead, then the two at six o clock. Watch out for gun turrets.”

	“Copy.”

	“Attack!”

	Murati and Shalikova charged between the enemy ships and dove upon a Cruiser.

	There was no steady footing. Due to all the shockwaves, the battlefield was vibrating, shifting, moving all around them. Both of them hovered a few centimeters off the actual hull. Overhead, enemy gas guns from the underside of a Destroyer were busy with incoming torpedoes. The two of them glided gently across the sloping deck of the Cruiser and thrust across from the center of the hull to the tapering, beak-like prow, upon which two Volkers stood guard.

	Pressing one of her triggers for the first time, Murati engaged her weapons systems.

	Her assault rifle targeting camera appearing on one of her screens.

	She rapped the trigger.

	Murati unleashed a burst of gunfire that tore into one of the Volker units. Supercavitating shells launched out of the barrel of her gun like lances cutting through the water ahead in their air bubbles. Three impacts on the Volker’s back penetrated the mechanisms of the hydrojet pack and detonated a few centimeters within the works, ejecting chunks of pumps, propellers and ducting.

	Filling with water and bereft of thrust, her target lost its balance and tumbled over the edge.

	Ensign Shalikova remained the swifter of the two pilots.

	While Murati had slowed down to aim, Shalikova continued to accelerate.

	Just as Murati’s target realized its own grisly fate, the remaining Volker on the prow turned halfway to meet them. At that moment, Shalikova crashed into the back of the unit.

	One arm wedged her diamond cutter into the Volker she had bullrushed.

	Her second arm raised the assault rifle toward a neighboring ship.

	Ensign Shalikova opened fully automatic fire on the next pair of bewildered Divers.

	There was no need for Divers to hold a gun the way humans did, lifting it to the shoulder to aim, but without being stabilized against a surface, such as the hip pack, it fired wildly. Dozens of bullets exploded into tiny vapor voids around the Divers, signs of failed impacts.

	“Ensign! No fancy stuff, just aim at them!” Murati shouted.

	Her cutter had sawed a hole between the hip intake and the backpack of her initial target, through which water would quickly fill the cockpit. There was no response from it — likely the diver was scrambling for survival equipment inside. Shalikova delivered a dismissive kick, sending it tumbling away, and grabbed hold of her assault rifle with both of her Strelok’s hands.

	Noticing the attack, the alerted Volkers turned their weapons toward the Cruiser.

	Assault rifle fire began to pepper the air around Shalikova. She returned fire briefly.

	Then she stopped. Her rifle must have clicked empty. She scrambled to reload.

	Murati shifted her attention. She charged toward the edge of the Cruiser and flew off toward the neighboring vessel, a Frigate. However, the enemy fleet had begun to awaken to the reality of their attack. One of the Frigate’s rotund gas gun turrets swung toward the incoming Diver.

	Dozens of 20 mm bullets hurtled out of steaming hot double barrels. Lines of water displaced by the cavitation bubbles flew past Murati, like harpoons trying to spear a fish. Several bullets bounced off the cockpit’s sloped armor surfaces, failing to penetrate.

	Murati was felt each impact like a jab to the chin. She quickly retaliated.

	Even if she could damage no other part of this Frigate, one burst from her assault rifle tore between the two barrels of the gas gun like a bullet between the eyes on a human head and silenced the control mechanisms inside of it. Those barrels would steam no further in this fight.

	From the Frigate’s prow, the pair of enemy Volkers rushed to meet her.

	They were like two big white eggshells just begging for a crack.

	Engaging her left hip thruster, Murati suddenly strafed the first bursts of gunfire.

	In a second, she had circled around the Volkers as they charged pell-mell toward her.

	From this angle she could have hit anything, but the surest kill was the hydrojet pack.

	Without thrust, they were just lumps of metal and could not hope to function in battle.

	Murati squeezed off a fully automatic burst, two-handed, braced against her hip.

	She had far greater control of her fire than Ensign Shalikova had exhibited.

	Dozens of rounds chewed up the jets on the backs of the Volkers.

	Struck mid-charge they tumbled out of control and quickly rolled off the ship.

	They could have kept shooting. Their momentum was lost nearly immediately and the fall out of Murati’s sight was slow enough for them to take a few chances. But the reason a thruster hit was so deadly, was that most pilot’s self-preservation would kick in at that point.

	No one was going to keep fighting with shredded thrusters.

	Inside those Volkers they were probably frantic, rooting around for survival equipment.

	As such, they dropped out of sight like corpses, arms spread out, weapons abandoned.

	“Lieutenant! Up above!”

	Overhead, gas guns from the bottom of the Destroyer sprayed the deck Murati stood on.

	Hundreds of bullets rained down all around her.

	A chunk of her shoulder pod armor blew off, damaging the jet anchor inside.

	She barely applied thrust for an escape before a response came from the deck of the Cruiser.

	Ensign Shalikova turned her weapon on several of the emplacements and loosed dozens of rounds from her assault rifle on the underside of the Destroyer. Lines of displaced water slashed across the Destroyer’s keel, littering three separate recessed gun emplacements with holes.

	Metal ejected violently from below the Destroyer.

	Perfect magazine detonations crippled each of the guns in a shockingly brilliant display.

	“I owe you one, Ensign!” Murati shouted.

	Luckily, the jet anchor pod was the only casualty. No water was getting in.

	Hydrodynamic loss was palpable, as there was now a hole and the flailing guts of a weapon system on her shoulder that were disturbing the flow of water around her as she moved. There was no loss of raw thrust, so she was still able to fight. Murati sighed with relief after a quick diagnostic.

	It had been barely minutes since they thrust up the tails of the enemy fleet.

	To Murati, every exchange of gunfire felt like a slugging match that went to several rounds, despite it flashing before her eyes in seconds. Everything was moving at a bizarre rate. She barely took notice of her ragged breathing, the sweat dripping down her forehead, her pounding heart.

	“Lieutenant, more are coming.”

	Ensign Shalikova swung around to intercept a pair of Volkers rising to meet them.

	A pair of rifles turned on them.

	Murati liked her chances. If it was just these piecemeal attacks, they could hold it off.

	Volkers were the same generation of suit as a Strelok but had seen no upgrade packages to match the continued refinements that the Union had made to their own standard suits. Harkening back to their lineage as worker suits, they had bulbous, bathyspheric central bodies, heads that looked like flattened hard hats with a single, glowing red sensor in between, and thick arms with three chunky fingers. Their intakes stuck out of the side much more obviously than a Strelok’s while the backpack jets stuck out farther outside of the body shape than on a Strelok, and their rifles were larger and much more unwieldy, designed to be operated by their fewer, fatter digits.

	The Southern Border Fleet’s Diver liveries were standard, factory spec stark white.

	In most respects, the Volker would have been a respectable bit of engineering.

	All Imperial craft had that curved, well-crafted aesthetic, and the Empire’s advanced manufacturing techniques and access to better quality raw materials allowed them to make suits that at least in appearance if not performance, appeared better machined, better put together than Union suits. But the performance was not there. For around the same weight as a Strelok, every piece of weight on a Volker felt distributed wrong, and overall performance was just a touch worse.

	As such, when the Volkers flew over the prows upon which Murati and Shalikova were perched, they did not have the crucial first shot on the Union divers. Their approach had been just a few knots too slow, and the mass of bubbles kicked up by their too-detached thrusters preceded them. Shalikova engaged her own thrusters, threw herself to the side of where the Volkers expected her to be. When they came upon the Cruiser’s prow, she easily raised her assault rifle to meet them.

	Shalikova did not even have to shoot.

	From above and behind them, cannons delivered two rounds that exploded mercilessly between the enemy divers. When the pressure bubbles formed, they expanded and contracted against the flanks of the suits, ripping off arms and shearing the flanks of the Volkers. A cloud of blood followed in the wake the sinking suits; the pilots clearly struck down amid the carnage.

	“Units 04 and 08 here, Lieutenant! We’re ready to assist.”

	Both of their cannon-armed compatriots landed on the deck of the Cruiser with the Ensign.

	Murati nodded, though it was unlikely any of their video feeds would pick it up.

	“Are we ready then?” She asked.

	“Just watch the fireworks!”

	The pair of cannon-armed Divers turned to face the center of the enemy formation.

	Murati heard a rushing sound as their Diver-launched torpedoes sped past them.

	With the path cleared, they cut through to the center of the formation.

	Ahead, there was a brief and muted flicker from an enormous detonation.

	Two torpedoes struck the starboard hull of an Imperial dreadnought deep within the fleet.

	Even with modern algorithmic detection there was no way to respond to a torpedo fired from such a close range. The Dreadnought didn’t even know it had been targeted until it was too late. A pair of massive holes formed in the side of the dreadnought. Newer ships and especially newer Dreadnoughts had redundant systems, temporary sealant defenses against hull breaches, auxiliary ballast, and all manner of ways to survive this sort of savage pummeling.

	An old Koenig class Dreadnought would have had none of those mechanisms. Other than its thicker armor, it would have had no defense. And no armor could protect against a close-in hit from a 120 mm torpedo. Especially not the basic pressurized steel armor of an old Koenig class. Primary ballast was utterly destroyed, and the second hit had punched a hole through to the reactor room, which would begin flooding. Soon the dreadnought started to list amid the fleet.

	According to plan, the Imperial fleet detachment began to panic.

	With one of their prized Dreadnoughts suddenly crashing through the fleet, ships began to spread out and disperse. A frigate that could not escape the warpath of the rapidly sinking capital ship was pounded by it, lost buoyancy and began to sink alongside. Several Divers were knocked about by the explosions and the subsequent crashing of ships that followed. Those ships that could move began to swiftly abandon the tight, protective ball that the fleet had organized.

	Murati’s Divers took to the water and thrust out of the enemy’s formation.

	They had done their part of this phase of the plan.

	Now that an opportunity had been created, the Union barrage viciously intensified.

	Coilgun shells fired off like never before, and fresh volleys of torpedoes swung toward ships tearing away from the Imperial formation. A Cruiser, abandoned by the protective gunfire of the dozens of emplacements carried by its escorting Frigates, took a direct torpedo to the prow. Forward ballast emptied out into the ocean, and it quickly tipped and sunk at a full ninety-degree angle. Imperial Cutters dropped like flies as Union coilgunners scored direct, penetrating hits.

	The Union fleet advanced to within 400 and then 300 meters prow-between-prow.

	This was essentially “chase” range. The Imperial Fleet was no longer coherent.

	Stray gunfire met the Union approach, but bereft of direction, the Imperials were doomed.

	Within minutes, ship after ship became casualties. A remaining Imperial Dreadnought took two holes to the upper port hull as it limped away. It was lucky that none of the ballast was hit, and the coilguns were not as powerful as torpedoes. Amid the barrage the third of the prized capital ships lost its entire conning tower to a torpedo blast and ran away deaf, dumb and blind. Much more gruesome fates met the Frigates, which were both older and less armored than any other ship. These practically split in half by the barrage and disgorged their crews out into the ocean.             

	Four Union vessels took serious damage. The Empire lost 23 ships in a 30-minute battle.

	

	

	 


2.5

	Kampfgruppe Kosz was utterly destroyed by the Union.

	When Admiral’s Gottwald’s flanking force crossed the mountains on the edge of Thassal, a pair of escaping vessels stumbled upon them and relayed the bad news. At first the text messages sent over the acoustic communicator were derided by the Admiral as sheer cowardice and treason, and he nearly ordered security to seize the ships: until he saw the battle damage on them.

	 There was no denying that the escaping ships had taken a beating. Coilgun scars ran across the upper hull. Emergency ballast was deployed. These were newer ships, and that was the only reason they escaped with beaten-down crews and damaged hulls. Speechless, the Admiral shouted for all of his flanking force to deploy maximum sensor power on the Plains approach.

	“I want every kind of scan on the plains! Maximum power! Fleetwide!”

	Admiral Gottwald ordered the fleet to scan again and again and collate all data on the Strasser’s computer, but no matter how many pings and lasers they threw at the plains on approach, it was all the same. A mass of debris and the unmentioned bodies within it was all that remained of the main Imperial force at Thassal. There was no resistance being offered whatsoever.

	Ahead of them, the Union fleet, with a bloody lip but continued resolve, waited for him.

	Because of all the scanning, Gottwald’s fleet had essentially pointed a flashlight at itself in a pitch-black basement. Torpedoes began to fly at them by the dozen, homing in on the sonar pings and the LADAR traces. Having knowledge of their exact heading, the Union could begin a “headless” torpedo barrage from over 2 KM away. The Imperial fleet’s computers would easily find the acoustic traces of the Union torpedoes, but the incoming attacks slowed and distracted the fleet. Headless torpedoes were normally terribly inaccurate: unless the target was very obvious. And yet, having to deal with the shockwaves before meeting your enemy was a serious issue.

	To tackle the danger, Imperial Destroyers and Frigates moved ahead of the formation.

	Armed with a larger number of gas guns and light coilguns than the heavier vessels, they screened ahead for torpedoes. While this reorganization briefly gave the Admiral a sense of control over the situation, it did not solve the problem at hand. Somehow the Union had routed– no, not just routed, destroyed— a fleet of equal strength. Did they possess some kind of secret weapon? Had they deployed some sort of trick? Had Kosz simply made grievous mistakes in command?

	There was no point in conspiratorial thinking, so he ruled out secret weapons. And Kosz should have performed acceptably even with a basic strategy of moving forward in a protected formation. He had an equal number of ships, but superior armaments. Three Dreadnoughts was far more than the Union could muster in Ferris on short notice. They only had five operational in total.

	All that was left to contemplate was the terrible truth.

	The Union defeated them with the weapons at their disposal. What did they have? Nothing that was superior to Imperial weapons. Ships, ordnance, watercraft– Divers? No, the Revolution was behind them all. The Empire had superior Divers than the Union– they had to be.

	To think that the Union, those bandits and barbarians, could outmatch the Empire?

	It was ludicrous. And yet evidence of it now lay undeniably before Admiral Gottwald.

	All of this was weighing heavily on his nerves.

	Without a submissive, easily broken Union, everything he struggled for was ruined.

	“Abigail,”

	He turned to his niece with a grim expression. She had been standing still by his side.

	In a hushed tone, grabbing her by the arm, he spoke.

	“I do not need your services. I need to concentrate, and your skittishness is bothering me. Go to the escape pod room and suit up. Watch out for any alerts and go north-northwest if needed.”

	Abigail’s eyes drew wide. She was momentarily stunned. “Admiral– Uncle–”

	She had not been skittish at all. She had been far more reserved than he.

	“Girl, I can’t concentrate with you here chirping. Leave my sight now!”

	He shoved her toward the command pod lift and took seat again.

	For a moment, she turned back around to stare at him.

	He gave her no more heed. And she finally understood his response.

	Her heart pounding, eyes weeping, she obediently ran away from the command pod.

	As she hurtled down the corridors of the Strasser, the fleet marched inexorably forward.

	For Gottwald, and the officers and soldiers here, there was no turning back.

	To even contemplate what they decided to do was a violation of Imperial sanction. They were Imperials, but what the Union could never have been aware of was that the circumstances that led them to fight meant they would no longer be welcome in whatever would be left of the Empire in the days to come. An era of chaos was brewing. Gottwald foresaw it, and he took action.

	He was tempted to act. Tempted by the blood in the water.

	And behind him was a nation of sharks, bigger, stronger, and more bloodthirsty than he.

	Admiral Gottwald had taken what was once the Emperor’s; all in his presumed absence.

	“You old bastard. Look at what you’ve reduced us to.”

	Gritting his teeth, the Admiral sent an encrypted laser text message to all crews.

	Ahead full.

	He had lost the nerve to say it out loud.

	You did all of this to us. You planned on it, from the very beginning, Konstantin.

	

	

	 


2.6

	Murati navigated away from the Imperial fleet over the plains as the barrage intensified.

	Along with her squadron, she watched as the disorganized Imperial fleet absorbed blow after crushing blow from the Union. Losing a dreadnought in the center of the formation should not have been such a catastrophe for the Imperials, from a purely material perspective, as long as they handled it with discipline. They could have still had the upper hand if they rallied.

	Now in front of her there were vessels falling over the plain in the pairs, in the tens, with great gaping holes, or split in half, or with their prows blasted open like gaping, bloody maws.

	This was what war looked like. Twenty or so vessels destroyed immediately.

	Depending on the crew complement, between 2000 and 3000 souls dashed to pieces.

	She had no sympathy for them. Viewing the spectacle, she could only think:

	“You brought all of this upon yourselves, you cowards.”

	As soon as every vessel started fleeing in whichever direction they found open, their battle was over. It was the fear that got them; without the protection of a disciplined mass, any individual ship would easily succumb to the ordnance, even to the stray shockwaves. That had not been Murati’s initial intention when she suggested the plan. She wanted to use Divers as the main striking power and riddle the enemy’s center with torpedoes, causing real material damage.

	The psychological tactic was the more mature touch of Rear Admiral Goswani at play.

	She believed a force of ten or fifteen Divers could penetrate and rout the fleet.

	All that was required for her to unlock that knowledge was the realization that a different paradigm could exist in this battle. That Divers could be counted upon to operate independently, with the endurance and striking power to carry out a mission, and that the enemy’s erroneous doctrine would limit their ability to retaliate. It was that bit of thinking that was outside the box.

	Murati did not know it at the time, but her mind had concocted a terrifying notion.

	Her little bit of innovative thinking, her desire to use her position as a Pilot to determine the course of the battle, her drive to do more than hang back and see her comrades fall around her. To her, everything she had done should have been common sense. It was just a small step she had conceived of from a fuller, broader understanding of basic Fleet warfare, and the present situation.

	The collective of which she was a part of would be irrevocably changed by this moment.

	From that spark of insight in her mind, flowed a wave that swept across the Oceans.

	She looked at the surface of what was happening, not seeing the ripples in the water that took the consequences of her actions so far, far afield from her. As she hovered gently in the water and watched the Southern Border Fleet’s “Detachment Kosz” flounder and sink into the sand. Each impact of blasted metal on the ground bore with it the death rattle of an era that she had killed.

	“We’re not done yet.” Murati said to herself.

	The squadron moved to rejoin the fleet. Halfway to the fleet’s regrouping point, the Divers were met by a watercraft. Behind a thick, sloped cockpit attached to a pair of hydrojets there was a cargo module that could open to the water, close, and drain out again. It was converted from an ore hauler that would strap boulders into its cargo hold and ferry them from quarries. Instead of ore, there were magazines, fresh weapons, additional liquid fuel, and a battery charger.

	From the cockpit, an engineer could also man a pair of crane arms to help mount weapons.

	It was everything the Divers needed to resupply for the next leg of their journey.

	Two shuttles had been dispatched, one for each of the assault teams.

	Murati and her squadron tethered themselves to the shuttle’s agarthicite charging station. A purple glow flowed from the cabling to the batteries in their suits, connecting to their power sources through the backpack. The quick charge could give them about 20% of the battery back in ten or fifteen minutes. Enough to keep them from running empty in the middle of the next firefight.

	Unfortunately, there were no provisions for fixing Murati’s broken shoulder.

	All the engineer could do was apply a gelatinous sealant to keep the parts from dangling.

	“Ensign, how are you doing on supplies?” Murati asked.

	“I shouldn’t need much more, ma’am.” Shalikova said.

	Though the Ensign said this, Murati had seen how much she would shoot before.

	“Take an extra magazine.”

	“Yes ma’am.”

	Shalikova sounded like she did not like the suggestion.

	However, she only allowed the merest hint of displeasure to be heard in her voice.

	Professional and collected for someone her age.

	“Murati Nakara, you have a message. Please download it over laser.”

	While the Strelok was charging, the engineer messaged Murati. The Shuttle had a computer with enough space to carry important data and transmit it to the Strelok over laser. It could also carry personal messages from loved ones or the crew. In Murati’s case, it was both.

	Once the laser download was completed, Murati saw a video from Karuniya.

	She was recording from a minicomputer in a personal room.

	“We’re all safe here, thanks to you guys. When we get back, I’m going to need you to be extra nice to me. Look, I am wearing one of your shirts! Everyone here asks me why it fits so weird. If I’m wearing a girlfriend shirt to work, it’s only fair I come home to a girlfriend.”

	Karuniya smiled, blew a kiss and ended the transmission.

	It was the kind of message that really, truly screamed Karuniya!

	Murati smiled and laughed to herself.

	She barely ever heard Karuniya say the G-word and it warmed her heart.

	As the “refueling” progressed, Murati noticed an ally Cutter coming closer.

	On the shuttle, a laser beacon on the cockpit linked up with the Cutter, and in turn relayed the Cutter’s laser communications to the docked Streloks. The ship’s Captain, a young man who had been clearly tossed about in the previous battle and barely recomposed himself, addressed all of the Divers in the Squadron. He had orders to relay from the flagship, as well as a diagram.

	“We’ve made a slight alteration to the original plan. Rather than having Divers in Anti-Diver roles in the coming battle, we have provided sufficient equipment here to arm everyone with anti-ship ordnance. Your Squadron will act as part of a flanking force. We’ll exploit the vulnerable ground of the remaining Imperials and overwhelm them with fire from two directions.”

	Murati blinked as the Captain calmly delivered those words.

	They were following her original idea. Divers are a separate, self-sufficient strike force.

	As the Captain spoke, the engineer in the shuttle frantically manned the crane arms and began to mount a frame on Murati’s backpack for a pair of torpedo tubes. Instead of her assault rifle, she would be issued a 76.2 mm cannon from a rack inside the shuttle cargo. It was a bottom-loader with four shots. Enough to poke holes in thin spots on Destroyers and Frigates, certainly. A cannon shot into an emplacement or a coilgun could potentially cascade into internal damage.

	“Murati Nakara,”

	Done relaying the general message from HQ, the Captain in the Cutter cut laser connections to everyone but Murati. He saluted at her. “Is something the matter, Captain?” She asked.

	“Admiral Deshnov sends his regards and wishes you ‘Good Hunting’.”

	“Thank you Captain.”

	He could have sent a personal message like anyone else.

	Now that she was just a little bit in the spotlight, Murati was almost wilting at the attention. Nothing had transpired the way she wanted it to. Maybe it would still land her a command in the end– at that moment, she cut off her own train thought, shaking her head. “Focus on surviving,” she told herself, “We’ll worry about less important things when we get back home.”

	It was a bit eerie to recognize how quickly her priorities had changed.

	Was this what wartime truly felt like? Had there really been peace before this?

	On the cockpit, a bar showed the remaining battery charge at an acceptable 60%.

	“Ensign, let’s get going.”

	“I was just about to say, I think the enemy is here.”

	As Ensign Shalikova responded, her words were then made eerily prescient by the sound of a distant blast. Several hundred meters away the Union fleet had regrouped. This was in the diagram they had received from the neighboring Cutter. The Union fleet reformed into a spread-out square formation with the Formidable and five frigates on one corner, and mixed groups in the other corners. A group of Divers would swim ahead of the fleet. Murati’s group would flank.

	There would be 20 Union vessels participating in total, compared to the over thirty remaining Imperial vessels. The Union left a few vessels behind to perform rescue operations on the handful of downed Union ships. And then, if they had time and if they felt magnanimous, they might even go search for Imperial lives to save from the debris field they had left in the Plains.

	That square formation was meant to force the enemy to either split their fire or target a group preferentially with focused fire. It was meant to reduce further losses. Unbeknownst to most, Murati knew it was the kind of formation one would use against an inferior enemy who could not hope to win but might do damage beyond its means if allowed to fire into a tight formation.

	With the Divers acting as separate forces, the Union felt assured of victory.

	“Full ahead, Ensign!”

	Murati pushed the sticks as far forward as they would go.

	The Ensign naturally rocketed ahead of her.

	She had uncanny reflexes. And a Strelok without damage, that could make its full speed.

	Murati was swimming at maybe 90% of Shalikova’s speed now.

	Her pumps and jets made a heroic effort to keep her in Shalikova’s orbit.

	Soaring over the Thassalid plains, the Divers saw the brief, distant flickers in the inky darkness, that accompanied torpedo blasts. Below them the seafloor was starting to disappear as they climbed over 100 meters above the sand, to the level of the lowest ships in the enemy fleet. On Sonar a variety of objects appeared. Within minutes they would arrive close to the enemy fleet.

	Somewhere in the dim blue water out there, the Union fleet was also fighting.

	Owing to the diagrams they had been given, the computer on Murati’s Diver estimated that the Union fleet was within 800 meters of the Imperial fleet now. Her sonar was programmed with acoustic signatures for Union and Imperial ships, so her computer could tell with decent accuracy where her friends and enemies were. Having the diagram of the fleet action also helped.

	The Divers would need to “see” the enemy with only their sensors.

	At the range they would start firing, the Imperial fleet would be fully invisible in the murk.

	Ahead of them, the fire intensified.

	Moving at speed in the ocean, across the vastness of the water, was a surreal experience.

	For a moment it felt like rushing through a void.

	Rather than landmarks, and visuals, Murati had to develop an additional sense.

	She kept glancing at her instruments, at the computer predictions.

	Her cameras, pointed at the endless blue, were no use except to follow her allies.

	And the brief flashes of the battle, quickly subsumed by the cold and the dark.

	“We’ve reached the firing line. Use counter-thrust to stabilize.”

	Murati hefted the 76.2 mm cannon with both hands and set the suit’s shoulders to prime the torpedo tubes. An electric motor within the torpedo preemptively spun a propeller in its tail. On one of her screens, a camera feed showed the torpedo’s perspective. Data was fed by wire back to her suit, and guidance traveled by wire as well. A light on the tube indicated readiness.

	Along with Ensign Shalikova, and the four other units, the squadron assembled several hundred meters away from the flank of the Imperial fleet. Murati saw the readiness lights go on for all their torpedo tubes. There was no use aiming the torpedo, not right away. She waited for the specific time that they had been instructed to fire, displayed on her computer.

	When the time came, the torpedoes launched out of their tubes with little recoil.

	A long, thin wire trailed behind them as they accelerated.

	Once the torpedo was underway, the picture on the screen only got worse.

	It was a wonder the camera was included at all.

	Instead Murati followed the diagnostic data from the torpedo.

	Her computer collected this data and showed a very rough graph of the torpedo’s position and if anything was close. Taking this into account, and by squinting at the camera, she would be able to tell if she was near a target. At first the torpedo swam level from the firing tube, but it could be commanded to move in a specific direction by adjusting control surfaces on its tail.

	As a novice torpedo pilot, Murati was not planning anything fancy.

	She would swim the torpedo under an enemy ship and swing up into its keel.

	Doing this, she had a chance of striking in a place no ship could easily recover from.

	For several tense seconds she waited for her torpedo to get close and closer to the fleet.

	Great grey shadows finally revealed themselves in the endless blue.

	Murati pressed a toggle on the right-hand joystick to allow inputs to the torpedo.

	She tugged sharply on it, sending the torpedo shooting up into the enemy fleet.

	After a slight lag, the camera abruptly cut off. There was no other indication that she struck a target except for the final diagnostics, sent just before impact, and the computer’s prediction of what type of vessel she hit, based on the acoustic signature. According to the data, she had hit something like a Frigate or a Destroyer. That would have been 100 or 150 people dead.

	Without giving it much thought she fired the second torpedo.

	She could not completely trust the computer on a Diver to get everything right.

	And whether or not she hit, it was a target-rich environment, and she had ordnance.

	“Ensign, catch anything?” She asked.

	“Dreadnought.” Shalikova responded, terse and unexcited.

	Had anyone else struck a Dreadnought they would be dancing in their cockpit.

	“What, really? I’ll treat you to something when we get back!” Murati declared.

	She was barely keeping an eye on her own torpedo as she spoke.

	“I’d rather you did not.”

	Murati heard the alert ping from her torpedo as it detected nearby mass.

	Repeating the same movements as before, she pushed her stick back as far as it would go.

	Her torpedo jerked surface-ward and sent over the data for its final moments.

	Another Frigate. It figured — they were the most numerous ships in a fleet.

	“Cutter.”

	Ensign Shalikova offered her second “catch” unprompted.

	“Looks like everyone’s out of torpedoes.” Murati declared. “We should advance–”

	A red light blinked from one of her monitors, drawing her attention.

	At that moment, her sensors detected a large object approaching.

	“Wait,”

	She switched on every filter she could on her cameras, peering into the water ahead.

	Ensign Shalikova saw it too. “Ma’am, something is–”

	“I know!”

	Murati switched to the routinely useless thermal imaging and surprisingly found a blob of heat approaching. She had little time to think about it and acted almost purely on reflex.

	“Shell! Disperse!”

	Engaging her thrusters, she jerked sideways into Shalikova.

	A coilgun shell flew past them and exploded alone in the empty water behind them.

	Several more coilgun shells peppered their location.

	“Lieutenant, careful!”

	Shalikova engaged her own thrusters and pulled away from Murati.

	Ahead of them, a truly massive silhouette cut through the water.

	Hundreds of cavitation bubbles projected from it. All kinds of guns were shooting now.

	Everyone in the squadron ejected the extra mass of their spent torpedo tubes and scattered.

	Within 100 meters, the beak-shaped prow of a Koenig class came into view.

	A golden prow indicated that this was a flagship, or otherwise an important ship.

	“It must be trying to escape!” Murati shouted.

	On the upper hull dozens of gas gun turrets fired endlessly.

	Coilguns emptied out into the ocean with abandon.

	There were no Divers accompanying the Dreadnought.

	All it had was guns, and those guns bristled, their barrels red hot as they dumped their magazines into the ocean. It was a remarkable sight, a terrifying sight. Endless, dismal popping and booming sounds, bubbles blowing in the thousands all around the ship, the copper-colored bullets slashing through the seas. Collapsing into steam bubbles ranging from the size of a fist to the size of a human body when the ordnance detonated. Pure saturation, the most savage expression of what the most immense military vessels of their era could do to their surroundings.

	Murati and her Strelok companions dispersed in every direction and buzzed around the incoming Dreadnought. Shalikova and Murati had remained close, but the rest of the squadron went in vastly different angles, wherever their snap reactions took them. At first Murati jerked the Strelok this way and that, continuing to circle around the target, firing off her thrusters to avoid the gunfire. She looped in the water, briefly hanging against the limits of the seat harness.

	Her targeting reticle went all over the place as she moved. Her cameras showed the dim circle of blue light that should have lain far, far overhead as suddenly under her, and the cloud of dust that floated off the seafloor took the place of the surface that was once above her head. With a lick of thrust from the Vernier thrusters on the hip, she threw herself diagonally, upside down.

	Viewing the world from this new vantage, she realized the gunfire was not meant for her.

	In fact, it was not meant for anyone. It was not meant to do anything.

	Even with its attackers obviously in sight, there was no control of the guns, and no need to dance with all their might to survive. The Dreadnought was truly just firing in every conceivable direction and hoping to hit something. None of it was targeted. Nobody had her in sight.

	Murati sat in place just long enough to confirm.

	Hundreds, maybe thousands of bullets flew well past her, striking nothing.

	The Dreadnought lumbered past them, locked in battle with only itself.

	“Shalikova! Everybody! Open fire! Target the tower, jets and emplacements!”

	Righting herself, Murati grabbed hold of her cannon with both hands.

	She pressed the trigger.

	There was a shock, absorbed and dispersed through the suit and gun.

	A shell encased in a cavitation bubble hurtled out of the barrel.

	In plain sight it swiftly cut through the water and smashed into the conning tower.

	Punching a hole in the thin, flat side armor of the tower, it detonated inside. A steam bubble folded, vibrated, and tore the metal, leaving behind disgorged cabling and dead sensors. This was a pinprick on the Dreadnought, and it lumbered mightily forward despite the damage.

	Murati’s companions followed her lead.

	Amid the trails of bubbles and bullets emitted from the Dreadnought’s fire, lines drew across the water around it and into its armor. Turrets went up, some detonating savagely as the magazine inside exploded from a penetrating shot. More and more holes appeared on the Conning Tower. A fin blew clean off the prow. Murati swerved around the back of the vessel, punching shell after shell into the rear winglets, into the massive hydrojets that propelled the beast.

	When her cannon thumped, bereft of ammunition, she brandished her diamond cutter.

	Beside her, Shalikova launched her own last shell.

	Her aim was almost prescient, like a work of magic.

	Striking between several holes left by Murati, it punched through to one of the jets.

	Instead of a stream of water, the rear of the Dreadnought began to eject shrapnel.

	A cascade of internal damage ensued.

	Murati received a warning on her screens.

	Putting a filter over her cameras she detected the tell-tale purple glow.

	Agarthicite runaway effects.

	Something must have gotten to the reactor. Either Shalikova, or a suicide pact.

	“It’s done! Run away, as fast as possible!” Murati shouted.

	She pulled her control sticks back as far as they would go, full reverse.

	Atop the surface of the Dreadnought, hex-shaped scars started to form.

	Material crumbled off the ship’s hull as tongues of visible indigo energy slashed across it.

	There was, for a brief moment, an alien rotation that would have mirrored that of the reactor rods. Parts of the dreadnought turned about like the surfaces of a puzzle cube. This was evident for such a brief moment that viewing it felt like insanity. Like it was something that Murati had dreamed, a vision that a deranged God had willed into her brain and not anything natural.

	Perhaps it was not the metal bending and warping. Maybe it was space around the metal.

	As soon as she saw this mad sight, it was gone.

	Expanding out from the compromised reactor, as it ate away all of its Osmium shielding, the Agarthicite annihilation bubble flashed the brightest light that anyone could have possibly seen under the ocean. A purple sphere of dim yet bright light that felt solid and yet translucent, that expanded and contracted, that was curved and yet flat, a captivating, terrifying sight.

	Murati’s felt something in the back of her head. Her senses dulled. Her eyes glazed over.

	Ensign Shalikova, too, stopped moving, as the purple void expanded toward them.

	Tiny flickers of hexagonal material peeled gently off the surface of their divers.

	“Get a grip you two!”

	Seeing them slack, the rest of their unit grabbed hold of their suits.

	Murati felt like a passenger to her own body. She could not move.

	Her hands slacked from the controls. Crucially, the thrust mode was already locked in.

	Against the vacuuming strength of the annihilation sphere, all their jets struggled.

	Holding the Lieutenant and Ensign between them, they put every ounce of liquid fuel and all of the power their batteries could muster into a mad forward dash away from the indigo. Behind their backs, stray flickers of runaway agarthic energy lapped at their backpacks and legs like the hungry cilia of a great, greedy anemone. Against all odds, deep in the Ocean where all blue and green light would die to the crushing depths, that indigo glow flashed as if through surface air.

	“Shit! Shit!”

	Praying, hoping, the pilots who flew beside them without name struggled to save them.

	Never abandoning Murati and Shalikova whom they barely knew.

	In an instant, they thrust forward at full speed, escaping the foul gravity.

	Behind them, quickly as it had appeared, the sphere of annihilation was gone. In its place, there was the tip of a massive prow, a perfectly curved wound upon its back, and scattered debris.             

	With the destruction of the Strasser, so ended the 3rd Battle of the Thassalid Trench.

	

	

	 


2.7

	Through the sphere of annihilation, there was another world.

	A world with a surface. A great desert, a horrific war.

	There was another. A world of travelers who tried to change the past.

	A third. A place where magic was not already dead but dying.

	Then a vast Ocean, a vast Ocean that was unkind and uncaring, alien to its subjects.

	Countless other worlds that all changed when they viewed the purple glow.

	Worlds that danced on a knife edge, driven by violence universal to all humans.

	It was entrancing. Unknowable, indomitable, illuminating, wrong, evil, violent—

	Actions rippled across a time and space that was all vast like the Ocean and that conducted the waves of consequences that reached farther than anyone could have imagined. Histories bore witness to the tearing apart of planets, the reconfiguration of continents, the rise of ideologies, the power of nations and peoples to create and destroy. All hinged on the ability to touch one another even when one saw nothing to touch, nobody to reach. All of it lit under the purple glow.

	Somewhere, their history reached a peaceful resolution.

	That was all beyond the sphere. Their actions had already rippled.

	And their Ocean could carry those ripples far, far away, to change everything.

	Murati sat straight up in bed. She wanted to scream, but instead she gagged.

	Her mind was filled in thoughts that were drifting away in a pattern of hex-shaped scars on her very soul. When she had forgotten everything, everything that she so briefly saw it could not have possibly qualified as learned, she was in a white room, in a bed, attached to a machine.

	“Murati!”

	In the next instant, someone’s arms wrapped around her.

	Karuniya was screaming and kicking her feet and thrashing against her.

	“I can’t believe you! You idiot! I hate you! You’re nothing but trouble!”

	Murati looked down at her face and saw her weeping pathetically, her eyes bloodshot.

	“I’m sorry.” She said.

	Karuniya paused for a brief moment, sobbing, sniffling, before thrashing again.

	Through her own tears, Murati held her partner close, silent and unmoving.

	Neither of them kept track of how long they stayed like this.

	It was calm, peaceful. It was the kind of peace that allowed the sheer weight of the violence they had both endured and committed to wash over Murati. She felt as if she stood under pressure hose and everything she had repressed was coming down upon her. She cried not only because she loved Karuniya and felt so safe and happy to sit still in embrace. She also cried because she had the sounds of bombs going off in her head, the red mist trailing from downed vessels seared into her eyes, the fear, the palpable, skin-tingling fear and rush of having to fight for her survival.

	In a sense, the void left after the battle was both relieving and unnerving.

	She eventually came to grips with everything that happened. She smiled, and ran her hand gently through Karuniya’s hair, and the shaking just beneath the tips of her fingers dissipated. She was not in the cockpit of a Strelok, not out in the endless ocean where nothing could be fully seen. Instead she was in a hospital back at Thassal Station. She had been out for ten hours.

	“Everyone probably knows you’re my girlfriend now but who cares.”

	This was Karuniya’s description of the state she was in when they dragged Murati back in a Strelok that showed clear scarring from an Agarthicite sphere of annihilation. They cracked open the Strelok and the mechanics pulled her out, applied first aid. No water had gotten into the cockpit, thankfully, and pressure was never lost. But Murati would not wake, and her vitals were weak.

	Ensign Shalikova had also been in this state. She was being treated elsewhere.

	“They bed people up by alphabetical order. I dunno.”

	Karuniya responded weakly when Murati asked where the Ensign had gone.

	“You need to forget about soldier stuff for a bit and get some rest.”

	“You too.” Murati said, smiling weakly at her.

	“Oh, shut up! None of that silent, stoic, dependable stuff. I’m in charge now.”

	In charge of what, Murati did not know. Karuniya did remain rooted by her side.

	“We won, right?” Murati asked.

	Karuniya beamed. It was an incredibly, indisputably Murati response.

	“Fifty-nine downed Imperial vessels, including all of the Dreadnoughts.”

	“Solceanos defend, that’s incredible.”

	So incredible it prompted Murati to swear on her parents’ God.

	Nodding rapidly, Karuniya declared, “The Imperial Southern Border Fleet is all gone.”

	During the Revolutionary War, and then the border skirmishes that followed, they had been the great enemy looming beyond the confines of the Union. The threat of annihilation that trained every day to slaughter them all if needed. And yet, they had proven a poor enemy. Had the Empire grown weaker, or had they grown stronger? What lay behind this sudden turn?

	Murati laid back in her bed and sighed deeply.

	“What’s that about? You should be elated. You’re a war hero now.” Karuniya said.

	Not a war hero; a hero of one battle.

	“This war has barely begun. The Empire has a lot of fleets.” Murati said.

	“Well, you’ll be pleased to note, HQ is moving a ton of stuff over here.” Karuniya said. “We were told we’ve got reinforcements now that bring Thassal back up to 50 ships, and we have 100 ships tugging in a whole Bathysphere that will be used to berth and maintain the force. So, we’ll have one of the biggest fleets the Union’s ever assembled in Ferris. You can relax now.”

	She narrowed her eyes and her voice became sarcastic as she watched Murati’s expression grow even more pensive as the conversation went on. It was almost delivered like a=— threat. Murati, as always, smiled and humored her girlfriend when she put on that venomously sweet tone.

	“I guess that is a relaxing piece of news. Anything else out of the Empire?”

	“Not a peep. They haven’t even sent us a scary text message over the acoustic network.”

	Despite the connection at Thassal having been severed, the Empire and Union still shared some parts of the same acoustic network, a way of transmitting computer data across long distances at extremely poor bandwidth. Diplomatic text messaging was possible through this, though rare, and both sides viewed an acoustic message coming from the other with great suspicion.

	Higher bandwidth connections required shorter-ranged laser communications. Laser relays were fully shut off between each nation. They had no laser connections and would never trust such a thing at this juncture should it be proposed. Texts, however, were not unheard of. Almost every one of the past skirmishes between the Empire and the Union, as bloodless as they were, ended with a flurry of messages and ultimately, an agreement between Solstice and Rhinea to a détente.

	For the Empire to be quiet, after their most flagrant violation of the peace against the Union to date — Murati did not know whether to worry or take heart in such apparent disorganization.

	“I see you’re thinking about war stuff again.”

	Karuniya stared at her, crossing her arms.

	“I’ll relax. I’ll relax.” Murati said.

	Her girlfriend heaved a long sigh and averted her gaze, looking at the other patients.

	Some of them were far worse off than Murati. Their next bed neighbor had no visitors and clear signs of barotrauma. Red, bloodshot veins; and an amputated limb even. There were a few people extracted from escape vessels who had been knocked about violently, bruised all over, with many broken bones, alive only by a miracle. Karuniya seemed to glance over them.

	“Ugh, now I’m not able to relax. I keep thinking about what you said. War is inevitable.” 

	Murati nodded silently. 

	She was also thinking about everything she had said and done.

	

	

	 


2.8

	Over the Great Lyser Reach, a red frigate crossed the vast plains. Lyser was dotted with Agri-Spheres that had been set up to provide for the Southern Empire’s food — and now the Union’s. Only 300 meters below the surface, Lyser was brighter than any other place in the Union. Overhead, the light was visible like a halo, and it shone below, in the greenhouse spheres.

	Lyser was temperamental, like any other place near the surface. Great currents flowed through it, and if one turned their scopes to the surface they would see the massively turbulent ceiling of the water. Schools of fish swam past with great urgency. Every so often, a massive Leviathan might rear its head over the plains. Mines had been laid at the border of 100 meters from the surface, inhabited by such volatile creatures. The mines triggered based on acoustic signature.

	Navigating confidently at 200 meters from the surface, the Frigate Basavraj ferried a group of VIPs from Solstice to the sudden battlefront that formed in Ferris. Chief among the VIPs was a woman with a deceivingly youthful, deceivingly pleasant smile, who had claimed the Captain’s quarters as an office from which to conduct all the work she took from Solstice. It still needed to be done, after all, even in a war. Looking into decency complaints, approving media depictions of various touchy subjects, and reviewing dispute records from community safety teams.

	On her right, a screen set up on the wall pretended to be a window, hooked up to a camera.

	Lyser was beautiful, and she could see it. Beautiful and fragile, like the Union.

	As she contemplated this duality, an officer arrived, tall, stoic-faced and disciplined.

	An armband, with a serpent on it, indicated he was one of the internal security troops.

	Her own troops: Commissar-General Parvati Nagavanshi’s troops.

	“Commissar-General, Lyser routed a laser from Solstice through to us. It pleases me to inform that the preparations on the Brigand project are completed. Given the war footing, should the Brigand be deployed to the frontlines at Ferris? It could multiply our power there.”

	Commissar-General Nagavanshi did not lift her head from the papers she was reading.

	“Send it to Thassal Station.”

	“Yes ma’am.”

	“Let the Navy HQ know, however, that the Brigand will be staffed, and its mission profile will be determined, by the People’s Security Directorate. It will not be under Navy command.”

	“Ma’am? Wouldn’t that defeat the purpose of deploying it?”

	“I’ll discuss that at the upcoming Strategic Council; not with you. Go on.”

	She waved for the subordinate officer to leave. He left, saluting, without another word.

	Nagavanshi pulled a file from one of the many rock paper documents on the desk.

	She thumbed over the picture of the woman there. “Murati Nakara, hmm?”

	Interrupting her train of thought, the officer she had just dismissed ran back in, with a second officer in town. This woman did not have the Naga armband of Nagavanshi’s personnel and in her bosom she clutched tightly a lot of long, floppy paper. It looked to Nagavanshi like the printouts generated by the acoustic text message printers. Why would she have so many?

	“Ma’am, I’m deeply sorry to interrupt. We’ve received news from Ferris.”

	“What kind of news?”

	Commissar-General Nagavanshi lifted her gaze from the documents on the table to the two officers. Her man, the one with the serpent, withered under the sharpness of her stare, while the girl with the communiques seemed unaware of how grossly annoyed the Commissar had become.

	“Ma’am, there was a survivor from the Imperial flagship, from the Strasser.”

	“That ship went up in an agarthic annihilation. Didn’t it?”

	Nagavanshi was skeptical, but clearly interested. Her expression softened.

	“Yes ma’am.” Her officer took the communiques from the communications girl. “Before the ship went into battle, allegedly, the Admiral had this person booted off in an escape pod. She was found amid the debris of the fleet. Ma’am, she claims to be Abigail of the Gottwald family.”

	“Some mediocre daughter of some backwater nobility?”

	“Allegedly, the Admiral’s niece. There’s more to it than that though, ma’am.”

	Now the officer looked through the papers again as if to try to get the story straight.

	“Oh, give me that.”

	Nagavanshi stood up, stomped her way around the desk and seized the papers.

	Her eyes drew wide as she scanned the contents.

	“Ma’am, this has to remain top secret, that’s what they say–”

	“Obviously, you idiot!”

	In her hands, she held the reason why the Empire was not going to attack them in force.

	It answered why the Southern Border Fleet had rammed itself into the Union.

	Across the border, while the heir apparent Prince Erich von Fueller was holding off a Republic fleet in the umpteenth battle of the Great Ayre Reach, it just so happened that behind his back, Emperor Konstantin von Fueller had fallen gravely ill, and quite suddenly, he had died.

	Nagavanshi smiled a bloodthirsty grin, her hands shaking, clutching the papers.

	Now this would change everything.

	

	

	 


Brigands 

	3.1

	“Ferris, the iron wall of the Union. Oh how you sacrifice for us, to this very day.”

	Looking out of a false window in her shuttle, an LCD with a feed of their surroundings, Premier Bhavani Jayasankar mused on the region farthest from her direct influence. A rocky, mountainous, grey place, a lightless place at the bottom of the Ocean. While the political center of the Union lay in Solstice, its military heart was the border of Ferris.

	This austere place was where their truest warriors were born and lived.

	Soldiers from all around the Union mustered at Ferris to defend the border.

	“Did the Empire underestimate us? Or did we overestimate them? I wonder–“

	Amid this mobilization, the Premier herself was also summoned.

	Beyond just speeches and reassurances, she wanted to see Ferris for herself. She would give nobody the excuse of saying she hid in Solstice while the border turned hot. A few days had passed since the battle, and she had made the journey as soon as she could. Her trip was public knowledge and there were a lot of appearances she planned to make with military and civilians.

	There were also a few private matters she needed to take care of.

	“Nagavanshi always gets out ahead of me somehow.” She said to herself.

	Her reflection in the glass began to wane.

	In the distance, the center of human life in Ferris took her place in the murky picture.

	Thassal Station stood like a deformed pillar rising high above rolling hills of pockmarked stone and stripped out ore quarries. Reinforced titanium modules and the occasional glass hexagon made up the habitats, berths and weapons stations that stuck out all around the central rock formation, at once grafted upon the surface but also upholding it. Deep in the center of the mound, a Core Pylon served as a foundation, shouldering the lives built up over the rock, tethering everything, and hiding the Agarthicite reactors. It was their purple glow that made this life possible.

	“And there’s my first destination.”

	Sitting on the rock next to Thassal Station was a massive structure. Like a bubble of glass and metal, resting atop a massive base laden with berths, to which dozens of ships were docked. Premier Jayasankar recalled the glowing report she gave at the start of the year about the expansion of agriculture in Lyser, and how this structure represented it. Now it was going to be used for war.

	It was in this Agri-Sphere that she would decide the Union’s next military actions.

	Dragged in from Lyser, this sphere now served as “Hammer-1,” temporary base of the expanded Ferris fleet. Thousands of personnel had arrived at Hammer-1 to organize logistics and supply, to run maintenance and to build stockpiles. As it was originally intended for agriculture, both hydroponic and with treated soil mediums, Hammer-1 was divided into flat, broad stories with rows of adjustable space and a lot of lamps. All of it was now taken up by cranes, Divers, shipping containers and makeshift warehousing. People were hard at work to make it war worthy.

	Amid this build-up, Premier Jayasankar’s shuttle arrived at Hammer-1.

	Alone, without bodyguards or attendants, she headed into the depths of the structure.

	As far as anyone knew, she was much too early for her first public appearance.

	She was right on time for Nagavanshi’s secretive little meeting.

	A meeting that could decide the fate of the Union, she had said.

	Arriving in a dark room, she became part of a troika of powerful interests in the Union. Gathered around a large table equipped with a touchscreen surface, they were there to discuss the direction of the Union in the face of imminent war with the Empire. At Nagavanshi’s behalf, they would examine all of the intelligence they had on the Empire’s direction and formulate a plan.

	Vain as it was, Bhavani believed herself foremost among the attendants. She was a vision of self-control and professionalism, casually confident in expression, her face only lightly weathered with experience despite her years. Tall and athletic, with her hair in a bun and wearing a black synthetic suit with dark tinted glasses, she resembled her own bodyguard more than she did a desk worker. She was the people’s Premier. She walked among them easily and casually.

	Her reflection on the table was magnificent, and she felt in command of everything.

	“Commissar-General, and Grand Admiral” Jayasankar bowed her head lightly toward her two counterparts. “We last met to discuss what a good year it had been for shipbuilding and agriculture. I can’t help but wonder if we are all being punished for the barest hint of complacency at the moment. Our shipbuilding is far too slow for our predicament, and now our agricultural plans are also on hold. Nevertheless, I want it to be clear that I believe in us. Let’s not be too doom and gloom.”

	Grand Admiral Sorokin Klasnikov was the only man in attendance. He was a tall, bronzed gentleman with a full beard, pristinely in uniform. His beard was quite long and flowed with a greater breadth even than the hair on his head. He kept his hands behind his back and stood firmly.

	“Premier, it is good to see you in cheerful spirits, despite everything,” began the Admiral, soft spoken, “I don’t believe Eloah is so merciless as to fault us for merely being optimistic.”

	Commissar-General Nagavanshi meanwhile looked the youngest in the room. She had suggested they hold this meeting but hid her feelings about it behind a careful, neutral expression.

	“Well, Admiral, I don’t believe in any Gods, as this Union is beyond such mysticism.”

	Nagavanshi had a talent for sounding both polite and openly contemptuous.

	Her face lacked even the subtle crow’s feet evident around Jayasankar’s eyes and lips, and she was very obviously of a nearer vintage than the pockmarked old Klasnikov. Her hair flowed freely from under her peaked cap, adorned with a golden serpent, and her rich brown skin had an even sheen as if it had been laid over body uniformly, unmarred by light or touch.

	Her golden eyes seemed bottomless, like they might devour what they viewed.

	“Everything that is happening is a result of material forces that are well understood.”

	She spoke quite casually, and Klasnikov looked ready to snap at her.

	“Now, now,”

	Premier Jayasankar interrupted before anyone could continue that particular topic.

	“Religion is something best not discussed among friends.”

	She swiped her fingers over the computer screen set into the middle of the table.

	A map of the Nectaris and Imbrium Oceans appeared on the screen. The Premier touched closer to the north Imbrium sea, where the Occultis continental line separated the North Imbrium, ruled mostly by the Empire, with the northwestern end of the Cognitum Ocean: waters that the mighty Republic shared with a few other states. The Great Ayre Reach, an expanse of calm water, with simple geography at shockingly low depth, separated the Empire and the Republic.

	Ayre could have been a powerful economic asset for the Republic, able to sustain several stations on flat, easy ground within a stable climate, but instead it had been the stage of the Republic’s righteous aggression against the Empire for what seemed like eternity. Every few decades there was a terrifying campaign over the Great Ayre Reach that ended in crushing Republic defeats, allowing the Empire to occupy the Reach and block the Republic’s access to the Imbrium Ocean, until the next time the mighty foes exchanged it. A communist scholar, Mordecai, once believed that the Empire and the Republic did battle over the Reach in order to destroy surplus production of goods and stymie political and social progress.

	That last point was neither here nor there, but it was on Jayasankar’s mind as she surveyed the map.

	“Anyone have the early score from the latest Empire vs. Republic game?” She asked.

	Nagavanshi glanced over to Klasnikov, with a bored look on her face.

	Klasnikov gave her a critical look back. He cleared his throat loudly.

	“Our intelligence indicates that the Republic brought 800 ships divided into five fleets to the Ayre Reach. The Empire brought the Grand Western Fleet. The latest estimated strength for that formation was 1000 ships divided in seven fleets. It is our understanding the Empire won.”

	“Of course they did.” Nagavanshi said.

	“We should not act as if this was all foretold.” Klasnikov said. “It was not merely numbers that sealed the fate of the Ayre Reach. From information we gathered over the past few days, the Republic made major strategic missteps. They feared being too outnumbered, so they adopted a wide formation to try to cover Imperial flanking attacks. This allowed the Imperials to use their numbers in a different way. Instead of matching the breadth of the Republic deployment, they concentrated their attack and crushed the Republic center, isolating the wings of the formation.”

	Nagavanshi scoffed. “At that point, the Republic should have swung a trap around them.”

	“We can say what we want from the comfort of this chamber.” Klasnikov said. He seemed almost to pity the Republic forces. “Perhaps if they had fought on, they could have used the wings of the formation to inflict bitter damage on the Imperials. But that would have been asking troops to sacrifice their lives when they had come prepared to fight on even terms. You can’t pretend you were laying bait for the enemy just because it becomes convenient; preparing bait means that the bait was prepared for its role. For the Republic forces, they saw hundreds of their ships and thousands of their comrades killed in front of them. I can’t fault them for escaping at that point.”

	“I can.” Nagavanshi said. “Because the ones picking up the pieces could soon be us. Some allies the Republic have turned out to be! Don’t give that look Klasnikov — I read the same acoustic messages you did. I don’t need explanations.” She raised an accusatory finger at the Admiral. “The Republic had a center of 200 ships and wings of 300 ships a piece. They snatched defeat from the jaws of victory by fleeing instead of pressing into Fueller’s flank and crushing him.”

	“As far as the Republic’s politics are concerned, they don’t win from just killing the Prince if they have to sacrifice 800 ships to do so.” Klasnikov said. “They aren’t like you, Nagavanshi. You can isolate and kill an individual with your spies and thugs, but you can’t do it with a fleet.”

	Nagavanshi narrowed her eyes at Klasnikov.

	Jayasankar then raised her hand like a student in a classroom, smiling.

	“Everyone is getting so spirited but let us move beyond the hypotheticals. The Republic has suffered another defeat and the Empire will again occupy the breadth of the Ayre Reach. They would still need to cross the North Occultis canal to advance, so the Republic will be fine. In fact they probably won’t even try to move farther than Ayre Reach. Ratha Flow is too fortified for the Empire to press on into the core Republic territory an ocean away. My concern is that if this battle did not hurt the Empire too, too much, we will be the next target. Am I correct in my assumption?”

	“You very well could be.” Klasnikov said.

	“No, you are absolutely wrong.”

	Nagavanshi procured a series of documents and slid them across the table.

	This was a symbolic gesture more than anything, because the table itself scanned the documents as they crossed and was able to project all of their data on tabbed windows close to the other meeting participants. By the time the papers’ momentum stopped just short of Jayasankar she was already reading what had been scanned. She brought her hand up to her hair to fidget.

	Should the information in those papers prove correct then yes, Jayasankar’s assumption might be very wrong. It was not in her character to get giddy over every piece of idle speculation that came her way, however. So after reading the information, she turned her gaze on the head of the Ashura security and intelligence forces, Nagavanashi, who clearly knew more than she let on.

	It had been her all along who suggested this meeting, after all.

	Klasnikov, meanwhile, was reaching for the papers themselves as if he could not trust the scanner to have gotten the information correct. He flipped through all the papers, brow furrowing.

	“Parvati, your most prominent source is this girl from the wreck of the Strasser. I assume you corroborated this news with other survivors from the Imperial fleet, and you’ve got your own tricks for finding information far afield. I want to know what other sources you have that you aren’t writing about on the record, and what information you’ve learned beyond this one event.”

	Despite Jayasankar’s tact in describing it, this event was no small matter.

	Nagavanshi did not convene meetings unless her information was explosive.

	According to the documents, rescue teams found a survivor from the Imperial Fleet, who had connections among the nobility and military. In exchange for her life, not knowing that the Union intended to imprison rather than execute her, she attested to the Emperor having fallen with a terminal illness and being pronounced all but officially dead. The Grand Duchies, the major states that made up the Empire’s territory, were eager to back their own claimants to the throne. All of this, while Prince Erich von Fueller, the heir apparent, was off in the Great Ayre Reach fighting the Republic. According to the source, the reason for the Southern Border Fleet’s attack on the Union was the ambition of Admiral Gottwald to form his own faction in the coming strife.

	He had been too eager, however, and suffered resounding defeat against the Union. He was killed in Thassal.

	For the Emperor to be gone so suddenly was monumental.

	For as little as the Premier made it seem in her casual speech, this was earthshaking news.

	Upon the eve of his coup, Konstantin von Fueller had dared the aristocracy to move against him. 

	For almost fifty years they slumbered under his control. Now he was dead: and now, they would awaken.

	“Mere imperial troops would not have had access to that kind of information. That would have only been known to Admirals and their associates, as they freely cavort with the aristocracy in a way that none below their rank are truly able to. So there was no need to interrogate the lower ranking survivors. Simply put, I trust the girl’s information. I believe we should act on it. By the time more overt signs of its veracity manifest themselves we may be too late to take advantage.”

	Nagavanshi was prepared for the questioning. 

	After all, she did not get to her own position without being meticulously confident in her words. As necessary as intelligence agents and internal security were for the Union, the power invested in them meant that not just anybody could be given the position. Her predecessors had each been politically purged from their offices. It was a lot of power to afford anyone.

	Jayasankar grinned. “Good answer. But I know that there is more being left unsaid.”

	Nagavanshi said nothing. Her expression was purely neutral. She was hiding something.

	“You used the ELF, didn’t you? I know you contacted someone with it.”

	No response from the Commissar-General. In her place the Admiral was confounded.

	“ELF is only for emergencies.” Klasnikov said. “And it can only contact ships.”

	“Absolutely.” Jayasankar turned her gaze from the Admiral and back to the Commissar-General, putting her hands on her hips, still smiling. “Nagavanshi communicated with a ship.”

	Klasnikov blinked. “Which one of our ships is going into Imperial waters?”

	“Before we tightened our shipbuilding program, we supplied militarized civilian ships to Campos Mountain that were equipped with our ELF.” Nagavanashi finally said. Klasnikov stared at her in confusion. “I acquired such a ship and transferred it to an important asset who operates in the Imbrium Ocean. Satisfied?”

	Jayasankar crossed her arms, grinning. She’d gotten her; of course she did.

	The Premier had already won this exchange before they even entered the room.

	“You thought I wouldn’t find out?” She asked.

	“I had ultimate oversight over Extremely Low Frequency comms.” Nagavanshi said.

	“You’re not the only one with agents everywhere, Parvati.”

	Fiddling around with her pocket, Jayasankar produced a vaporizer and nonchalantly took a sweet drag from it that smelled of strawberries. She had hoped to see Nagavanshi wither in the silence, but unfortunately, the Commissar-General was simply too strong, too well-kept together.

	“Your predecessors were purged for this sort of behavior, you know?”

	She pointed the vaporizer at the Commissar-General.

	Nagavanshi did not stir. Though she was caught out, she was never cornered.

	“I was acting for the greater good of this nation. I came prepared today to divulge a lot of information and make the case for my methods. Foreign intelligence is an absolute necessity for modern warfare. Without the assets I have put into place, we will become increasingly blind to events in the Empire. Already, we failed to ascertain the disarray of the border forces, and their intentions. I will not allow such lapses again– but I shall accept whatever decision our esteemed Premier makes, of course.”

	Her voice was sweet as honey. She had really turned up the charm for that declaration.

	Despite how much of a fucking bitch she was, Jayasankar admired Nagavanshi’s drive.

	Being stricken from the communist party was not something that would bother her.

	She was a purely material person who did not care one bit about appearances.

	It was certain that if she were shut out of official power she would find power elsewhere.

	At least she’s my little tyrant, Jayasankar told herself.

	Those other Commissar-Generals served under other Premiers anyway.

	“You can contact your agent via ELF. How did you get information back?”

	Jayasankar stabbed her little vaporizer into the air for dramatic effect as her interrogation continued. 

	Nagavanshi continued to betray no emotion over being put on the spot in this way.

	“That’s true,” Klasnikov realized. “You can’t open laser or acoustic contact with the Empire.”

	“And she’s had nowhere near enough time for an agent to physically travel back here.”

	Come on, Parvati, fess up, the Premier was certain that Nagavanshi had more to unveil.

	Nagavanshi withdrew something from her pocket and connected it to a serial port in the table computer. After the table had read the contents of the diskette and found it to contain nothing dangerous, it gave the attendants access to the contents. The Commissar-General drew everyone’s attention to one specific item, which was displayed on the table as a floating holographic diagram of what looked like a coilgun shell, albeit a very strange one. No warhead; only a transmitter.

	Once the diagram was available, Nagavanshi explained its significance.

	“I’ve been putting serious research consideration into our operational capacity behind enemy lines. We’re too sentimental about ‘revolutionary warfare’, but guerilla war is a viable path for us if we consider communications and logistics. This transmitter shell allows us to fire a radio out to the surface, where waves can transmit information through the air. We’ve installed a buoy in the calm water over Lyser. While the surface corruption over most of the Imbrium will damage the transmitter, it will be active long enough to send a message to our buoy.”

	She swiped from the diagram of the transmitter to a diagram of the buoy.

	“Information from the buoy is transmitted back to us in the aphotic zone via cable. Due to animal activity, and the surface’s corruption, even in the calm waters at Lyser it is likely that the buoy will be severed or destroyed, but we can replace it if needed. At any rate: I contacted my agent via ELF to tell her to deploy a radio-flare with the most up to date information she had.”

	“Did you come prepared to divulge this information?” the Premier asked her.

	“It was going to be part of my overall proposal.”

	Klasnikov had been staring at her with eyes wide open.

	“So, to summarize. You gave a ship, and experimental technology, to somebody out in the Empire and they have confirmed to you, via these circumspect methods, that the Emperor is dead?”

	“They’ve confirmed a lot more than that, but yes.” Nagavanshi said.

	“Premier, this is rather outrageous, wouldn’t you say?” Klasnikov said.

	Jayasankar ignored that remark. “How trustworthy is your source?”

	“She is a hero to this country. She is prepared to give her life for me, and I for her.”

	Both Jayasankar and Klasnikov were stunned.

	That was highly uncharacteristic of how the Commissar-General ever spoke.

	And as far as Jayasankar knew, it was the sort of thing Nagavanshi didn’t believe in.

	There was no denying the expression on her face, however. Gone was the peerless calm.

	It looked almost as if Nagavanshi herself could not believe what she had said.

	She had the face of someone who knew they had committed a youthful indiscretion.

	And done so amid her venerated, powerful elders.

	Jayasankar sighed heavily. For her, the expert political operator who had come prepared and plotted everything meticulously, this was the first truly unpredictable event of the day. She almost wanted to ask if Nagavanshi and her agent had ever fucked. It was an open question now in her mind. And what kind of powers did it take to chisel through the rock to Nagavanshi’s heart?

	Nagavanshi knew precisely that the only way forward was for her to bare some of her soul.

	And for that, Jayasankar could only think she was an even more manipulative piece of shit than she had previously imagined. To have honesty and vulnerability become your trump cards–

	“You’re horrible, Nagavanshi, but I am impressed. I think at this point, you should just tell us what you convened us for and lay out your plans. This gathering has become too messy.”

	Nagavanshi let out a breath with visible relief.

	Klasnikov shook his head solemnly. “Let us move forward with honesty.”

	He sounded as if he himself could not hope for such a rosey outcome.

	“I will be blunt then. I propose we launch an operation to infiltrate the Empire. Our goal will be to make contact with dissident forces and attempt to organize them into a broad revolutionary front as the Empire fragments.”

	At Nagavanshi’s behest, the diagrams of the buoys and radio-flares disappeared.

	In their place there was a diagram of a ship.

	Then, in the next moment, that diagram became a camera feed of the actual ship.

	It was, at that very second, docked in a VIP berth in Thassal.

	“You probably find this ship’s exterior unimpressive. We used old hauler hulls to make it seem civilian. However, inside, it is a radical new design. This ship is intended to carry and support Divers in battle. It can hold up to 18 Divers. Its name is the Brigand, and I have classified it as an Assault Carrier. It will carry out a long-term mission to contact and organize Imperial dissidents.”

	The Brigand was a two-tiered ship with a rectangular silhouette, almost diamond shaped due to the angles that made up the top deck and keel, with rounded flanks and fins, and bearing a thick, pointed prow. It was not impressive: it did look like a hauler, down to the rusty color. Its shape was not quite hydrodynamic and it looked heavy. The conning tower was thick and square with an additional triangular surface atop. There appeared to be no weapons along its surface.

	“The Ashura put this together?” Jayasankar asked. It was not beyond the realm of possibility. They were a military force. It was still impressive that they kept it so close to the chest.

	“We had help from the shipbuilder’s union at Central Yard.” Nagavanshi said.

	That would explain it. The Yard was the strongest labor union in Solstice.

	“And your intention,” Klasnikov interrupted, “is for this ship to sail into the Empire and make contact with dissident groups? What will it do when it reaches them? If by Eloah’s mercy it manages to reach any group, without being destroyed or captured by the Empire along the way?”

	Nagavanshi scoffed. “Soon the Empire will be plunged into civil war. Its defenses will be porous. The Brigand is a state-of-the-art vessel, like I told you, don’t judge it by its appearances. It is fast, survivable, and has systems in place for stealth or escape. Not only that, in addition to its Diver capacity it also has a cargo hull that we will fill with more weapons and goods for our foreign comrades. It is my intention that we will supply weaponry to insurgent groups to foment terrorism in the Empire. However, our true objective is to advance one major resistance movement and prime the Empire for a revolution.”

	Jayasankar crossed her arms. Nagavanshi’s true motives were unexpected.

	It was true that the Union was in a difficult situation. 

	Militarily, their combat power was maybe 1/5th of the total Imperial power. Divided across its Grand Duchies, the Empire had thousands of ships, while the Union’s total Navy was just over 1000. The Republic slammed 800 ships into the Empire, barely made a dent and lost. Conventional warfare would eventually see the Union being overwhelmed and destroyed. 

	However, if indeed the Grand Duchies turned against the central government, and there was a power struggle between Prince Fueller and several other factions, that gave the Union a board with entirely different rules to play with.

	The Empire was powerful if it could concentrate its forces. 

	Otherwise, individual fleets were on-par with the Union.

	This had been borne out in Thassal already.

	Jayasankar ran the options as she saw them in her own head.

	One potential reaction would be to launch a Union invasion of the Southern Empire. Such an open attack, however, could potentially unite multiple Duchies into a mutual defense pact which would lead to the Union being overwhelmed or outflanked, and which would distract the Imperial nobles from Erich Fueller, who might gain the upper hand while this Noble Alliance is distracted.

	They could attempt to contact and ally with Erich Fueller, to parlay support for time or legitimacy. However, Erich was in the best position of anyone, with the strongest and most loyal military forces and civilian subjects. He was pragmatic, inheriting none of his father’s eccentricity. He was born under the uncertainty of his father’s coup. He was always ready to fight for the throne.

	Allying with any one Grand Duchy would be difficult ideologically. All of the Imperial boyars shared a great hatred of the Union, and the Union was held together in part by its fear and hatred of the Empire. For the Union to “upset the game,” it would need to build and deploy power entirely differently than the Empire. It could not count solely on traditional measures against them.

	At least, not in the beginning. Opportunities could potentially arise, but–

	By tapping into its own history of armed, worker-led revolution, Nagavanshi crafted a uniquely Union response. 

	While Jayasankar could definitely complain about the instruments carrying out the Commissar’s will, it was an ambitious plot. There was a lot of discontent among the lower and middle classes of the Empire, and due to its size the Empire had difficulty policing thoroughly its various territories. It had a vast underworld and many hostile borders. That the Union existed at all was a testament to the power of imperial dissident movements. The Union’s states were initially settled as penal colonies.

	“Ultimately, your idea is to gather a dissident army in one place and spark a rebellion. So what movements can you contact, and in which territories?” Jayasankar asked Nagavanshi.

	“We have a few in mind.” Nagavanshi said. “And as circumstances permit we want the Brigand to meet all of them. However, our major ally in the region will be the National Front of Buren.”

	“Not Bosporus?” Jayasankar asked.

	Bosporus was supposed to be special, Jayasankar thought.

	Historians could easily say the Union was born in Bosporus.

	Even after the revolution, the two states shared a connection that was greater than merely one of historical population movements. Goods, people, currency and secrets flowed out of the far north, crossing the poles and arriving in the southern oceans of the Union. In return, Union influence spread into the Empire through the underbelly of Bosporus. Dissidents from the Empire always sought asylum within the mordecist experiment of the Union. Bosporus would be the Premier’s choice, if she had to make a decision as to where to grow Imperial dissidence.

	Nagavanshi shook her head. “It is true that Bosporus is the most ideologically developed of the Imperial states in its intellectual dissidence, and the secessionists there have a leftist character that I did take into account. But Bosporus is a hotbed for communalist ideology. It would create another place like Campos Mountain, and be an ineffective partner for us. The Bureni nationalists have vanguardist organization, militancy, a leader, and mordecist leanings.”

	“I don’t like this.” Klasnikov said. “This is a suicide mission, Bhavani.”

	“With our current naval power, can we win militarily against the Empire?”

	Jayasankar asked Klasnikov this. The Admiral was reticent to answer.

	“Not now, but we can build toward the future if we don’t send this prototype ship out to die in Imperial waters. I believe we should keep it here and augment our frontline power with it.”

	Jayasankar smiled. She was sympathetic to that.

	But more and more she realized it was not their reality.

	“Hope springs eternal.” She said cryptically. Klasnikov furrowed his brows.

	“The Brigand is useless in a defensive war! Its characteristics are purposely designed for guerilla warfare. It has less direct combat weapons than any cruiser its size, and its larger than many cruisers! It was designed purely for endurance. I refuse to assign it to meaningless fleet tasks.” Nagavanshi replied.

	“Right now, Sorokin, if we keep waiting, I feel the situation will only worsen for us.”

	Jayasankar stared the Admiral in the eye, calling him by his name.

	“Bhavani, I know you trust this woman, but I don’t, and I can’t agree to this.”

	Klasnikov stared back. Nagavanshi held her peace in the middle, between the two.

	“She has already violated our trust several times.”

	His eyes were almost pleading. Jayasankar was not moved.

	She did not get to her own position by being fully honest with everybody.

	Even in the Union, a state that was a mother to its people, politics was still played.

	“Sorokin, Parvati is correct here. At the moment, if we wait and engage in conventional tactics we will lose everything. But we can take a gamble; and though we may sacrifice a few souls in so doing, we stand to fundamentally alter the world.” Jayasankar said. “You know why it has to be the Duchy of Buren. If Buren has a revolution, it will cripple Imperial Agarthicite production.”

	“I understand that perfectly. However this counterveils every hard-fought lesson we know about war. How will the Brigand be supplied? How will it remain in contact? How would we even know that it is alive or dead in the waters at any given moment? After we launch it, we’ve lost control of the situation, and furthermore, have no way to aid it inside of Imperial territory.”

	Nagavanshi brought up a map on the table computer.

	It was a map of the broader Empire, with the Nectaris and Imbrium both represented. There were several spots on the map, tracing a potential route. She pointed at three different spots where the route brought the Brigand back to Nectaris. At other times, it was deep in the Imperial core.

	“We can have it take a circuitous route that brings it close to our borders at a few points. That will allow us to check back in with it. We can also employ the E.LF. and my special methods to communicate with it. As for the rest, they will rely on their wits. I’m putting together a crew of people with many different skills. And in addition, if we clue in the Republic, they will use their own networks to help us also.”

	“Just a few minutes ago you were attacking the Republic as a weak ally.” Klasnikov said.

	“Weak, but useful and willing. If there’s anything good about them it’s their intelligence.”

	“Will we see a crew roster?” Jayasankar said.

	“I’ll share one when it is ready.” Nagavanshi replied.

	“You really are a terrible girl. You think you can do anything you want.”

	Jayasankar scolded her, but it was almost more motherly than authoritarian.

	“It’s time to move quickly.” Nagavanshi said. “Do you accept my proposal?”

	On the table, dozens of windows appeared with additional information.

	All of it was at first shaded, but with a quick swipe of her hand, Nagavanshi dramatically decrypted every document. Names and faces, vast sheets of logistics math, numerous tables. The work of years of secretive planning, thousands of communications, all of it laid bare. Again the Admiral and the Premier were left speechless at the apparatus that Nagavanshi had constructed. Her Ashura, the serpents tasked with keeping order, had built a ship, and plotted a revolution.

	“I’ve laid out everything I’ve planned, and everything that is available to me. There are no more secrets, only work that lies ahead of us. Everything I’ve done, I’ve done to make sure nothing compromises our purpose. Without taking revolutionary action, our revolution will be destroyed.”

	Jayasankar crossed her arms, smiling. She took a long drag of her vaporizer. 

	“Well, we can’t very well just dump all this effort in the sea, can we?” She finally said.

	

	

	 


3.2

	This one she could not blame on drinking. This time it was all squarely on her.

	“You did it again Yana. You have no self-control. You horrible– you evil–”

	Her self-flagellation caught in her throat. She thought she would puke. She sobbed.

	She drank last night. She drank a lot. And had that been all, she would not have wept.

	What made her most upset was that she was not drunk. She was fully aware.

	She remembered everything, but it was as if she had done it all with a devil on her shoulder.

	In her head she reviewed everything she had done as if she had watched a stranger do it.

	But it was not some stranger. It was herself. She did it, and she knew it, and hated the fact.

	On the nightstand, an empty bottle. Apricot liquor. Fancy stuff; it was a big enough bottle that she hoped she had help with it. A headache, a sense of burning in her chest, and the cold sweat running down her face, down her back; she had drunk it. She had drunk a lot. However, the most mortifying thing is she never lost control. Everything she did was impulsive but deliberate.

	Last night she had gone out to celebrate the end of the recent crisis. Drinking, dancing, at different venues across the station, at the plazas, co-ops, canteens, joining a throng of celebrants. She hit it off with a particular someone, and from there everything felt like magic. Lovely, witty conversation, fast, flirtatious dancing, great booze. They found a private nook, and after slipping the coat off her shoulders, she dove into that first hungry kiss in the neck. Then she went home, and not alone. She had lifted her up by her legs, dropped her onto the bed, devoured her.

	Yana gagged, the burning in her chest rising to her throat.

	No amount of being drunk justified it. She felt mortified. This was her own room and her own bed that she had woken up in. And the stranger sharing it with her was her responsibility.

	A dark-haired, waifish young woman laid beside her, close enough to share her warmth. Young; clearly younger than Yana. Her chest rose and fell with gentle breathing, completely exposed with all the loving red marks which had been put on the tips of her breasts, her collarbones, between her thighs. Atop her head a pair of cat-like, neatly fluffy ears periodically twitched.

	Every so often a tiny little moan would escape her lips. Her tail would curl up too.

	Her sleep was untroubled. Maybe she had just not drank as much,

	She covered the girl up with a sheet. Both for her comfort and dignity, and to hide her.

	“How old is she, Yana,” She berated herself.

	Her shaking fingers hit the wall, and the room computer put up the ID that had been logged.

	The woman she had spent the night having sex with was 27 years old.

	“Yana, you’re nine years older than her.”

	She brought the same hand she had used to type into the wall, up to her face.

	Her whole body was shaking with shame. She absolutely hated herself.

	Among other things she was shaking with, was her continuing, heavy bout with nausea.

	Bolting from the bed, she rushed her own cold, naked body to the bathroom, where she bent over the waste collection vents. Seemingly understanding of her plight, the bathroom spread a fine, sweet-smelling mist over her as it washed away the contents of her stomach. She felt the sting of the liquor coming back up her throat. She hated it; she hated herself so much for this.

	“I’ll apologize when she wakes up.” She said, breathlessly, to herself. “I’ll ask if she wants anything from me and I’ll give it to her. If she wants me to appear before council, or marriage–”

	She could hardly think back to the other times this had happened where no restitution was necessary, as she was caught in such a mire of self-loathing that everything seemed a grand crime and nothing about the other woman’s agency entered her head. She was in this state, watching her bathroom clean itself, for several minutes, before a notification appeared on the wall next to her.

	“Ulyana Korabiskaya. I request to meet with you.”

	Yana was speechless, staring with a wide, horror-stricken gaze at the ID of the visitor.

	Parvati Nagavanshi.

	While her bed was taken up by a woman in the afterglow, while she was naked, with her knees on the floor bent over a grate, and the apartment smelled of booze and sweat despite the best effort of the machines– the Commissar-General was at her door awaiting an audience.

	Was this it? The day that her absurd life would be put to an end?

	“Ulyana Korabiskaya, your room says it is occupied. It is past 1100 hours and you should be awake. I am willing to leave a message, but this discourtesy is highly irregular, and I resent it.”

	It was past 1100 hours.

	Yana raised her hand up to her face and pulled down in distress.

	“Just a moment!” She shouted. “One minute and I’ll be there!”

	From her bed she heard a low murmur, and a purring noise.

	Yana froze in place.

	“I will wait.” Nagavanshi said.

	Her heart was stuck in her chest. She could not breathe or move.

	There was silence for just enough to convince Yana that the girl had not woken up.

	Carefully, she rose to her feet, and pulled a nearly see-through casual robe from her closet.

	Throwing this on, her hair slightly wet, she appeared to have stepped out of the shower.

	In this attire, she opened the door a crack, and smiled at the Commissar-General.

	“Good morning, Nagavanshi!” She said cheerfully. “My, it has been so long hasn’t it?”

	“It’s good to see you again. Get dressed. We need to speak at length.”

	Nagavanshi’s expression was humorless as usual. Always pristinely uniformed, no matter where she went; she was a walking office, exercising her duty every hour of the day. She was a woman of slight stature, professional and groomed, with her hair tied up under her peaked cap, her dark skin completely unadorned with makeup or accessories of any kind. Her gaze was the most intense part of her, unwavering even with her eyes shaded by her cap and framed by tidy bangs.  

	Yana laughed. She sounded audibly uncomfortable and she could not hide it.

	“I had a bit of a rough night.” Yana said.

	“I can tell. What you need is to eat something and get some plaza air. Come on.”

	For a brief moment Nagavanshi turned her head to try to see around Yana.

	“Okay! Give me a few minutes!”

	Yana slammed the door shut.

	She put her back to it, breathing ragged, staring at the placidly sleeping girl in her bed.

	Their clothes were on the floor. In one corner she found her dress, and the one-piece wet suit she had worn last night. So the tiny, filmy, erotic black dress must have belonged to the woman in her bed. Her lover’s suit was shaded mesh that was almost see-through, and the dress itself had plenty of gaps for skin to show. It was an incredibly bold design, at the cutting edge of fashion — and maybe modesty. Yana loved it; it was the kind of clothes she would have loved to wear, if she did not feel a persisting shame in the pit of her stomach for being a party girl at age 36.

	Yana tapped on the wall again and brought the woman’s ID one more time.

	Her name was Aaliyah Bashara.

	“I’ll make it up to you.” She clapped her hands together and bowed her head as if begging. “Please forgive me!” Trying not to drop dead from the overwhelming, mortifying sense of shame she felt with herself, Yana donned a casual one-piece swimsuit, along with a jacket and a pair of pants. Her long, wavy blond hair she quickly tied up behind the back of her head with a big, sturdy hair claw. There was no time to fix her makeup. She just washed her face and dabbed it off.

	Aaliyah was not stirring throughout. She was out like a light.

	Yana pinned a wall computer window on one of the walls, leaving it open with a note.

	“Ulyana–”

	  “I’m coming!”

	I have to go, but I will make it up to you. — Yana K.

	There was no more time to agonize over what she could say or do for Aaliyah Bashara that would be enough to assuage her own guilt and shame, let alone any feelings Aaliyah Bashara actually had about the night they had spent. With little consideration for the young woman and a head full of completely self-centered thoughts, Yana finally left the apartment to meet Nagavanshi outside. The Commissar, for her part, had not changed in demeanor for the better or the worse.

	“You look in total disarray.” Nagavanshi said. “Let’s get you some food.”

	Yana sighed. She walked behind the Commissar; her steps unsteady, her head pounding.

	Owing to her distinguished service, Yana lived in a slightly nicer apartment in one of the slightly nicer habitats in the Block on Thassal station. Her habitat was on the opposite side of the Thassal mound from a certain Lieutenant’s. While all accommodations were supposed to be equal, and at least in size they were, it was a fact that older habitats built or refurbished after the Revolution were the lesser kin of newer habitats. These had more consistent power, and slightly better access to water and climate control owing to their newer desalinators, recycler systems and air treatment. They also had wider halls and more accessible plazas and shopping strips.

	Room assignment was “decided by machine.” Computers did not make any decisions by themselves, of course, they had no capability to do so. What this meant was that a program would be run to randomly assign housing, making sure people of all kinds were represented among all blocks of housing stock. But Union leadership also used housing as a reward mechanism in certain cases. Yana was not the only medal-earning military veteran to have a room in a nicer habitat.

	It was one of many things she did not feel she deserved.

	However, it was impossible for her to turn down machine-awarded accolades.

	From Yana’s habitat they made their way to the services district, which had an open space for trading or bartering as well as a canteen serving hot food and a government shop with clothes and other necessities. Contained within a glass and steel structure, the space was designed so the inhabitants could see out into the flooded cave deep in the center of Thassal Station’s stone mound. All manner of odd deep dwelling creatures passed by the glass for curious onlookers to see.

	There were a few tables filled with various things to be traded or bartered with. Some of the objects were accompanied by their owners, who were looking to negotiate. Others were left with a note of encouragement from the former owner. By far the most common items were clothes. Many people traded clothing to acquire new fashions, since fancy, innovative clothing was mostly the handiwork of hobbyists and not government-backed industry. There were also books, and even a few diskettes of someone’s homemade video game, free for anyone interested.

	Nagavanshi did not acknowledge the presence of the table. Her gaze was fixed forward.

	She always struck Yana as someone who already had everything she needed for her life.

	If Nagavanshi wanted anything, it must have been intangible. Influence; power; love?

	As depressing as it sounded, Yana did not believe Nagavanshi capable of the latter.

	At the seating area specifically for the canteen they found a small table for two. Soon a boy in overalls stopped at their table, flashed them a chipper smile and asked to take their orders. He could not have been older than fourteen. He was fulfilling his community work credit for school.

	“What will it be ladies? Item A or Item B?”

	Canteens served two different meals during the day, and another two different meals at night. The menu was based on what they could prepare to feed potentially thousands of people with the resources they had on hand. It was rude to ask exactly what was being served, but suggestions and alterations based on mood, availability, or dietary needs, could be made right at the table.

	In her case, Yana had a simple question. “Which one’s the fattiest?”

	Her father had always told her that a fatty meal and a bottomless glass of seltzer water was the only real cure for drunkenness. Nagavanshi glared at her, likely misunderstanding her intent.

	“You’ll be wanting ‘B’; I’ll tell big sis to give you some extra margarine.”

	He turned a big smile on Nagavanshi. She gave him back the tiniest little smirk.

	“I’ll take ‘A’.” Nagavanshi said.

	“Coming right up!”

	From the table, the boy darted cheerfully back to the canteen counter, and conferred with the woman doing the cooking for the day. Soon, the boy returned with two plastic cases worth of food, which included their own plastic cutlery. Each of the menus had a drink. Yana’s came with a clear soda flavored only with a bit of syrup. Nagavanshi had a yellow drink from a citrus powder.

	There had been an upward trend in their meals recently, and had the circumstances been different Yana would have found this lunch to be a highlight of the day. A triangular slice of cornbread, resting on a pool of margarine and pickled chicken’s eggs, made up half the plate. The real treasure was slices of battered, fried eggplant rounds. She almost believed they were fresh.

	On Nagavanshi’s plate, there was a big biscuit that had been soaked in broth and took on a honey-brown color and turned soft. This biscuit was then set on a puddle of broth that had been scooped into the case. On top of the biscuit there was tomato and corn relish, yeast shavings and pickled egg. Yana guessed that pickled egg was the protein of the day for Thassal station.

	“Is it ok if I dig in? I have one hell of a ‘morning-after’ headache.” Yana asked.

	Without answer, Nagavanshi dipped her spoon into her biscuit and took a bite.

	Yana nodded, and tucked into her own plate. Eggplant was nice and salty, well-breaded.

	Nagavanshi barely nipped at her food. She gave Yana time eat before she talked again.

	“You didn’t participate in the battle for Thassalid trench. Why did you refuse to?”

	A direct assault right after lunch! Yana was ill prepared to be questioned like this.

	She almost choked on the last bite of her food. She took a long gulp of soda water.

	“It is your right not to do so, but I don’t understand. You could have been a valuable asset. You have much more experience on a large ship than some of the people who received ships there.”

	Nagavanshi continued to calmly interrogate her, ignoring Yana’s clear distress.

	Once her throat was finally clear, Yana could finally take audible offense to this inquiry.

	“I exercised my rights! You’re correct, they’re my rights, I have a right not to go to war if I choose to do so. I served my time. Let the eager young people have a chance at those battles!”

	“You refuse the battle, but it appears that you don’t refuse the party afterwards.”

	The Commissar-General had a weary expression on her face. A tired, concerned gaze.

	Though it was hard to tell with her, perhaps it even signified worry.

	And Yana hated it. She hated it almost as much as she hated herself.

	This was not a battle of words between one of the highest authorities in the nation and a pathetic, drunk, womanizing has-been Captain. Yana realized that she was speaking to Parvati, a woman who had once served under her. A woman who had been educated alongside her. A woman who, perhaps with some personal ambiguities, could be considered a friend, or at least a peer.

	They were acting as equals in this discussion. Painful as it was, Yana recognized that.

	And how dare she? How dare she come back like this after being distant for so long?

	“Why did you come to Thassal Station, Nagavanshi? Surely it wasn’t for this?”

	Nagavanshi looked upset. “I came to laugh at you. Is that what you want to hear?”

	There was only one way that Yana could think to reply to that. “Fuck you!”

	“You imagined from the outset that I was here to make you the victim you want to be.”

	Yana stood up suddenly and put both fists against the table, rocking the lunch boxes.

	“Parvati, you’re still nothing but the little rulebook-citing twerp who kept the bridge crew in line with me. I’ll put your head through this table right now. Don’t test me with your bullshit.”

	“Listen to me Yana.” Nagavanshi was always so calm, and Yana hated that even more. “I have a proposal for you. You can beat me up afterwards if you want. In the end, it won’t matter either way. If you do what I want, I’ll be beaten down by the bravest hero the Union has ever seen. And if you refuse me, I’ll be beaten up by a pathetic nobody who has amounted to nothing.”

	Yana stopped in her tracks. Her eyes watered, her rage quickly dissolving. All her emotions were starting to divert elsewhere. She had gone from seeing red, to seeing nothing but her tears. She barely heard Nagavanshi, but she understood enough to realize there was a lot more happening than just her politically ascendant old shipmate coming to patronize her old failure of a Captain.

	“No matter what happens, I’ll wipe the blood out of my lips. I’ve already won.”

	Nagavashi procured a picture from her uniform coat and laid it on the table.

	It was a photograph of a ship. A rather odd ship. Long, two-tiered, boxy.

	“What is this?” Yana asked. She settled back into her seat. All of her ravaneous energy was gone. That terrifying instant of power and violence had passed her by, and she felt twice her age. Tired, overwhelmed. She took the picture in her hands. “Is this a hauler? Do you want me to haul?”

	“She’s special.” Nagavanshi said. “I want you to take her on a journey.”

	“No.” Yana shook her head weakly. Her voice was losing all conviction. “I can’t.”

	“You’re an incredible Captain. You command respect, discipline, sympathy. Your instincts are sharp; you’re a survivor; you’re a polyglot. You are good with people, situations, and gear. Nobody else can handle this. Anyone else in our peer group would fail; they will fail as people to their own crew, or fail militarily, or fail diplomatically, when the pressure really builds up.”

	 Yana brought her hands up to her face to hide her tears. “Parvati I really cannot.”

	“I do not expect you to comply immediately. But you belong in a ship again, Yana.”

	“Parvati, I really cannot do this right now.”

	“You still blame yourself for the Pravda, don’t you?”

	Nagavanshi’s tone was as neutral as always. Yana could tell, however, that she was being soft. As soft as she could be, with as much empathy as her strict, materialist self could muster.

	It was too much to bear. It made her head pound harder. Yana just couldn’t take it.

	“How can I not?” She murmured.

	“Because you had nothing to do with it. You were exonerated near immediately. It was the result of negligence and all those responsible paid their dues for it.”

	Yana forced herself to make eye contact with Nagavanshi.

	Her face was full of bitterness. Her eyes reddened with tears, wide open with resentment.

	“I’m supposed to feel better because you found people to kill other than me?”

	“You’re supposed to feel better because you were not to blame.”

	“Forgive me, but I don’t see how that erases all the deaths I was helpless to stop.”

	“You were a hero. Honestly, I can’t stand to see you choose to–”

	“I didn’t choose anything!” Yana slammed the table again. From behind them, the canteen crew finally noticed the altercation and seemed hesitant. They would have known who Nagavanshi was. Yana didn’t care. “I didn’t even get to go down with my ship. That was also decided for me!”

	This time however, Nagavanshi finally fell to her level and raised her voice.

	“What would that have changed? You die and then what?”

	Yana looked up at her with confusion. She was surprised to hear her finally emote.

	Nagavanshi’s eyes returned a look to her that was just as bitter and resentful as her.

	“If you ask me, it’s too convenient when soldiers just drop dead. There are so many stories that just end with a dead soldier and no more questions raised. Soldiers that don’t get to live don’t have to think about how to live after what they experienced. They don’t get healing; they don’t get redemption. I can’t offer you the former, but if you’re after the latter, then redeem yourself.”

	She pushed the picture up to Yana, almost shoving it against the woman’s chest.

	“This ship, the Brigand, is going to leave us for hundreds of days on a crucial mission. No other Captain will be able to shepherd a crew through such a long voyage. It has never been done. I believe that you can do it, Ulyana Korabiskaya. You can do it, precisely because you’ve faced hardship, and despite everything that has happened to you, no matter what, you continued living. You continued living because you inspired amazing men and women to give their all for you.”

	Yana looked down at the picture of the ship, her eyes overflowing with tears.

	She could not remember the terror of the Pravda except as scattered images, lights and sounds, screams and the hissing of gas, the feeling of fire kissing her back. That frustrating sense of ephemerality, that made her question whether anything truly happened at all, whether she was actually there to see it, brought tears to her eyes. She could not stop weeping over the table.

	Through a heavy sob, she pushed the picture back toward Nagavanshi.

	“Can I have a moment?” She asked. “To think about things.”

	“You can cry all you want. I’ll wait.”

	Yana sank against the table, sobbing heavily, unable to withstand the thundering of her former comrades’ words as they reverberated within her brain. To think that all those people died so that she would live, and all the misguided praise that the Commissar was heaping upon her. It felt so surreal. To be given a ship again after all she had been through, all she had failed to do.

	A hand came to rest upon her hair.

	It was gentle. Slender fingers stroked through her blonde locks without judgment.

	“Cry all you need to before you come to the HQ tonight.” 

	Years’ worth of tears that had been caught inside the most cold, guarded recesses of Yana Korabiskaya came pouring out then. She did cry as if for two people, freely and without aim. Overwhelmed with shame and guilt, adrift in old injuries that she knew, no matter how much she tried, she would not be able to heal. Despite this: she wanted to take the offer now.

	

	

	 


3.3

	“If this is what married life might look like, sign me up right now!”

	Karuniya leaned back until her head came to rest on Murati’s lap.

	“We are trying to sign up. It takes a while.”

	“Oh, shut up. You know what I mean!”

	She looked up with those precious emerald eyes, full of warmth. Setting aside her mini-computer, Murati caressed Karuniya’s hair, returning the wide, beaming smile that her girlfriend gave her. She put her back against the wall adjacent her bed and sighed contentedly. She did know exactly what Karuniya meant. Their feelings were entwined more than ever.

	Something about surviving certain death cast new light on what was profoundly important.

	One part of their resolution from the battle at Thassal was that they had to spend more time together. Once Murati got out of the hospital, they immediately put their date back on the calendar. Both of them had committed to the Reserve due to the intense fighting they saw in Thassal, and due to the arrival of more experienced troops from Solstice. So they had nothing but free time.

	For this date, they agreed to take it a little easier than they had during their last rendezvous.

	They gathered everything they could want for a lazy afternoon.

	Rented mini-computers, and the proper cables for a direct LAN connection; beet-sugar sodas; and a big bowl of toasted corn and peanuts, drizzled with a little bit of oil and yeast flakes. They could eat snacks, watch and listen to different media, maybe even play some video games.

	There was also another pressing bit of business the computers would allow them to tackle.

	Once they were ready, the two of them convened in Murati’s room with fluttering hearts.

	They booted the computers they had taken out. They felt the anticipation in their fingertips.

	Sitting together on the bed, holding hands, they locked eyes, with serious expressions.

	“Let’s make it official then.” Murati said.

	“Absolutely! Official, above-board girlfriends!” Karuniya replied.

	This determination led them to the Union government’s intranet portal for Thassal.

	Together, they filled out the computer form and applied for permanent cohabitation.

	For now, they were registered as authorized administrators of each other’s rooms.

	Eventually, they hoped to apply for a double-wide apartment and free up their singles.

	All it took was a few taps on the screen. Technology had really come quite far.

	It had been so easy and instantaneous that the dramatic tension they both felt had dissipated.

	At that point, they collapsed against one another and played around on the computers.

	Murati was seated, holding her minicomputer up, and Karuniya had her head on her lap.

	“Murati, let me show this BBS I found! It’s so full of haughty students.”

	She gave Murati the numbered address of the BBS and Murati navigated directly to it. While the design of the page was very sparse, it had all they needed for a spirited conversation on Union civics. Columned text posts, the perpetrators of them, and all of the associated metadata.

	Some posts had photographs attached of the posters. Others had symbols or identifying marks. Any wall camera could take a picture for you and upload it to your room or a minicomputer as was convenient for you, but some folks got creative. There was a poster named ‘Agora’ who had as their avatar a picture of a barter table. Another, ‘Baerotrauma69’ had a more avant-garde style, known only to them. Murati had been in the Academy when intranet forums usage began to rise sharply. Originally intended for educational discussion, they had become an outlet for a very room-bound population to make friends and accost their enemies, as more and more computers were built and made accessible to the public through the government lending libraries.

	Murati and Karuniya had a mutual fascination with ‘the net’.

	Neither of them felt like using it for educational purposes.

	Smirking, Karuniya began to type. “Judging by your avatar you must be a Camposist, as it is evident you’ve been on quite a conquest for bread.” Her fingers hovered over the keys waiting for Murati’s approval. Her loving partner cuddled up beside her and read the message.

	“That’s so mean. Send it. Let me look at his picture– ok, yeah, send it.”

	A tiny ‘hehehe’ accompanied Karuniya striking the “send” key on the contextual keyboard.

	“The debate room is too easy.” Murati said. “Here’s where the real artisanal grief can be stricken. They’ve got a BBS for video games. Those kinds of posters can’t help themselves.”

	Murati raised her eyes to the ceiling, thinking for a moment, then began to thumb-type. “I found a secret in the 8th level ‘Climbing Comrades’. Walk off the ledge just before the castle exit!”

	“Seriously? That’s kids’ stuff.” Karuniya said. “Try making a case for ‘Constant Attack II’ being a puzzle game. People will get way angrier if you just assert things like that without basis.”

	“Oatmeal is a soup.” Murati said in direct voice, perfectly suppressing the urge to laugh.

	Karuniya stuck her tongue out at her. Murati laughed and continued her intranet journey.

	“There’s a BBS for trading stuff. Want to look? There’s handmade goods, room mods–”

	In response Karuniya rolled her head around on Murati’s lap, flailing her arms.

	“We’re thinking about new a room this early huh?” She wailed. “Overwhelming.”

	“Oh don’t be like that. We could get some nice things to make it feel cozy.”

	“I just don’t want to think about difficult things. I’m done making choices for the day.”

	“It’s not difficult at all!” Murati said. “Look, someone is trading a virtual aquarium. Hand-made pixel art wallpapers on diskette for room computers. An old cleaning drone that is programmed to whine and act like an animal to work as a cyber-pet. Isn’t that fun sounding?”

	Karuniya scowled. “Should we get a crib for the baby?”

	Murati instantly petrified. For a split second she went over the night they spent together. She vividly remembered a condom; how could she forget who put it on, and how? Then Karuniya started to laugh openly at her, before her imagination could get any further carried away.

	“Hey, don’t joke about that.” Murati said, her tone of voice lower and more severe.

	“I wouldn’t try to raise a kid if we had one anyway.” Karuniya mumbled.

	“I really don’t want to think about anything like that, Karu.”

	“Now you know how I feel.”

	“It’s entirely different! Orders of magnitude different! I’m asking you about wallpaper!”

	“Yes, and I don’t want to think about it.”

	Karuniya poked at Murati’s inner thigh with her finger while mumbling childishly.

	Murati was exasperated at first.

	She could not help but slowly devolve into sniffling laughter. What a ridiculous woman! She put a hand on Karuniya’s head and rubbed her hair all over, flooded with affection for her.

	“Who is being a troublemaker now?” Murati said mockingly.

	“Ah! Stop it! It’s your fault! You’re rubbing off on me!”

	“You’re being so petty!”

	“I love you!”

	Karuniya sat up suddenly and planted a kiss on Murati’s cheek.

	She whispered in a sultry voice in Murati’s ear.

	“Shut up for a little bit and I’ll kiss somewhere else.”

	When she dropped back onto her lap, Murati was dead silent, smiling down at her.

	“Unfortunately for you, I’m not actually in the mood.”

	Murati reached down and started to tickle Karuniya’s stomach.

	“Ah! No!”

	This affectionate battle characterized their cohabitation for a few minutes.

	Then peace returned to the apartment as the two of them settled back down.

	“Oh, this is interesting.”

	Sitting up, Karuniya showed Murati her own minicomputer. There was a board for sharing pictures of life on the station. One post had a photo attached which had been taken by an exterior berth camera. It showed the hundreds of ships saturating the waters of Thassal Station. Many of them had recognizable hulls for a pair of soldiers who had just fought a fleet action not long ago.

	There was one ship in the photo that looked markedly different.

	“Everyone’s talking about this one. Nobody can identify the class it’s supposed to be.”

	“It’s gigantic. Must be at least cruiser sized. Maybe it’s an old hauler.” Murati said.

	Murati got up close to the computer, taking in the picture. It was a remarkable ship.

	“It looks so worn out.” Karuniya said. “I knew you’d love it. Why do you think it’s here?”

	“Maybe it is bringing supplies. It looks a bit like an old hauler, but not any of our newer transporters. We could have brought it out of reserve to make up for a shortfall of cargo ships.”

	“I hope that’s not the case. I’d hate to think we’re having logistical problems this early.”

	This early — in the war they were both sure would be coming now.

	In their little island of peace, with their thoughts for a romantic future.

	All around there were hundreds of warships, and far beyond, lay thousands of enemy ships.

	“I don’t want to think about it!”

	Karuniya raised her arms in protest and pushed Murati to stand up off the bed.

	Confused, Murati quietly acquiesced.

	“Go fetch us some lunch. I want to use the bandwidth we have to download a film.”

	“Karuniya, that will take hours. The LAN speed for non-government stuff is atrocious.”

	“Which is why you can use the time to have a nice walk, and I can have a nice nap!”

	Karuniya took up all of the bed, setting the computer aside to download several hundred megabytes worth of a movie file at 256 kbps. From the look of the file name and the particular FTP site she was getting it from it appeared to be a schlocky horror film. Murati heaved a sigh, but it truly seemed that Karuniya wanted to be lazy and nothing would convince her otherwise.

	Murati knew how troubled she was, even though she tried to blow it off.

	Before the battle for Thassal, her partner had not been saccharine about their relationship. That she sincerely wanted to live together and make big steps in their relationship meant she had been affected by everything that transpired. Murati felt blessed by this. Getting lunch for her was a simple task, and the reward of coming back into the room and seeing her there waiting was enough.

	“I’ll be back!”

	With a spring in her step, Murati headed over to the canteen at Bubble. There was a buzz of activity around the lower Block. Several new arrivals had to be housed, at least temporarily, so there were people in front of every door, being led to their new accommodations, shown the amenities and being read the Thassal housing charter. A few rooms looked like they would be crowded with three soldiers at a time. With a hundred more ships at the station than before, and no immediate mission, it meant thousands of off-duty soldiers mixed up with the familiar neighbors.

	At the canteen, she chose one of each menu item. When there were two to feed, it didn’t make sense to pick two A menus or two B menus: they could share every item. It turned out to be a great haul this time. Pickled eggs, tomato relish, broth-soaked biscuits, eggplant; it was a king’s ransom. She wondered if they were being grandiose with the meals as a celebration of the battle. Soldiers returning to the station or being rotated out to the reserve could use the extra comfort.

	When she was on her way back, Murati found someone waiting at the entrance to the block.

	Her eyes first noticed the armband, with a stylized serpent.

	Ashura.

	That armband represented the communist party’s elite forces. They served in security and intelligence roles, as well as in arbitration of civil conflicts. And the person before her was not just any Ashura. Judging by the insignia on her uniform, four red and gold stars, she would have been an Admiral. There were no Admirals among the Ashura, however. They had different ranks.

	Those stylized stars were instead meant to be read as “Commissar-General.”

	When she fully realized this, Murati stopped in front of the woman with a wide-eyed stare.

	“Murati Nakara, correct? I am Commissar-General Parvati Nagavanshi.”

	Murati shifted the way she was carrying her boxes so she could salute Nagavanshi.

	Nagavanshi shook her head. “No need for formalities. You’re in the reserve. Is civilian life treating you and Maharapratham well? I heard you took the first step with her a few hours ago.”

	The first step— it was a euphemism. Cohabitation was the first step to marriage. In the Union, marriage was chiefly tied to space. Couples that wanted to live together needed larger rooms, and they freed up smaller living spaces for others, like young adults who were leaving the school dorms. To be married, to live in a space befitting two people, was the next step.

	For those who wanted to raise their own families, rather than put their children in government custody, there was another step beyond marriage, to acquiring a larger living space. Such faculties were rare. But that was the cultural touchstone Nagavanshi was alluding to. The steps two people took.

	And it haunted Murati when she realized how much Nagavanshi knew about her. All of those records were public, but it meant Nagavanshi was searching for information about her. And she had been searching as recently as a few hours ago when Karuniya joined her to make the first request, for cohabitation. Perhaps she was still collecting data about her even as they spoke.

	The intelligence services really were a force to be feared.

	Now Murati was even more worried about the Commissar-General’s presence.

	“Ma’am, with all due respect, I don’t know how to respond to that.”

	“I read about the battle of Thassalid Trench. You were recorded by Deshnov as one of the architects of that battle’s strategy. We won because of you; of course you would earn notoriety.”

	“I know. I am being considered for a position at HQ in the Strategy department, by Rear Admiral Goswani. Until my review I was asked to remain in the Reserve.” Murati said.

	“That is not what you want, right?”

	Nagavanshi produced from her black and gold coat a document in a folder.

	“You’ve made the most petitions out of anyone in your peer group. You don’t want to plot behind a desk at the HQ. You want to command; you want to be in the middle of the action.”

	She opened the folder briefly. It was full of review documents for Murati’s petitions.

	Murati’s words caught in her throat.

	Maybe a week or two ago she would have responded with confidence. She would have said in the affirmative that she was destined to Captain a ship. She was born to fight the enemies of the Union. She would live to take the Union’s justice to the Empire that threatened to destroy them. All of these things she so staunchly believed where shaken now, however.

	At the battle of Thassal she had killed many people and won victory.

	It had shown her the suddenness, the terror, the surreal insanity of war.

	Karuniya and her were starting to assemble a different kind of life.

	“Commissar-General, at the moment I’m in the Navy reserve, so–”

	She tried to deflect, but Nagavanshi was not letting her escape so easily.

	“I’m assembling a crew. I’ve got a ship, and a revolutionary mission that cannot succeed without you.” Nagavanshi said. “I hope that you will join us because as a staunch mordecist you understand our historic conditions. We can assemble all the ships we want at Ferris. Our Navy is at best 1000 strong, which is maybe a fifth of active Imperial war power, not to mention reserves. We can hide away and build our strength and bide our time, but we will never build 4000 ships in a year or two. Our time is short. I want to take decisive action; to take the fight to the Empire within a week.”

	What frightened Murati the most was this was not someone’s lunatic raving.

	Nagavanshi was speaking unopposed, but she spoke with a casual confidence.

	Everything she was saying, she had thought through with immense care.

	And yet there was an underlying contradiction that made her sound insane.

	“That isn’t possible.” Murati said. “You just said we don’t have enough fighting strength. Then you’re saying we need to confront the Empire. With one ship? I don’t understand ma’am.”

	Nagavanshi did not waver. Her voice was steadied by a palpable conviction.

	“All of the fighting power we need is mustering in the Empire as we speak. They are going to take advantage of their own historic conditions and take a gamble for their futures. They might fail without us. I’m not asking you to fight alone. I’m asking you to join my one ship so you can take up arms with all of the dispossessed in the Empire itself and help them follow our footsteps.”

	 A revolution was brewing– in the Empire itself. How was this possible?

	“Will you turn away from their revolution? When they need you?”

	Nagavanshi was extremely dangerous.

	She knew exactly how to pitch something to Murati that she could not resist.

	All of this time, Murati had devoted herself to fighting in memory of her revolution.

	A thousand generations lived inside her. That’s what the Union told its youth.

	Was the Empire truly on the cusp of revolution? An event that all of her life had seemed outside the realm of possibility; something never spoken to her, never taught to her, something that was in no books she had ever read. The Empire’s poor and the Empire’s weak, the Empire’s young; would they too, spill the blood of an entire generation to overturn their oppression?

	Murati’s fist shook with frustration.

	It was the part of her Karuniya called “a troublemaker” preventing her from turning away.

	A part of her that would always agitate for what was right, what was fair.

	That would always stand with those who faced injustice.

	That would always take the comfortable and the elite to task for their complacency.

	And yet, she was so conflicted. Because she had become complacent herself.

	“Commissar-General, I’m not convinced the Empire can have revolutionary potential. And even if it were to be developed I’m not convinced that it can be truly effective.” She was lying, she was practically lying to herself and to Nagavanshi, and it was evident in her face, eyes closed, her jaw trembling with anxiety. “I’m furthermore not convinced your idea of sending one ship out into the Empire to do who-knows-what, could possibly further that potential. So I’m afraid–”

	“I’m disappointed, and unmoved.”

	Nagavanshi produced from the other side of her coat a minicomputer.

	It was smaller than most of its kind and emblazoned with her logo.

	But the screen was bright and clear. And Karuniya’s face was on that screen.

	“I’ve dispatched a message to your fiancé. She will not refuse my offer.”

	Her golden eyes locked onto Murati’s own auburn eyes with imperious contempt.

	“I had hoped you would join us out of your own intellect and moral development. Clearly I overestimated you. Nonetheless, I will do whatever it takes to launch this mission, Lieutenant.”

	Murati dropped her lunch boxes and grabbed hold of Nagavanshi by her coat.

	By force, she practically lifted her opponent.

	She was a head taller; the Commissar-General could not resist her.

	Nagavanshi never tried to struggle. She was completely unfazed.

	Those terrifying golden eyes remained steadily locked on Murati’s own.

	“Everyone feels entitled to put their hands on me today.” Nagavanshi lamented.

	Murati felt ridiculous and furious in equal proportion.

	To do this was a flagrant, violent act that was wholly unwarranted.

	And yet she wanted nothing more than to rip Nagavanshi’s head clean off.

	“Leave Karuniya out of this.” Murati said through a stiff, fang-bearing grimace.

	Nagavanshi made no expression in return.

	“So you would leave without taking your fiancé? It had always been my intention for the two of you to go together. In fact I planned such a thing for your sake. I could have gotten any Oceanographer, but she is the best choice to make sure you are operating at maximum efficiency.”

	“What?”

	It had not even occurred to Murati that all of this would involve Karuniya.

	Was she wrong to think so? She wanted to protect Karuniya.

	To protect her– but they had sworn to be together now.

	Nagavanshi saw the opportunity and interjected.

	“I don’t mean to pry into private matters, but if you were intending to leave by yourself, it would void your cohabitation agreement, and probably also your partner’s affection and trust–”

	Murati had enough. 

	She slammed Nagavanshi down to the ground.

	The Commissar-General toppled over easily as if she had no physical strength to respond.

	She looked the silliest that she had the entire conversation. Her cap went rolling. She fell into her own cape and looked more like a heap of clothes than a person for a few seconds. Her hair broke from its neat bun and fell down the front of her face. Her arm band nearly slid off her arm.

	Slowly, the Commissar-General collected herself.

	Murati was frozen in place.

	Her head was spinning, drunk on a cocktail of impossible emotions and sensations.

	She had never known herself to be this impulsive. She had struck a superior officer.

	“Solceanos defend! Commissar, I’m so sorry–”

	She genuinely meant it. And maybe Nagavanshi even knew that to be the case.

	As before, the Ashura’s chief betrayed no emotion. When she stood back up, it was as if she had never been thrown, save for her wild hair and the slightest tremor in her hands.

	“As a sign of goodwill, I will not press any charges or hold what you have done against you.” Nagavanshi said. “I will be expecting you in the Naval HQ for further debriefing tonight. You shall be pleased to know that commensurate with your new position as First Officer and Diver Leader of the UNX-001 Brigand, you will be promoted to Senior Lieutenant.”

	Her black-gloved hand thrust something into Murati’s chest. A picture of the ship?

	Then, without another word, she walked away. Murati almost wanted to describe it as “storming off” in her own reckoning. She felt that the Commissar-General was clearly aggravated in her body language despite her inexpressive face. Soon as she had appeared, she had vanished.

	The entire discussion had felt like a flood swept over Murati. Had her lunch boxes not been on the ground, she might have wondered whether she was hallucinating in the middle of the hall.

	At least the lunch boxes were clasped shut and sturdy.

	She picked them up, took them under her arms and took off in a full sprint towards home.

	As she ran, she almost wanted to cry.

	Because they lived in the Union, there was truly no escaping war with the Empire.

	To have even thought she could for an instant made Murati feel so foolish.

	Nagavanshi had been right. She had been naïve to think she would just stay at the station.

	Murati’s ideas had changed the battle at Thassal. She was inextricably linked to this war.

	As she arrived at her room, she tried to compose herself before opening the door.

	Inside, Karuniya was reading something. A message had appeared on the wall.

	“Are you alright, Murati?” She asked. She did not look distressed.

	Murati could not make out the wall message from the door. Because Karuniya had summoned it from her vantage on the bed, the text was big enough for her, but not for Murati. So she could not tell what kind of message Karuniya had received. She had a guess, however.

	“I’m fine.”

	She put on a smile and walked in with a lunchbox in each hand.

	“There was some good stuff today.” Murati said. “I think you’ll love the eggplant–”

	“Knock it off.”

	Karuniya stopped her while she was going to put the lunches on the bed.

	She looked up at Murati from the bed, her eyes narrowed, her brow furrowed.

	“Murati, never do that again. Don’t hide things from me. You’re terrible at it.”

	Karuniya reached out and took Murati’s hands into her own.

	Feeling those soft hands, seeing Karuniya right in front of her.

	It really was a blessing, even though everything else seemed to grow ever darker.

	“I’ll be with you no matter what.” Karuniya said.

	Murati threw her arms around her in embrace, holding her tight, in complete silence. On the wall behind them, the message from Nagavanshi updated with a picture of the ship.

	“You’re going to do this?” Murati asked.

	“She contacted you too?”

	They parted briefly, looking into each other’s eyes.

	“Murati, I don’t think we have a choice.”

	Karuniya touched Murati’s cheek.

	“Yes, she offered me a lab and all kinds of things so I would join whatever mission they are getting up to. But the instant I saw the messages I knew that what the Ashura really wanted was ‘The Genius of Thassal’ to join their ship. And being honest, I thought you would love to go.”

	“I’m conflicted.”

	Murati averted her gaze.

	Karuniya gently guided Murati’s eyes back to her own. Slowly, she kissed Murati on the lips. They shared a moment that was brief, warm, and immeasurably kind. Murati nearly wept with emotion.

	“Besides being a scientist, I’m a soldier. That’s how things are in the Union. And besides being citizens of the Union, we’re soldiers. Besides even that, we’re revolutionaries. And the Murati I fell in love would cause no end of trouble for her own rights and those of others.”

	Murati sighed. She looked well and truly resigned. 

	“It’ll put you in danger.” She said, weakly.             

	Karuniya embraced her. No more was discussed about this. 

	Both of them had made their decision together. They held each other in enduring silence as if to say ‘no, it will put us in danger.’ They accepted it.

	

	

	 


3.4

	Go fuck yourself, you drunk, womanizing cad.

	Yana found a response written on a massive computer window left open in her room’s wall.

	Her overnight partner, Aaliyah, was long gone. There was no trace for her. Even on the bed, any fluids they expelled in their passion would have been evaporated by the room as part of its cleaning routine. Yana sighed heavily, sinking into her bed. At least she would be leaving soon.

	Maybe if she survived all of this mess she would skip town and move to Lyser.

	Throwing her casual clothes on the ground, she laid in bed in her wetsuit for hours.

	She asked herself, constantly: What should I feel about this?

	For the past five years she had avoided work on ships.

	Nagavanshi was right. She blamed herself for the Pravda. Nothing would change that.

	Yana had thought the best medicine was to disappear.

	She had served in the military since the revolution, going from cadet to Captain. She had been promoted faster than any of her peer group and completed many more assignments. For years she had been obsessed with work. It was her right to retire to a peaceful life. And she had some good years, some great parties, some amazing exes. Fun stories to tell. Those first few years of drinking away the memory of the disaster that had befallen her served to erase her past; but also her future.

	Now that she was older, she felt pressured to change herself. To become somebody.

	Old habits die hard.

	“That’s just stupid excuses, Yana.” She told herself. “I keep wanting to do this shit.”

	Anyone who wanted could judge her, for the drinking, (for the womanizing.)

	None of them could hurt her more than she hurt herself.

	None of them could her feel more ashamed than she did.

	And none of them could change her or what she felt.

	In fact, no one had even tried. Everyone, including herself, found it easier to give up.

	Until Nagavanshi — that woman was a demon. 

	She had a way of dominating anyone.

	Captain Ulyana Korabiskaya of the UNX-001 Brigand.

	Why was she doing this? Nagavanshi had placed so much importance on this ship.

	Yana almost felt scared. To think that she would be responsible for a crew again.

	After all she had done, for years, to avoid any responsibility for her actions.

	“It’s Nagavanshi who wants me there. She said all that crap, didn’t she?”

	There was a part of her, buried deep beneath the detritus of the past few years, that felt a strange thrill at the idea of commanding a ship again. And it was a ship on a historic mission, too. Nagavanshi had called her a hero. She had praised her so much. That praise pissed her off; it was so presumptive. Yana did not see herself that way– but she hated that she couldn’t feel that pride.

	“But what if I could earn it again? What if–”

	Nagavanshi’s voice in her head interrupted her thoughts.

	What if she could redeem herself?

	That was what Nagavanshi had explicitly offered her.

	Could she ever actually redeem herself? Was she redeemable at all?

	Yana grit her teeth, shook her head. She could not keep thinking about this.

	She was so exhausted. Her head was pounding.

	Manipulating the wall computer, she summoned a gentle violin melody.

	All around her the lights dimmed.

	“Wake me up an hour before the meeting.” She murmured as she typed the words.

	Yana threw herself back against the bed, shut her eyes, and had a long, dreamless nap.

	Hours passed. All of the darkness of the past few hours washed out of her body in sleep.

	She awakened a few minutes before her alarm, in time to hear it go off and feel annoyed.

	Purged of emotion, and cured of her headache, Yana felt as ready she could ever be.

	Standing at the door to her wardrobe, she hesitated, fingers hovering over the door handle.

	“Nagavanshi said it can only be me. So, let her bear the responsibility then.”

	Disabusing herself of the burden of her fate allowed Yana to throw open those doors and push aside the cocktail dresses, the tailored blazers and pants, the erotic lingerie, and other regalia of the life she had pursued. Behind all of it was her military uniform. Thankfully, her figure had not changed overmuch from when she was active duty. She had kept fit enough for uniform.

	For the first time in years, she donned a full bodysuit, dress shirt, uniform skirt and coat. Her rank insignia, a yellow bar with three circles with a small star inside for Senior Captain, shone proudly on both the lapel of her coat, and just above her breasts. Her blonde hair was again tidied up behind the back of her head with a claw hair clip. Professional; confident; maybe even austere.

	Maybe even too austere. She dabbed a bit of red lipstick on before leaving the apartment.

	Having just a little bit of party girl in her would not hurt crew discipline.

	With makeup, her face looked remarkably like she remembered it before the Pravda.

	Was the woman staring back at her truly 36 years old? Had that much time passed?

	Yana touched her own face.

	“God, I still look like a girl.”

	Having lost perspective on this, her idea of a girl was herself, in her late 20s.

	That was the face she saw looking back, the face that surprised her.

	For some reason she expected she looked much more wearied, worn.

	“I guess there’s a little bit around my eyes.”

	Yana really had to strain to see the tiny wrinkles there.

	Nevertheless, she dabbed a little concealer from her makeup kit around her eyes.

	Seeing herself in uniform, all made up, and moving on to a new ship, it surprised her. All of these touchstones to a past she felt had been completely obliterated, gave her a tiny bit of hope that allowed her to gird herself for the future. To go back to the Naval HQ, after half a decade of military abstinence. She almost enjoyed how she looked in the coat and skirt.

	She struck a pose with her fists on her hips, leaning forward.

	Mustering up her most commanding voice, she pointed a finger at her reflection.

	“Launch torpedo #8! Go for the enemy’s forward ballast!”

	Even more surprising, she found herself smiling in front of the mirror.

	“My, oh my.”

	She winked at her reflection before departing her room.

	Nagavanshi had not given her a specific time she should appear at the HQ, so she figured she could make it in by 1800. That was the second shift at the offices. To simulate “night,” a concept which was scientifically understood but not experienced beneath the sea, the lights around the station started to dim. By 1800 the Station would start to transition to its night life. People would open up co-op bars and even tiny pop-ups in the halls and plazas. There was music and dancing, and a flurry of colors provided by party drones, balls of LED lights with basic programming.

	All industrial production in the Union was controlled by cadres of workers that answered to the central Union government. This is what gave the Union its name at first. It had risen out of labor unionization. This continued to be the case, but the Union allowed home-made goods, and anyone who wanted could apply to purchase or trade the raw materials to make their own textiles, alcohol, and computerized devices. When there was a surplus, some materials were even free.

	For alcohol in particular, there was an additional restriction that home-made drinks could not be sold during the “day” when people worked. So walking the halls at night, one would see all manner of tiny places open out of personal rooms or shared workspaces, selling their own brews.

	Yana was tempted, but she valiantly resisted. She had work to go to, after all.

	Her journey took her past a few makeshift clubs, like the ones she would have loved to frequent on any other night. There was beautiful music and gorgeous singing, people dressed in the nicest outfit they owned (or could borrow), close dancing. There was a tight, sweaty, sensual atmosphere to the clubs that, in the most intense places, would even waft out into the hall.

	She pushed herself to walk faster and avoided looking through those doors.

	For people who lived in and worked either in small, thriftily organized spaces, often by themselves or in tiny groups that would rarely deviate from their work; or worse, out in the terrifying void that was the Ocean surrounding the Station; there was something about the clubs, which formed in open or mid-size spaces, that gave the inhabitants like Yana a lot of comfort. Even the most packed club felt lived in, organic, in a way the Station halls and room could not be.

	“No clubbing for you. You’ve decided to be a responsible adult, remember Yana?”

	Finally she reached the elevators and took them up to the docks and the Naval HQ.

	During the day, the Naval HQ was a chaotic flurry of activity, but at night, it was downright serene. Aside from a few Rabochiy still moving cargo, and a paltry few security officers patrolling with rubber-grenade rifles in hand, there was little traffic, and one could see how broad the thoroughfares were in the Docks and around the Naval HQ. Up above, and all around her, the glass panels looking out onto the berths were brightly lit and allowed Yana to see many ships at rest.

	None of those berths contained the ship in the picture, the Brigand. (Her own ship?)

	Yana wandered into the Naval HQ, where a receptionist was organizing the front desk, perhaps for want of anything else to do. When Yana arrived, she quickly made herself available.

	“Commissar-General Nagavanshi is waiting for me.”

	“Oh! Authenticate in the elevator and then tell it to take you to the Observation Spire.” The receptionist said. “While you’re here, by the way, did you see too many people outside?”

	Yana shook her head.

	“Great! Time for a break.”

	With that, the receptionist pressed a button on her desk, and a window appeared on an LCD panel on the adjoining wall, indicating that the reception was closed for 25 minutes.

	“Enjoy your break.”

	Smiling, Yana ambled past the reception desk and into the elevator.

	Inside, a robotic voice acknowledged her presence.

	“Senior Captain Ulyana Korabiskaya.”

	It had detected the computer chip embedded in her coat. Her credentials still worked.

	She saw a few buttons on the wall, but those manual controls were only for the publically accessible floors. In order to access the highest levels of the HQ building, one required credentials that had to be authenticated by machine. Yana had been authorized, so she could verbally select a normally classified destination. Those who were prohibited access didn’t even have the option.

	“Observation spire.” She said.

	There was no answer from the elevator.

	“Observation spire. OX-1917.”

	“Location not recognized!”

	The elevator was not a thinking entity — no machines could think for themselves, no matter how advanced. It was designed to receive certain input and to take action in response. Clearly it was not working. Yana sighed. She got closer to the control panel and found a manual input for location codes. That was also the location of the elevator microphone. She put her lips near it.

	“Observation spire.”

	“Location not recognized!”

	Grumbling, she put the manual code in for the Spire into the elevator.

	Finally there was a slight vibration as it got going.

	So much for the glitzy, computerized future.

	There was a significant amount of computerization in the Union. They had less manpower than the Empire and less space. Any job a computer could handle was a job that a human did not have to do and freed those humans up to do jobs a computer could not be programmed or trusted to perform — such as firing weapons or offering good service. It was plain to see however that some automation decisions had been poorly thought out, poorly implemented, or both.

	Once the elevator got moving it quickly raised Yana through the interior structure of the Thassal mound, and the core pylon holding up the mound and the station. She was lifted up to a point just over the docks. She exited out onto a room with a domed roof that appeared as if it was glass. In reality, it was all LCDs displaying feeds from high-powered cameras outside, making it seem like they were windows and that she was under a dome of glass. A central set of steps led up to three tiers of bulbous observation rooms that offered their guests an unimpressive view of the outside. It was all dark and murky, no matter how well lit or how powerful the cameras.

	She could see the outline of at least one ship out there in the dark, however.

	As she stepped out of the elevator, she saw a few people loitering about the area in uniform.

	Two approached her. One was Nagavanshi, who had a friendless look on her face as usual. Beside her stood a woman in uniform. 

	Black coat with red trim, and a skirt, over a body stocking.

	“There you are, Korabiskaya. I want to introduce you to the Commissar here–”

	The Commissar accompanying Nagavanshi was a young woman. Her light olive skin and long dark hair looked devastatingly familiar, as did a pair of fluffy cat-like ears sticking out of the top of her head. Her slender figure, gentle orange eyes and thin, lightly reddened lips brought Yana back to a place she would have rather forgotten all about, and a time similarly fraught. Clubs, liquor pop-ups, the dimly lit station streets. Sweet words, invigorating conversation. A bedroom, the pair desperately undressing. Lifting her up, teasing her, gently nipping the tips of her breasts–

	Yana wanted to sink through the floor and be crushed by the sea outside.

	And the woman staring daggers at her looked no less mortified, but far more furious.

	“This is Commissar Aaliyah Bashara. You two will share command of the Brigand.”

	Nagavanshi introduced them. She seemed unaware of the volatile auras between them.

	Aaliyah extended her hand silently when prompted.

	Filled with a desperate need to cause no further trouble, Yana took the hand.

	They exchanged a single, extremely stiff shake, before averting their gazes.

	“Her role will be to help you with discipline and personnel decisions. I still expect you to take charge of strategy, but she is a great strategist also and will advise you. I fully vouch for her.”

	Curiously, Aaliyah did not have a matching Naga armband. Nobody else in the room did.

	That was perhaps the only comforting observation Yana had made of the situation.

	“I’ll convene everyone for a briefing in a few minutes.”

	Suddenly, Nagavanshi turned around and left them, heading upstairs.

	An awkward silence ensued as Aaliyah and Yana stared at one another.

	“Got anything to say to me?”

	Aaliyah moved first, crossing her arms. Yana withered under her piercing glare.

	Despite thinking over everything she could say, the words practically stumbled out of her.

	“I hope we can have a professional relationship.” 

	It was so bad! The worst thing to say!

	Aaliyah’s face softened at first as if she could not believe what she heard. Her ears stood on end, and her tail was curled. Then her shaking hands became fists. She bore her fangs.

	“I’ll be perfectly professional. A word of professional advice: if you think a girl is so easy you can just fuck her and leave without aftercare, maybe you shouldn’t whisper so many sweet words to her and make yourself out to be so sensitive and caring and oh so in love. Be honest about playing me. Playing me so hard, you didn’t even want to see me wake up, or even two hours later.”

	Like Nagavanshi, she turned around and walked away the instant of her last words. Yana was left standing there speechless, mortified, unable to mutter an apology.

	

	

	 


3.5

	That night, the uppermost echelon of the Brigand’s officer cadre met for the first time. Nagavanshi convened twenty-five of the officers at the uppermost point of the Naval HQ. She had a movable podium, a screen, and a flurry of charts, data, and mission objectives to give them all.

	“All of you are here tonight because I selected you personally for the skills and experience that you bring to this crew. Tonight, all I hope to do is to instill in you the objectives of this mission. The strategy and tactics, I leave to you; all of you already understand the gravity of our situation.”

	The Commissar-General was a poor presenter. She barreled from point to point. There was a list of names and places, maps to follow. All that Murati could gather is that they would move first through the Nectaris Ocean to Sverland in the Southern Empire before moving up to the Imbrium, first to Rhinea, then into Bosporus, and then toward the Duchy of Veka, Skaarsgard and finally to Buren.

	Or at least, that’s what she thought was the route. 

	She supposed it could change.

	After all, any situation where a ship infiltrated the Empire was subject to unplanned chaos. She had an inkling of why the Commissar was leaving the strategy up to them. There was no way that this mission could be planned conventionally. Ultimately, it would be up to the crew to make it work.

	“All of this information will be programmed into the computers, but I wanted to go over it tonight as well in case you have any questions.” She said. But nobody attending seemed equipped to ask her any questions.

	Murati and Karuniya had arrived together at the Observation Spire. As the First Officer, Murati was third in the succession of command after the Captain and the Commissar. She had never been afforded such a high position before, and the meeting felt like a chaotic whirlwind to her because of it. She could not fully concentrate with a mind filled with worry.

	Between the magnitude of the mission, and the high degree of responsibility she would bear in the successful completion of that mission, Murati was almost reeling with anxiety.

	At least Karuniya was probably paying closer attention.

	She was promoted to Chief Specialist and was in charge of scientific consultation. She had a lab and everything to show for her status.

	“Don’t worry, I have a great memory. Ask me anything when she’s done.”

	Karuniya whispered, perhaps sensing Murati’s discomfort.

	Standing next to Nagavanshi during the entire speech was the appointed Captain, Ulyana Korabiskaya. She was one of the few things that captured Murati’s attention. Murati was impressed by her on looks alone. She really got a sense of clean-cut professionalism from Korabiskaya. Her blond hair was perfectly kept with a hair claw, and her makeup accentuated the softness and openness of her facial features. She had an ornate uniform with many awards, and it was a perfect cut for her, making her appear lean and fit beneath the coat and skirt. Murati could even see some definition beneath the skintight suit over her exposed legs. She was a real veteran.

	When she was called on to introduce herself by Nagavanashi, her voice was rich and confident. Murati was convinced she was an exemplary Captain.

	“Greetings, comrades. I am Captain Ulyana Korabiskaya. Our mission is one of historic, revolutionary character. The sea is vast, but I hope to inspire you all to adapt to any difficulty.”

	“Were her words a little slurred?” Karuniya whispered.

	Murati scoffed. “Not at all! She sounded perfect.”

	“Hmm, you sure look excited.”

	Karuniya gave her a look.

	“I am glad we have an experienced Captain. I hope to learn a lot from her.” 

	This seemed to satisfy her fiancé.

	“I feel like I’ve heard her name before. I can’t put my finger on it though.”

	“We can look up all her awards.”

	“You do that then. I’m too happy about having my own lab to complain.”

	After Captain Korabiskaya, the Commissar for the ship was introduced. Her stunning eyes, cat-like ears and tail marked her as one of Shimii ethnicity. She looked delicate compared to most of the people in the room, save perhaps Karuniya, but she was agile and elegant, evident even in the easy gait with which she took to the podium before everyone assembled. 

	“Greetings comrades, I am Commissar Aaliyah Bashara. Should you ever waver in your commitments, do not hesitate to come to me for guidance. More than enforcing discipline on the ship, it is a Commissar’s duty to insure everyone is motivated and committed to our cause. A thousand generations reside in us. Do them proud and fight for justice in our world!”

	Murati felt a chill as she heard the Commissar speak.

	Her conviction was palpable and moving. It lifted Murati’s spirits.

	She had not realized that they were going in order of the chain of command.

	So next, Nagavanshi called on Murati to step up.

	For a moment, her head went entirely blank.

	Karuniya gave her a gentle push. That got her going up the steps to the podium.

	Standing before everyone, all Murati could think to do was stiffen up and salute.

	“Comrades! I’m, uh, well, I’m Murati Nakara! First Officer and Diver Leader!” She went through her titles then thought of something to say. “Um, the history of all hitherto existing society is the history of class struggle! Freeman and slave, patrician and plebeian, lord and serf, guild-master and journeyman, um, they always stood in opposition! And that fight, uh, it’s now open!”

	Raising her voice several times during the speech, Murati ended up practically yelling and spitting at those in attendance. In the audience, there was a lonesome clapping from Karuniya that was awkwardly joined by Captain Korabiskaya moments later. Murati stepped down, turning beet-red in the face with embarrassment, and shambled back to Karuniya’s side.

	“There, there,” Karuniya patted her back gently. “You were wonderful.”

	Going by order in the chain of command, after the Captain, Commissar and First Officer came the Chief Security Officer. From one of the lower tiers, someone not among the assembled audience walked almost reluctantly up to the podium. Murati recognized who it was once she stepped on the podium. She was a woman nearly 200 cm tall perhaps, with broad shoulders and a broad chest beneath her uniform. Her skin tone was interesting. Her face was a slightly paler grey than her visible neck and hands, which were almost dark blue-grey. She had a sharp nose and tired eyes, and her long, white-blond hair was tied up in a sleek, tidy ponytail.

	Murati recognized a curious physical feature. Atop her head there was a small, fin-like bump of cartilage peeking through her hair. She had a pretty voluminous amount of hair on her head, so the fin was partially hidden. Similarly, her earholes were hidden by tufts of hair, but the rainbow-colored, fan-shaped cartilage fins in place of the ears were partially visible.

	“Good evening. I’m Evgenya Akulantova.”

	She spoke with reluctance and scratched her head. 

	Her fingers were webbed together, and she was moving them idly.

	“I’m the Chief of Security. I have some experience with this.” She said after a pause. Then she paused again. Every time Nagavanshi seemed like she was about to cut her off, she would start talking again with a sigh. “I’ve been in Security for 10 years. I’m not trying to hit anyone, you know? I’ve never had to hit anyone before. I think people look at my gentle face and calm down. I hope to continue deescalating conflicts. If I do hit you, you will not enjoy it.”

	She stepped down from the podium with another long sigh.

	Murati felt a thrill of excitement again.

	That gentle, grey face was absolutely familiar to her.

	Chief Akulantova was a Pelagis. Murati had met her, specifically, before aboard another ship. She was glad that Akulantova continued to have a career. The Pelagites were a very hard-done people, and it was heartening to know that they were represented in the military. As her appearance suggested, she was a human with fish-like characteristics. Murati carefully avoiding thinking too much about where she might have come from. It was usually a depressing story; and there were many varieties.

	“Chief, chief,”

	Murati walked to the edge of the crowd and tried to get her attention as she walked down.

	Chief Akulantova was surprised to have been hailed and turned her tired eyes on Murati.

	“Remember me? I was a Diver on the Comrade Kunduz.” Murati said.

	The Pelagis’s thin blue lips and soft cheeks curled into a smile, bearing many sharp teeth.

	“Kunduz was a fun one. I don’t remember you, but I hope you have a nice evening.”

	She then continued walking toward the back again, where she slunk out of sight once more.

	Karuniya took up Murati’s side again. “Friend of yours?” She asked.

	“Acquaintance.” Murati replied, slightly defeated.

	“Not everyone’s job is to keep up with your vast exploits, you know?”

	Karuniya tried to comfort Murati, who turned her attention back to the podium.

	While there were around twenty people in attendance, the chain of command extended only five people down: Captain, Commissar, First Office/Diver Leader, Security Chief and finally, the last rung in the chain climbed up to the podium. It was the Helmsman, a tall, dark-skinned, spindly young man with short, frizzy black hair. He had a pair of shaded sunglasses perched atop his broad nose.

	Despite the audience, he was quite collected.

	“You probably won’t ever need to talk to me much, but the good lady wants me to get up here, so I am. I’m Abdul Kamarik, the helmsman.” He shaped his hands into what seemed like it was supposed to be a boat. Or so Murati thought; really the gesture could have meant anything. The way he was rocking the figure he made with his fingers, Murati supposed it was a boat. “Like that. I’ve brought dozens of ships safely back to port over my career. So, just don’t sweat it. I’ve already got all the mission maps memorized.”

	He spread his arms, bowed, and walked off the podium.

	Nagavanshi took the podium again to address the audience.

	“We will depart as soon as possible. I recommend you all make any needed arrangements in the next few days. I have done everything I can to give you a ship, crew, and equipment for your success. In the end, however, your choices will decide the fate of this ship. I believe in you, so be confident.”

	On that enigmatic note, Nagavanshi left the podium herself and adjourned the meeting.

	There was an eerie silence. Perhaps everyone, like Murati, felt that things were moving too fast. This may well have been par the course for the new era they were entering. After all, Thassal had come under attack from imperial forces very suddenly, so suddenly that it felt surreal. And the distance that Murati now felt from that event, as she proceeded to move on to the next stage of her life, and the next battlefield– nothing was more surreal than that. As she watched the people file out in a nervous confusion, it was the presence of Karuniya beside her that provided comfort.

	“I think, despite everything, this might be destiny for us.” Karuniya said.

	“Destiny?”

	“It might not be materialist, but it’s what I’m thinking. After all, if we had stayed in Thassal, it’s not like we were going to have an idyllic married life for too long. You said it yourself to me: our war with the Empire is inevitable. With this though– it feels like I’m doing something.”

	“Taking matters into our own hands.” Murati said.

	Karuniya smiled at her. 

	“It’s better than trying to pretend like nothing has happened.”

	Murati knew she was correct. 

	They were soldiers, and communists. There was no avoiding a Union war with the Empire. If this is the form it took; maybe it was destiny.

	

	

	 


3.6

	“So this is it, huh? At long last I get to meet the UNX-001 Brigand.”

	Captain Ulyana Korabiskaya walked down a long chute with displays projecting camera feeds and diagrams of the ship she was about to enter. There were directions keyed off her own rank that showed her the path to the bridge, inside the command pod of the Brigand. She had seen pictures of the ship — Nagavanshi would not let anyone in the crew live in peace without handing them a picture of it for some reason. 

	Yana’s opinion of it was simple: it looked like a piece of shit.

	It was oversized and angular, clunky, reminiscent of an old converted hauler design.

	The Union progressed well past those kinds of ships after the revolution.

	So from the exterior alone, it felt like an anachronism.

	She supposed that was part of the camouflage.

	One of the directives had been that the crew of the Brigand needed to dress like a private company, rather than a military operation. As such, on the eve of their departure, everyone had been issued a uniform for a front company: Treasure Box Transports, with a gaudy TBT logo. The uniform for the bridge crew, like Yana, was a teal-blue half jacket with a sleeveless zip-down white shirt and a teal-blue skirt or pants, worn over their bodysuits, wetsuits or swimsuits of choice.

	“I suppose I’m a big-shot company woman now.” Yana said.

	Nothing had ever felt more ridiculous than pretending to be a capitalist.

	Thankfully, she had some luggage. She brought a uniform and normal clothes.

	As she crossed the docking chute into the ship itself, she found herself in a cramped hallway with bulkhead doors on every side. This was the edge of the “primary hull” and beyond it was the inhabited “secondary hull” of the ship, where everything vital was, and where most of their time would be spent. Beyond the docking room was the lobby of the secondary hull arrival area, where a gaggle of sailors congregated and seemed to be making acquaintances. Yana saw many fresh faces in there. Many sailors saluted her, which she turned down with a casual wave of the hand.

	“Don’t be too formal right now. Save it for when we enter combat.”

	The suggestion that there might be combat seemed to sober the excitable sailors.

	“Captain, over here.”

	There was no missing Chief of Security Akulantova, who towered over the sailors when she appeared from a bulkhead situated around the corner. She was wearing the ‘company uniform’ like the rest. However, she had a full coat, rather than the half jacket. One could appreciate how muscular she was even under concealing clothes. One curious detail about her biology took Yana by surprise. When she first entered the room her eyes turned grey for a moment: she must have brought up her secondary eyelids while getting used to the brighter lights in the lobby. Then her much more human-like blue eyes reappeared. Not once did her expression change during this.

	“I would like to guide you up to the bridge. I’ve explored quite far already.” She said.

	“Lead the way.” Yana said, smiling and gesturing toward the bulkheads.

	Akulantova was an interesting person.

	A gentle face, a charming voice, and that big body all together.

	None of the parts were ill fitting. She wasn’t too big, and her voice wasn’t too chirpy and so on– Yana certainly had no criticism of her. She looked natural, the product of her labors.

	Just interesting, as far as Yana was concerned.

	“Captain, since we’re about to embark on a long voyage, I want to ask a question.”

	“Go ahead.”

	“Would you ever order me to shoot a crew member?”

	They were walking down a hall in the engineering deck, to the elevator.

	Yana stopped in her tracks. Maybe Akulantova was too interesting!

	The Captain answered quickly and emotionally.

	“Absolutely not!”

	In the next instant she realized how flustered she had gotten and felt vulnerable.

	Akulantova smiled at her without any apparent malice.

	“Nice answer. Maybe a little naïve. Don’t worry, if I ever have to, I’ll just use this.”

	The Security Chief revealed her sidearm. It was a launcher for ‘baton round’ rubber bullets.

	On a ship, live ammunition was rare. It might over-penetrate, hitting crew and equipment.

	Her launcher was a two-handed grenade weapon for most folks. For her, it was like a pistol.

	“It might break some bones, but it won’t kill anyone.”

	Yana sighed. It was hard to stay on edge when Akulantova was so oddly cheerful.

	“There will certainly be difficulties ahead for us as a crew. This is a unique situation. But let’s take things calmly, as they come.” Yana said, giving Akulantova a friendly pat on the arm.

	She sounded a bit stilted, but she tried to be her most Captain-ly self in that moment.

	Akulantova put her rubber bullet launcher away.

	“I’m glad. I will always follow the Captain’s orders, but I like when I have a nice Captain. When the Captain has a good heart, it means I can be a good-hearted Security Chief myself.”

	She turned around, and whistling a quick tune, resumed leading Yana to the bridge.

	As they traversed several tight hallways, Yana got the impression that while the exterior of the Brigand left a lot to be desired aesthetically, the interior was almost cozy. Many of the walls in the secondary hull had light blue coats of paint that evoked a nursery or a school. Most of the floors were a soft shade of red, maybe salmon pink. The air was treated well, it was not too dry or too humid; it recalled to her memories of living in the Academy dorm. Cramped, but homely.

	That was one of the things that a technical diagram didn’t really convey.

	The Brigand’s interior layout was not entirely unique. All of the day to day operations happened in compartments contained in an internal “secondary hull” surrounded by a second layer of much less traveled surfaces called the “primary hull.” Aside from the docking chutes the crew were not expected to ever be outside the secondary hull. From what Yana understood an innovation with the Brigand was that the Primary Hull had two sections along with the exterior armor. There were recovery systems in place to seal off breaches to the armor and first section of the primary hull, and route emergency ballast to the second section of the primary hull.

	This meant that the Brigand could potentially take twice as much punishment as a normal vessel in combat. Given that a single torpedo at just the wrong spot could split even the most powerful vessel right in half, this was not as incredible as it sounded. Yana would still run the normal playbook: avoid combat if possible and avoid any kind of damage if possible.

	Within the secondary hull, the ship was divided into several “pods.” Pods were not circular as their name would suggest — the nomenclature grew out of bathysphere designs, and once the ships of their ancestors grew into the fleets of today, it was retained. Most of them were rectangles. 

	The Brigand’s secondary hull was divided into two tiers. There were habitats on the top and bottom floors. Each habitat had living spaces, a bathroom with closed stall toilets and open showers, and a gathering area. Officers lived two to a room or by themselves in the top habitat; Sailors lived 4 to a room, with each person having a pod bunk with a privacy door, and a chest for personal items.

	All rooms were small. The only privilege was having one to yourself, or, like the lucky lady Murati Nakara, who was on the crew roster as cohabitating with a certain Karuniya Maharapratham, being able to have a room to yourself and your wife. As the Captain, Yana had a room all to herself, but there was a second bed built-in that could be pulled out if necessary.

	Apart from the habitats, the top floor housed the Command Pod, along with the Common Pod which housed the mess, infirmary, and a social area. There was also a Science & Observation Pod or “S&O” which housed the main computer racks, the labs and the all-important hydroponics section, with wall-gardens, root beds, mushroom pens, as well as the ship’s tree.

	On the bottom floor, there was the Cargo & Reserves Pod or C&R, where all the goods they would need, along with spare parts and any other sort of thing were kept. Everything was stored in compacted containers and every single possible centimeter of space was used. So the part of it that was visible to the ordinary sailor was basically a cargo door with a slit in it to talk to the supply crew, who were packed inside in probably the worst conditions on the ship. C&R was particularly tight for the Brigand as they had at least several disassembled Divers and even more Diver spare parts packed into the back of it.

	Between C&R and the ominous Reactor Pod, which was sealed off to everyone but a tiny handful of properly accredited personnel, there was Engineering, which took up much of the lower tier. Here they kept Divers and Watercraft that would actually see combat. Engineering was composed of the Hangar and various workshops. There was space here, allegedly, to deploy 18 Divers. From the schematics, it seemed like there were only 8 deployment tubes, so the other Divers simply waited their turn — or they used the hatch for the Shuttle, and just jumped out of a moonpool into the sea.

	The Hangar could be turned into a football field with some ingenuity.

	They had a single Diver squadron assigned to the Brigand with 5 active-duty Divers, 1 Reserve Diver, a few suits going unused, one Shuttle, and extra space. Most of their Diver suits were actually stuck in C&R, disassembled and packed tight in “zero-space” packaging, awaiting distribution to all the wonderful friends they hoped to make along the way. Having only 5 professional Divers available essentially put the Brigand on par with any other modern capital ship, which was not very impressive.

	Hopefully, they would remain stealthy and avoid confrontations.

	“You seem to be in your own little world, Captain!”

	Akulantova smiled. They got off an elevator into the upper floor.

	“Welcome to the command pod. I’ll leave you to inspect your bridge. I would like to get started configuring the security room. I like to set up the cameras just so. Good luck, Captain!”

	With a big cheerful wave of her hands, Akulantova left her side.

	On a nearby wall was a double-wide sliding door.

	Breathing in, steadying herself, Captain Korabiskya entered her Bridge.

	There were few people at their posts. 

	Yana was an early arrival, along with the mechanics.

	The Bridge was divided into three sections, each one a step down from the last. At the top, accessible through the door, was the Captain’s area and her seat. It was a rotating chair on a solid base, with a built-in computer terminal, and it was tilt-proof for when the ship rocked. There were additional seats that could be pulled out of the wall for the Commissar and (if present) the First Officer.

	Yana took her seat. 

	She adjusted the armrests and the computer monitor’s angle.

	Down from the Captain’s location, enough that she could see over the shoulders of her subordinates, were six stations set against the walls, three on each side. “Communications,” “Sonar and Sensor arrays,” and “Diagnostics & Electronic Warfare” stations on the left; “Torpedoes,” “Main Gunnery” and the Helmsman’s “Navigation” station on the right. Further down from them were six stations that were all for “Auxiliary Gunnery,” essentially just the gas guns that were used for close-in defense against ordnance. Those six gunners could control up to twelve guns at a time with the help of software and optics. In this way, all of the vital combat functions of the ship could be directed from the Bridge itself.

	Aside from the stations there were two monitors that could be pulled down from the roof. One of them was closer to the Captain, while the second on the far wall was much larger and would allow everyone in the room to see the same picture if it were used, such as for important messages.

	“Helmsman, how is she? Do you think she looks fierce?”

	The Captain looked down at the navigation station. Abdul Kamarik had arrived early and was on the navigation computer, hammering away at the keys and calibrating the wheel he would use to control the ship. Like Chief Akulantova, maybe he liked to set things up for himself as soon as possible. From what she could see of his screen, he was deep inside the diagnostics.

	“She’s a mysterious dame, Captain.” Abdul said. “Did y’know this ship has two additional hydros on the back? That’s why we have this weird diamond rectangle looking hull, I bet, to accommodate the extra back end we’re dragging.”

	“Two additional jets? Are they full size?”

	“Not like the others, these are smaller. I think the water system doesn’t connect to them all that great either, they don’t have any additional intakes for these ones, it would need water rerouted to them, which could stress the system out. I think these might have been meant for short term bursts of speed. Even if they’re not all full size, any additional thrust would push it faster.”

	“That’s strange. Thank you for looking into it. I’ll make a note to follow up on this.”

	He saluted her casually and started turning his wheel and documenting the results in the calibrator software. Yana saw how absorbed he was in his work and decided not to bother him.

	When he first introduced himself at the Officer’s meeting, Yana had not really known what she should make of Abdul Kamarik. She was starting to think of him as someone who was very precise and knew his ships. Looking at him fiddling with the wheel, she felt assured of his ability.

	Her gaze fell on the left-hand side of the room.

	At first, her eyes glanced over a pair of dark, cat-like ears atop a woman’s head and it sent a shiver down her spine. That notion was dispelled quickly. When she noticed the gaze upon her, the woman at the Sonar & Sensor Array station responded with a charming, friendly smile, unlike the waifish woman who troubled Yana’s mind. Her dark hair was tied up in a bun in the back of her head with a white, lacy cloth. Her uniform was tidy, and well fitted; she had a full figure which, along with her impeccable makeup, lent her a mature, refined air, like a model in an ad campaign.

	“Pleasure to meet you Captain. I love your lipstick. Coral, am I correct?”

	Yana was surprised.

	She had done herself up a little bit but did not think it was special at all.

	“That’s right, it’s coral color, from the Rurik collection.”

	“It’s the perfect color for your skin– Oh, I’m sorry, I hope that wasn’t awkward to say,”

	“Ah, no it’s fine– well, thank you.”

	“It’ll be fun to have a Captain who seems like a mature woman with a sense of fashion.”

	She was beaming so widely, Yana almost wanted to turn away the praise.

	“I try to give my crews a good time, as much as I can.” She awkwardly replied.

	At that moment, the woman’s bushy tail stood on end suddenly.

	“I almost forgot to introduce myself. Chief Petty Officer Fatima al-Suhar.”

	Yana smiled at her. “Pleasure to meet you. Captain Ulyana Korabiskaya.”

	“Oh, of course I know your name Captain! How could I not?”

	“At any rate,” Yana tried to steer the conversation away. She had a hunch that Fatima was prone to chiding herself for silly things. “You’re setting up your station, I see. Do you need a pair of specialized headphones? For your ears, I mean– maybe the ship wasn’t designed for–”

	Fatima quickly rescued Yana from her awkward attempt at being inclusive by lifting the headphones up from the navigation computer’s controls. Each speaker was separated and included a clip that was adjustable for human ears and Shimii ears. This way, Fatima could easily listen to the hydrophone and perform all of her duties with the same degree of comfort as anyone.

	“Thank you for your concern Captain. I should’ve brought it up sooner–”

	“It’s fine, you’ve done nothing wrong. At ease.”

	Yana smiled. She was a good soul, that Fatima. That was the Captain’s instant impression.

	While the Captain was conversing with the Helmsman and the Sonar technician, there was one additional person in the command room who was making slightly irritated noises while fiddling with a console. Situated at the Torpedo computer was a tall, slim woman, with wide shoulders and long legs. Her silky brown hair had been messily braided into a bun in the back of her head, with what looked like a chain around it from which hung a little squid symbol. Her slightly angular face had a honey-brown complexion, and she had odd eyes: one brown, one blue.

	“Having trouble there?” Yana asked, in good humor.

	For a moment, the woman looked back at her with surprise before returning to her labors.

	On the computer screen, there was a simulation of a torpedo.

	She was moving around a joystick, which would be used to guide such torpedoes.

	“This thing’s gate is just like, crap? I don’t know. It’s weird. I might have to pull it apart.”

	“Please do not pull it apart. We can file a maintenance request.” Yana objected.

	The Torpedo officer sighed and turned back around to face the Captain.

	“Listen, I’m a professional gamer, ma’am. I need my joysticks to be exactly right.”

	Yana directed a concerned, frowning face at her subordinate.

	“You’re a torpedo tech; this isn’t a game. Name and rank, now.”

	Though she could have pulled up the roster, Yana liked to hear it from the soldier’s mouth.

	Again, the woman sighed with exasperation. “Chief Petty Officer Alexandra Geninov.”

	Hearing that name piqued Yana’s curiosity a bit.

	“Not Geninova?” She asked.

	“Nope. I didn’t care about changing it.”

	“Ah, I think I understand, sorry.”

	“S’fine, I said I don’t care. Shit’s all fake to me.”

	Yana came from the same ethnicity as the patronymic half of Alexandra’s clearly mixed heritage. Her own surname, Korabiskaya, was easily recognizable as such. She supposed that the officer’s name indicated a softening of certain conventions in her community, which was good. It gave Yana sympathy and respect for Geninov, who had a clear grasp of herself.

	“Well, I’m Captain Ulyana Korabiskaya. It is great to be working with–”

	Geninov quickly worked at dismantling that bit of respect Yana had found.

	“You can just call me Alex, Captain.” She tapped her fist on her chest, smiling. “Three-time winner of the All-Soviets Video Gaming Championship. And may I also add, in each of those events, I won, individually, Climbing Comrades, Constant Attack I and II, Leviathan Fury–”

	“That’s great, Petty Officer.” Yana interrupted. “You will not take apart your station.”

	The officer stared at her with narrowed, annoyed eyes before returning to her joystick.

	Yana had never played a video game herself. She had never grown up with such things.

	As such she neither knew, understood nor cared about all of this nonsense.

	Judging by her fetching looks, which seemed wasted in this whole gaming scene, Alex may have been young enough to have played a lot of games in her teens. While there were definitely traits about her which seemed quite admirable, this gaming thing was a black mark far as Yana was concerned. She hoped to hear no more of it, but she knew that was wishful thinking.

	She supposed this crew was going to be a handful.

	Yana was already noticing a pattern. Some exceptional people here, by certain definitions.

	“Communications officer isn’t here yet, so I’ll just do this myself.”

	There was a minicomputer attached to the side of her chair that could be brought around to the front of the chair and locked in. Yana brought the computer forward and pushed the screen until she could lock it at a good angle for visibility and comfort. The interface was pretty standard. There was a list of programs, routines, scripts and other potential clickables, largely unadorned, which appeared before her after she authorized herself. She touched to select an item.

	Bringing up the ship’s stock activities, she started to issue a ship-wide “roll call.”

	It was that precise moment that a new face came tumbling into the room.

	“I’m so sorry! I’m so sorry for being late! It will never happen again!”

	At the door, breathing so heavily she almost seemed like she would choke, was a woman in a disheveled state, her TBT half-jacket falling off her shoulders, and her beret on the floor next to her, and her long, yellow hair thrown about. Her soft, round face was quite rosy with effort, a glossy coat of red just barely applied on her lips — and shadow applied on only one eye.

	Yana thought she would have looked like a very bright, bubbly girl on a good day, but this was clearly a disastrous time for her. She looked as if she had buttoned only enough of her shirt to declare herself modest, as if she had run out of time to cover her round belly; some of the bold, erotically lacy design of her swimsuit brassiere was still partially visible even despite her efforts. One wetsuit stocking was piled up around her knee, while the other had gone up as far as her thigh.

	Rather than the official uniform pants or skirt, she appeared to have thrown on what seemed like tight black exercise shorts that did not really go with the cheerful colors of the company jacket. Yana wondered if the shorts were part of her wetsuit and she had run out in her unders.

	Yana smiled at her. 

	She tried to appear gentle and understanding, but the awkwardness of the moment crooked her lips into what seemed more like a grin than the motherly face she wanted. She could not keep her eyes from wandering afield as she looked over the situation. When the young woman at the door noticed this her face blanched and she looked quite mortified. She looked down at herself, squealed, and started buttoning down her shirt.

	“I’m so sorry ma’am. I ran all the way over here. I overslept. It’s my fault. I’m a dumbass. I couldn’t sleep and then I took sleeping medicine and then I slept too much– AAAAAAH!”

	With the girl clearly in distress, and unable to get a word in, Yana stood up from her chair to physically console her. At first she hovered over her, but this clearly failed to have an effect, the Captain had no choice but to go for the hug. She threw her arms around the woman.

	“It’s really not a big deal. Take a deep breath.” Yana said.

	She patted her in the back, trying to reassure her, as well as give her a handkerchief.

	As she said this however everyone else in the room was staring at the door.

	“All of you have things to do!”

	Upon being admonished, Fatima, Abdul and Alex turned right back around.

	At these simple acts of kindness, the young woman was so deeply moved she kept crying.

	“Thank you so much Captain! You’re such a professional and I don’t deserve this at all–”

	The young woman wiped off the running makeup on her face with the kerchief. She then blew her nose into it and coughed into it so hard it almost appeared like she would vomit. When she handed it back, Yana threw it over her own shoulder for a cleaning drone to worry about later.

	In the next instant, the young woman, her face cleaned, was suddenly all smiles.

	She saluted. “I’m Signals Specialist Natalia Semyonova! May I ask one final favor for this pathetic girl standing before you? Um, can we just all put this embarrassing episode behind us, and start over? Don’t you agree Captain? And uh everyone else in the room too, right? Friends?”

	 Yana cast a deathly glare at the three stooges in the nearby stations.

	“I’m glad you’re feeling better dear.” Fatima replied. She sounded genuinely happy.

	“I didn’t see nothin’.” Abdul said. Pretty genuine, acceptable disinterest.

	“Sure.” Alex replied, grinning. 

	Yana put her on a mental list for lying so brazenly.

	At that moment, Yana still had her arms on Natalia’s shoulders. This was unfortunate; because also at that moment, a pair of cat-like ears crossed into the room and captured Yana’s attention.

	Those familiar ears were attached to a hauntingly beautiful Commissar.

	A Commissar who had a low opinion of Yana and perhaps reason to suspect that she might not have good intentions in touching another crew member. The Captain’s eyes drew wide with guilt when the Commissar appeared; and the Commissar’s eyes drew wide with fury in turn.

	“Captain Korabiskaya, what kind of situation have I walked into?”

	Commissar Aaliyah Bashara crossed her arms and bared her fangs.

	Yana raised her arms off Natalia as if she were being held up with a gun.

	In such an uncomfortable scenario, she might as well have been.

	“The Specialist was troubled, and I was trying to cheer her up.” Yana said.

	“Cheer her up? Specialist, is this true?”

	Natalia, in her continuing, near-total dishevelment, turned to the Commissar with all the blood rushing to her face, and seemed unable to respond to anything that was happening then.

	“I’ll– I’ll go fix my clothes. Sorry for causing trouble!”

	Aaliyah’s expression softened. Natalia walked away with a gait heavy with shame.

	Leaving a void between the Commissar and the Captain.

	“She’s trying very hard.” Yana said. Her voice sounded a little too desperate.

	Aaliyah sighed and rubbed her own forehead with exasperation. 

	She accepted things, in the end.

	“I’m watching you, Captain. Please behave.”

	She turned and walked right back out of the bridge. Yana instantly felt as bad as Natalia seemed to. She wanted to collapse on the floor.

	

	

	 


3.7

	War and tragedy didn’t simply alter space. In a sense, they also altered time.

	The threshold between an ending and a beginning was thin, ludicrous, and maddening.

	A step through the invisible, past a shadow; the delineation between an era and the next.

	Nobody had quite come to terms with the fullness of their condition before the ship had begun to move. In the preceding days they had not been able to; and the maybe in the subsequent days they would fail to do so as well. When war came to Thassal, everyone’s connection to their previous future had shattered. Since then they were just pantomiming with fate.

	Needless to say, nobody was truly situated when Brigand began disembarking procedures.

	They had a tight schedule, and a crew that was not used to launching a “brand new ship.”

	So there were a lot of sailors lollygagging still, but three conditions had been met.

	First, the essential bridge crew was assembled. They had the Captain, Commissar, Helmsman, and Communications, and they also had Sonar operational. Those were the basics for running the ship.

	Second, the Reactor crew had come with the ship from Solstice.

	So they were accounted for, already in position, and knew what they were doing.

	Third and finally, Specialist Semyonova’s beautiful, calming voice had called out to everyone on the ship to please access their nearest terminal or use any portable minicomputer to answer a roll call, which she then initiated. Within moments, the entire roster was accounted for.

	At that point it didn’t matter if the sailors were looking for their rooms still.

	Most of the systems were automatic anyway.

	And the ship absolutely had to move.

	Perhaps before anyone could regret what they had chosen.

	As suddenly as everything else, and with as little fanfare as everything else, the Brigand undocked from Thassal Station. It was officially in open water and would officially begin its months long journey through the heart of the Empire. In the same confusion, surreality and haste that had characterized the rest of the crew’s life for the past few days, the Brigand now departed.

	When it did, Murati Nakara did not quite notice it because she was passing through one of the workshops leading to the hangar. She marveled at all the amazing tools they had and became excited when she walked down to the massive, wide-open hangar to inspect the Divers they had. The Hangar was bigger than the Formidable’s, which was impressive considering the Brigand was the size of a cruiser. Big, but not dreadnought big. 

	There was equipment everywhere, being moved, or set up, by a platoon of sailors, so the final workspaces were still heavily in flux.

	Most of the sailors on the Brigand were mechanics or engineers, and it felt like Murati was staring at all of them working right there. She felt a different sensation from her past forays. She felt proud.

	This was her ship, in part, that these folks were setting in order.

	She almost wanted to help them. To pick up a pneumatic bolt-driver and get to work on the gantries and get the charging stations cabled-up and tested. That was not her role, however.

	It was at that point that a message finally went out.

	“UNX-001 Brigand has officially departed Thassal Station!”

	It was the saccharine voice of Specialist Semyonova, handling bridge communications.

	Murati whistled with amazement. She had felt nothing stirring in the secondary hull.

	Just like that, without even knowing it, she was now at sea. Her mission had begun.

	Semyonova continued with an update on initial crew duties.

	“All sailors not otherwise engaged will have an hour of free time to inspect their quarters and the amenities of the ship, before joining their work cohorts for their first briefing. All officers not otherwise engaged will have an hour of free time as well. All essential personnel have already been engaged with their work cohorts and will have two hours of free time available in four hours.”

	“How organized. Launch is really going smoothly, isn’t it?” Murati asked.

	“I guess so. But nothing announced for essential officers?”

	At Murati’s side, Karuniya was also inspecting the ship with ample curiosity.

	They had been basically inseparable since their cohabitation agreement.

	Though they would work different roles, they could at least live together in their habitat.

	“Important officers would already be in the bridge. I’m guessing we’re not essential.”

	“You’re the First Officer Murati. You should put in an appearance at the Bridge.”

	“I will! I need to inspect the Divers first. I’m also Diver Leader, you know?”

	“You’re just a hopeless military nerd.”

	Ignoring Karuniya’s bullying remarks, Murati headed to the center of the hangar.

	“Can you go ahead and see if our stuff got to the room ok?”

	“Seriously? You’re going to treat me like the disposable wife already?”

	Karuniya had a sly face on. Murati felt uncomfortable with the teasing.

	“I’m really not trying to, and I’m sorry you feel that way.”

	“You’re so defensive! I’m just teasing. You better make this up to me though.”

	Murati smiled nervously. “I’ll think of something.”

	Still grinning like a devil, Karuniya willingly left Murati’s side.

	At the hangar there were six Divers in place, five of them in various states of disarray. Only one had a complete gantry and was set in its proper place, with seemingly all of its parts assembled. The rest were sitting against corners for lack of proper gantries to dock to, missing weapons and even limbs, and had their battery packs uncharged and laid out nearby. It was a mess, but it was exciting to see the Streloks that she may someday command into battle, in their nascent state.

	However, it was the remaining Diver, the assembled one, that really caught her eye.

	This Diver looked like an entirely different model. It was not just a Strelok.

	Rather than the almost oblong shape of the Strelok’s central body, the new model had a somewhat sleeker and more angular body shape, with rounded flanks and a thinner trunk, and leaner shoulders. The head, rather than being flat and square, was shaped more like a triangle pointed forward, with a central double-eyed visor. Angled points stretched from the “cheeks” of this “head” with additional sensors.

	While the arms were slightly sleeker than a Strelok’s, they had armored extensions covering the elbow verniers, and the legs and feet much the same. It was a much more aggressive design. She could see that the back had been completely redesigned as well, the backpack bulged out a little less and there were five hydrojets rather than four. Two were set on either side of a new central jet. The intakes had been integrated into the main hull rather than being run out to attachments on the hips and upper chest. There was an extra intake around the “collarbone” of the Diver’s torso for the extra jet.

	“Diver Leader Nakara, right? Taken in by the new model?”

	Coming in from behind her, a man called for her attention. 

	He wore a yellow and orange work vest over the white and blue of the fake company they pretended to be, “TBT.” He had a hard hat and safety goggles, but removed them when he approached, revealing a strong, square face with a friendly smile and slick blond hair. He reached out, and she shook his hand.

	“That’s me. Are you a mechanic?” Murati asked.

	“Engineer, actually. I’m a Warrant Officer instead of a Sailor. Gunther Cohen.”

	“Nice to meet you, Warrant Officer Cohen.”

	He raised his arms behind the back of his head and laughed, in an affable gesture.

	“Nah, nah, call me Gunther! We’re going to be at sea for a while, you know?”

	“I suppose so. I’ve never served on a ship for long enough to get over the formalities before.” Murati replied. All of her missions lasted days or weeks. This was her first long-term post.

	“Then let’s get over them right now. Most of the comrades here are on a first-name basis.”

	He had such a chummy look on his face that she couldn’t help but be nice about it.

	“Well then, I suppose you can call me Murati then.” She said.

	Gunther nodded his head in acknowledgment and turned right around to the Diver.

	“In truth, I had been hoping that you would pilot this one.”

	Murati had not really given it any thought. 

	She figured they would be assigned machines.

	“The Diver Leader should get the best machine. It’s only proper, isn’t it? And in truth, this one’s a little tougher to handle than the Streloks. It could use somebody with a bit more experience in the cockpit.”

	“So it’s not a Strelok, then?”

	 Just by looking at the machine it was plain to see that it was not a Strelok.

	Murati still felt compelled to ask the question out of her own curiosity.

	Gunther seemed to know a lot about the suit, and he was open about his desire to show it.

	“Well, we can’t deny that the Strelok is in the DNA of all our Diving suits, the same way the Rabochiy is in the Strelok’s DNA. But they’re vastly different machines. We made this one to really push Union war manufacturing to its limits. We thought, if we could imagine anything we wanted, without worrying about the cost; and there it is, the ISU-100 Cheka.”

	“What does ISU stand for? Diver models had UND designations before.” Murati asked.

	“Ah, I guess a connoisseur would stumble into the grimmest part of this huh?”

	Murati could not decipher Gunther’s bashful response to her question.

	“Well, we don’t have to go into it, I was just curious.”

	“No, it’s ok. I helped with this project for the past few months, to get it over the finish line. A couple of different groups worked on it, and we kind of put together everything at the end. But the genesis of the idea was for the Cheka to be a small production line of Internal Suppression Units for the Ashura’s security division. It had to be better than a Strelok, to suppress a mutiny, in case something happened where some rebel force got ahold of our current ships and divers.”

	Murati’s eyes drew wide with the recognition of this machine’s purpose. She supposed even in the kind and caring society that the Union tried to be, there were people who were tasked with upholding the peace, and they had to be prepared for the worst possible circumstances. At least she could take heart that the machine would not be used on Union citizens now.

	“So that’s why it is an ISU. It’s not a Union Navy Diver, but an Internal Suppression Unit.”

	Gunther finished his explanation running his hand through his hair, looking offput.

	“It’s fine.” Murati said. “Thank you for explaining it to me. I don’t hold anything against you or against that machine. I’m happy that it will get to see a more worthy use. I will pilot it.”

	If for no other reason that no one else should be responsible for that kind of firepower.

	“Great!” Gunther clapped his hands together and brightened up instantly. “I saw data from your recovered Strelok in Thassal. For someone who had never fought a real battle in a Strelok before, you showed a lot of potential. And, I mean, I say that as number-crunching nerd– I’m absolutely terrible as a pilot. From the data, I think you’ll love what the Cheka can do.”

	“At a glance, it looks much more sophisticated. But what can it do, better than a Strelok?”

	Gunther rubbed his hands. “I’m glad you asked. The Cheka is a meter taller than a Strelok, but it’s actually faster. It has more rear thrust, stronger verniers for better snap maneuverability in combat, and instead of using those huge battery packs, it has Agarthic energy cells built-into the works of the hull and backpack. That’s how we saved so much on space and weight in the design.”

	“I see, but then, that means the power unit is not interchangeable. So if it gets damaged, it has to be repaired in place, and then it can’t just be hot swapped in the field, isn’t that true?”

	Almost thoughtlessly, Murati came out with a criticism that floored Gunther.

	“I mean– well, yes. That’s true. But the performance gains are crazy to make up for it!”

	“And it has all the standard weapons, correct?”

	“It can use the AK-pattern rifles, and tube-launched torpedoes. Um, well, funny you ask, but another place where we differ from the Strelok is encumbrance. It can’t really support huge cannons or a lot of the shoulder weapons. The Strelok just has a heavier, stabler center mass.”

	Gunther sounded embarrassed every time he had to mention a flaw in the Cheka.

	Murati understood the changes, however. This was a Diver meant for a new era, when outmaneuvering enemy fire and clashing with enemy Divers would become more important. It was forward-looking and highly specialized. Maybe it really was a suit tailored for her own ideas.

	“That’s fine. I would love to take it out for a test.” Murati said.

	“Absolutely! I can get authorization right now.” Gunther said.

	He patted her on the back in a cheerful fashion, as if they were all best friends who had agreed to go to the bar for some drinks. Murati was nearly swept up in his frenetic energy.

	“Wait, right now?”

	As she asked that terribly important question, there was a sudden blaring of klaxons.

	Everyone in the hangar stopped what they were doing.

	First they looked up, at the alarm lights and sounds being played.

	They then turned to the nearest console for an explanation.

	For messages like this, a video from the bridge crew would play.

	Soon enough, the pretty, round face of Communications Officer Semyonova appeared, her blond hair expertly tied up, her makeup neatly applied. Many of the sailors were captivated with her and began to joke that being startled by a test of the emergency system was a small price to pay for getting to finally see the face of the beautiful siren-like voice that had been bossing them around. For a moment, as they watched her appear, they smiled and waved at the screens.

	It was not a test.

	“Battle stations! All crew, battle stations!”

	All of the sailors, men, women, both and neither, who had been expressing their feelings for Semyonova, practically fell over backwards on their discarded tools and messy work areas. They scrambled to find something to do or some place to be. Many had not been fully briefed. While the chaos reigned in Engineering, Semyonova continued to explain the situation.

	“At roughly 1135 hours, our bridge crew detected the active biosonar of a Barding-class Leviathan approaching from roughly north-northwest in what we assume is a steep, high speed dive. Due to our heading, we must assume we have now been detected by the Leviathan. We don’t know the reason for the Leviathan’s appearance, but it is possibly injured, and therefore erratic and aggressive. We are now 10 kilometers from Thassal Station and must assume we will be the only responders. By procedure we have labeled this Leviathan “Union-Sighted Leviathan 96” or USL-96. All crew assume battle-stations and await further orders for action against USL-96.”

	Semyonova’s face vanished from the consoles, which now displayed diagrams drawn up by the predictive computers. This showed the Brigand and its heading, and the potential route of collision with the Leviathan. They would do their best not to near it, but the Leviathan moved faster and with greater agility than any ship, so it was likely they would have to euthanize it.

	Murati ran from Gunther’s side and made for the nearest console.

	Authorizing herself as the First Officer she was able to get a priority line to the bridge.

	In a moment, Captain Korabiskaya’s face appeared on the screen.

	“Lieutenant, good to see you. I’m glad you were in the Hangar as I assumed.”

	“I was inspecting the Divers. I apologize for not coming up.” Murati said.

	There was no aggression whatsoever in the Captain’s response.

	“It’s all fine. We expected to have more time to sort things out. We’ve barely left port!”

	Murati nodded. “Ma’am, I need to deploy in the Cheka.”

	Captain Korabiskaya drew back with surprise at this sudden demand.

	“That experimental Diver in the equipment list? Is it even set up yet?”

	“It is completely ready.”

	In terms of firepower, any ship could potentially kill a Leviathan. However, firepower was the least important factor in a confrontation between humans and beasts. Larger vessels suffered much more from the impacts and attacks of Leviathans. They presented larger targets that a Leviathan’s biosonar would interpret as another Leviathan class enemy, and it would bring out the worst and most targeted of their aggression. Bigger, slower ships could not avoid a Leviathan easily, and might suffer terrible damage trying to fight off the faster, more flexible creature.

	If they had a fleet, they could use their faster escort ships to engage the monster.

	They did not have a fleet. They had one large ship, and Divers.

	Murati’s heart was full of determination, and her face reflected it.

	She believed strongly that if she did not protect everyone their mission could be over.

	Captain Korabiskaya seemed to sense the stubbornness engraved in her brows and lips and sighed with exhaustion. “Lieutenant, I’m hesitant to authorize this. Right now nothing is set up, you’ll have no backup out there.” She said. “We need to get everyone organized, and then–”

	“I’ve got enough help right here. Gunther!”

	Murati turned around. Gunther was still near the Cheka, standing around in confusion as the world moved at a frenetic pace around him. Calling his name seemed to snap him out of his anxiety and he ran over to the console. When he laid eyes on the Captain, he immediately saluted.

	 “What was all that about formalities?” Murati said.

	“It’s the Captain! It’s different!” He said stiffly.

	“Captain,” Murati turned back to the console and locked eyes with Korabiskaya. “This man worked on the Cheka. He knows more than just what’s on the datasheets or programmed into the computers. Gunther, do you think the Cheka could stand up to a Barding-class Leviathan?”

	Gunther scoffed. “It was designed to fight Streloks 1 against 3 and win, of course it can!”

	He collected himself immediately and made a nervous gesture at the Captain.

	Murati gestured with her palm up toward Gunther and winked at the Captain.

	“I have Gunther here who will help me deploy. And the Cheka can handle the rest.”

	“You’re too stubborn, Murati Nakara. You’ll have to work on that when you return.”

	Captain Korabiskaya’s gaze avoided her, and her lips turned in a worried expression.

	At that point, the video feed cut off, and a message authorizing the launch appeared.

	On the Cheka’s gantry, the locks were undone automatically by the bridge crew.

	The suit’s heavily angled forward surfaces moved to reveal a hatch, allowing entry.

	Murati was still dressed in the TBT half-jacket and pants, but she wore a full bodysuit under it, and told herself this was adequate enough for a snap deployment. Without changing into a diving suit, she rushed over the front of the gantry, climbed up to the Cheka’s hull and slipped into the cockpit. Behind her, the frantic energy of the Hangar was silenced as the hatch closed.

	For an instant, she was alone in the pitch black. She could hardly believe where she was.

	Then her instruments began to light up. It was all familiar. 

	She was a Diver; ready to fight.             

	On one of the screens, the words ‘For the workers’ revolution!’ briefly appeared.

	

	

	 


3.8

	Murati was in her element. Her breathing quickened; her heart pounded.

	She was determined.

	Her only anxiety was that she did not tell Karuniya she was putting herself in danger again. Hopefully, her fiancé could forgive her in this situation.

	All of the Cheka’s controls were similar to those on a Strelok. LCD screens for the cameras and computers were hovering right in front of her, as she sat in the adjustable chair with joysticks, pedals and buttons for controlling all aspects of the suit. Using handles and adjustable guiderails on some of the equipment, she moved the screens and control elements just a bit. Then she could just sit back, grab the sticks, put her foot on the pedals, and she was ready to deploy at any moment.

	Just like before; a whole other body had wrapped around her own.

	Fully sublimating herself into the machine, she could almost feel how it would move.

	Even though she was standing still, waiting for communication.

	Through the ship LAN she connected with the bridge again.

	On one of her screens, was the bright, shining face of the communications officer.

	“Nice to meet you, Lieutenant! I’m Natalia Semyonova, communications chief. I’ll act as your liaison to the bridge. I hear the Brigand has a few tricks for keeping communications with Divers, so you might see some weird stuff happen. We’re still working out the details here!”

	“This ship really is full of new equipment, huh? Tell the Captain I’m ready to deploy.”

	On another screen, Gunther’s face appeared on one of the cameras.

	Murati switched on a speaker to talk to him.

	“Gunther, do you know how to set up a deployment chute for me?”

	Gunther waved at her from below. “Of course! I’ve been with this ship for a few weeks now, you know. If I didn’t know how to work the chutes it’d be embarrassing as a Diver engineer.”

	“Less talk, more action then!”

	Gunther got to work on the console attached to the Cheka’s gantry.

	In front of them, a faint sound of gas whistling could be heard.

	A piece of the floor slid apart in a marked area of the hangar to reveal the chute hatch.

	Gunther brought a remote-controlled crane arm over to deliver a weapon to her.

	Murati engaged the Cheka’s power unit.

	She reached out and grabbed hold of the AK-96 assault rifle she was handed.

	A small crowd began to form as more people suddenly noticed a Diver was moving.

	“She’s clear, folks! Let her get through!”

	Gunther parted the sea of sailors, retaining an affable smile. This was his moment too.

	Everyone began to cheer and clap uproariously when the Cheka started moving.

	The Brigand was deploying its very first Diver in anger.

	Working with her pedals and sticks, Murati stood the Cheka up on its feet, put the rifle to her chest, and moved the machine step by heavy step toward the chute, and carefully dropped down into the tube. The hatch closed over her, and water started to fill the empty space in the tube. Soon she would swim right out of the underside of the ship, which would then rebalance.

	Gunther had long since disappeared from her camera feed, but he soon resurfaced in a console feed, connecting to one of her screens. Murati took his call with great satisfaction.

	“It does feel lighter and more responsive than a Strelok.” She said.

	Even on the ground, the ease with which it moved was evident.

	Until she got it in the water, she wouldn’t be able to tell by how much, but she had a hunch this machine was a league above the Strelok. Maybe it heralded an entire new generation of design.

	“I told you so. Just ease into it, and don’t push yourself too hard.” Gunther replied.

	He gave her a thumbs up and a salute. She switched from his console feed, back to cameras.

	“Captain says you’re free to deploy Murati! We’re loading up the combat data for you.”

	Semyonova reappeared along with a status bar for a download in progress.

	“We’ll be sending a laser relay drone to follow you. You can laser to it, and it will laser back to us. It will effectively double the range of laser communications between you and the ship.”

	“So that’s part of our new kit? I’ll keep it in mind.”

	Below Murati, the chute opened up to the ocean.

	“Good luck and good hunting!”

	Semyonova saluted her.

	Once again, Murati pushed herself across the metal threshold between ship and sea.

	“Murati Nakara, ISU-100 Cheka, deploying!”

	Above her, she watched the hatch close as her suit descended into the open water.

	That dark-blue void that encompassed their entire world.

	Water was all around her. Visibility was nil. There was no landscape around her.

	There was only the Brigand, her metal frame and the incoming signals.

	According to the diagram, the Leviathan was coming in from above, diving at a rapid angle.

	Righting the Cheka as she dropped from the ship, she engaged main thrust.

	In the span of a few seconds the suit went from 0 to 50 knots and climbing.

	Bewildered by the speed, Murati overshot the deck of the Brigand as she rose.

	Seeing the ship pass beneath her was amazing.

	No number of diagrams and schematics could measure up to seeing a colossal ship cutting through the water with her own eyes. From above the Brigand did not look like the eccentric, boxy ship with the triangular conning tower and fins and its angled deck profile. It was a beast, roaring through the currents, protecting hundreds of people who now called it their home.

	Bereft of the ship’s protection, floating freely in the ocean, Murati set her sights higher.

	Her cameras analyzed the emptiness above using several different predictive models.

	She got her rifle ready, and prepared to shoot higher, when she received a quick alert.

	From below, the Brigand fired something out of a launcher built into the upper hull.

	Murati’s rear and leg cameras followed the little object as it rose in a torrent of bubbles.

	There was a request for laser communication. Murati accepted.

	A picture of a professional-looking blond woman with a concerned expression appeared.

	“Murati, can you hear me?”

	Though the voice was immaculate, the image was lagging.

	“I can hear you, but the video is practically a static image. It’s a good angle of you though!”

	For the next few moments the image updated and froze on the Captain’s sighing face.

	“We can’t overcome the effect of biomass. It’s fine. I’m glad we can do this much.”

	“How’s the Leviathan doing?” Murati asked.

	“At your depth, you’ll see it in about five minutes. Brace yourself, Murati. Don’t be a hero; we have Alexandra Geninov on standby with a torpedo ready. If you can draw it away from the ship, enough for the torpedo blast to not affect us, that’s all that you need to do. Don’t overdo it!”

	Captain Korabiskaya was clearly worried about her.

	It was an unpleasant situation. But there was no ‘being ready’ beneath the sea. Something could happen at any moment, whether it was enemy ships or Leviathans. Humans needed to sleep, to eat, to be distracted, to be disorganized. At some point, they would have had to fight under some imperfect circumstances. If this was their wake-up call, it was as gentle a one as they would get.

	“I’ll be fine, Captain. I’m sure you’ve read my file. I’ve got experience.”

	“I read your file. And that’s why I’m worried. Don’t be a hero. Korabiskaya, out.”

	The Captain’s flickering, lagging image finally disappeared from the screen.

	Murati clicked one of the buttons on her joystick to bring up weapon controls and the rifle camera. She then clicked another to extend the Cheka’s built-in hydrophone. All other audio feeds from cameras and monitor windows quieted so she could listen to the hydrophone attentively.

	She caught the haunting cry of the Leviathan moments later.

	A sound like a guttural, shrieking roar silenced everything else on the hydrophone. At first it sounded like the growl of a beast, low and gurgling, but as the cry tapered off it almost sounded human. It pierced through her body. She felt the roar right in the center of her gut. It was sickening.

	“Endure it, Murati.” She said, catching herself shaking.

	Her computers immediately pinpointed the source of the sound.

	“It’s here. We can do this.”

	Murati engaged full thrust and the Cheka soared into the dim blue above.

	She wouldn’t see a diving Leviathan until it was dangerously close.

	According to the computer visibility was fifty meters.

	And the approaching object was bearing in at 60 knots.

	“I’ll see it for a second.”

	Murati grit her teeth. She stared through her cameras out to the water, helpless.

	Suddenly, a yellow square on her screen appeared as the computer tagged an approaching object. While she still couldn’t see it, the computer flashed this warning when it was almost assured that the object matched all of the predictions of its behavior. Murati moved to center her camera and lifted her assault rifle to target the invisible enemy before it came within visual range.

	Three rounds of supercavitating ammo flew off into nothingness.

	That yellow square on the screen was followed by a rapidly reddening orange square.

	“No chance!”

	Crying out, she pulled the controls to the side with all her strength, smashing the pedals.

	Engaging every Vernier thruster she could, Murati threw the Cheka sideways.

	A massive, serpentine creature swept past, its sharp maw missing her by mere centimeters.

	The Cheka shook and tumbled in the wake of the beast as it descended.

	Murati knew this was only the beginning. She made a second sudden thrust away.

	The thin, spiked end of a long tail swung contemptuously at her and missed her entirely.

	Water evaporated in the red-hot wake of its supercavitating attack.

	This caused enough of a disturbance for Murati to briefly lose control again.

	As the Cheka struggled to correct itself, Murati opened fire.

	A dozen rounds of supercavitating ammo hurtled toward the monster in a wild arc.

	The Leviathan continued to charge with all of its weight, ignoring the blasts blossoming in the waters around it. It charged toward the Brigand on a collision course.

	Holding her breath with terror, Murati continued shooting.

	According to the computer she was landing shot after shot on the enemy mass.

	“Come on! I’m shooting you! Fight me!”

	She shouted at the top of her lungs as if the monster could hear.

	At the speed it was moving, it was upon the Brigand in seconds.

	One swing of its tail and the entire journey would end.

	“Leave them alone!”

	Massive amounts of bubbles blew out from around the monster.

	The Leviathan suddenly swerved over the flat plane atop the Brigand’s conning tower.

	Twisting its long, armored body in the water, the beast started to climb surface-ward.

	Engaging its bio-hydrojets, all of its bulk thrust back toward the Cheka.

	Murati had made an impression on it.

	She felt both terror and relief in equal measure. Her rifle must have struck it and alerted it to the danger the Cheka posed. Enough for it to avoid the much larger and more obvious Brigand. Had it not been deterred it could have easily crashed through the conning tower and crippled the ship entirely. She got lucky. She got so lucky that she felt the anxiety brimming under her skin.

	Soaked in sweat, her bodysuit never feeling so tight against her skin as it was then.

	Murati now had to survive being the Leviathan’s main concern.

	Her eyes drew wide as the enraged beast neared her. Her hands were shaking.

	The Barding-class were serpentine fish the size of a Cutter or a Frigate, known for their armor. Their heads were sleek, whale-like with massive maws full of teeth and six eyes set in bony ridges. They had four sets of biological hydrojets fed through intakes under the head and neck and could suck in through the mouth to pump more water. Because its armor was segmented, its entire body was flexible, leading to its common attack: it could swing its tail so fast it supercavitated.

	It moved too fast, and visibility was too low; Murati could not tell how injured it was.

	There was a fin missing from its body, and she thought she saw a gash on its head.

	Karuniya was the Leviathan expert, not Murati; but from dating her on and off for a few years, she had heard enough idle lunchtime chatter and oceanography pillow talk to surmise a few things herself. For a Leviathan to venture into the lightless aphotic zone from the bright, food-rich waters of the photic zone near the surface, it meant that either there was prey it was chasing, or it had been driven off. On the dive, its armor would be damaged by the higher pressure of the aphotic zone, but for pieces of its body to be missing entirely meant that something above had attacked it.

	Something bigger and stronger even than the monster she was now seeing.

	Perhaps a mating battle? Perhaps territorial conflict between broods? It could be anything.

	This terrifying conjecture did not really change what was in front of her.

	But when faced with such insanity hurtling toward her at 60 knots, anyone’s brain would race to explain what was happening and put it in context. And holding on to an idea that this was a natural phenomenon helped her remain steady. This was an animal, acting like an animal.

	Like any animal, it could die from violence.

	At the speed it was moving, Murati had a scant few seconds to react whenever she saw it.

	USL-96 roared, shaking the water around it and sucking more for its hydrojets.

	Its sleek maw parted to reveal rows of saw-like teeth.

	Murati thrust herself away from the beast’s second charge, aiming the assault rifle down at its head and releasing bursts of practiced gunfire. The 37mm shells impacted and exploded all over the armored hide taking bits and pieces off it. In pain, the beast roared and averted its advance.

	Instead, it twisted over itself twice over in a loop meant to gather momentum.

	From below, the tail swung with even greater speed.

	All the spikes that had grown on the end of its tail launched toward Murati.

	A hail of projectiles suddenly peppered the water around her.

	Like the tail itself, the spikes sheared the water with a supercavitation effect.

	Six or seven tracking boxes appeared for the briefest instant.

	Murati had no time to dodge. She briefly let go of her assault rifle.

	She engaged the diamond cutters on both of the Cheka’s arms and swung them.

	Two spikes burst apart on impact with the cutters, scattering bony shrapnel into the water.

	A third spike sliced the side of the Cheka’s leg, causing a brief alert on her console.

	“Cosmetic damage.” She mumbled to herself in a rush.

	Done spinning, the Leviathan threw itself directly up at her once more.

	Murati grabbed hold of her assault rifle again, floating in the nearby water.

	Holding it in one hand, she thrust aside the Leviathan’s bulk as it stormed past her.

	“Not this time!”

	In a mighty effort, she thrust the Cheka back toward the monster, fighting its current.

	Her joysticks gave her stiff resistance, and the entire cockpit was shaking.

	Groaning with effort, Murati forced the Cheka’s arm through the currents and bubbles.

	For a brief moment, her diamond cutter entered the Leviathan’s armor.

	As the monster rocketed past the Cheka, its flank sliced wide open.

	A burst of red fluid spread into the ocean around her, tinging the water and thickening it.

	There was no time to admire the wound.

	Murati was blown away as the monster made a sudden turn, blasting water everywhere.

	Her diamond cutter’s chain and blade went flying in pieces, shattered by the force.

	She struggled to right herself, watching the beast flail away, increasingly erratic.

	On the hydrophone nothing could be heard but overwhelming cries of agony.

	Murati had finally inflicted a real injury.

	Another alert appeared on her screens: red biomass warnings.

	She ignored them. She knew exactly where the red had come from.

	Diagnostics were okay on everything that mattered. All thrusters green.

	The Leviathan swam up surface-ward and disappeared from Murati’s physical sights.

	Her computer did its best to continue tracking it.

	She then received an alert about an object below.

	Briefly switching to the underside cameras, Murati saw a little drone creeping its way up.

	From a beacon on the machine’s round hull, a laser shot up to the Cheka.

	Murati accepted the connection, and the smug expression of a brown-haired young woman appeared on her screen. She was making a gesture with her index and middle finger spread in a sideways V-shape over one of her odd eyes. Because of the lag, she was frozen like this for a while.

	“Yo! It’s Alex, resident torpedo wizard! I need more distance for a shot ‘Rati!”

	It took Murati a moment to process that.

	“Ratty? Anyway I’m not sure I can get you a lot of space here. Hold your fire for now.”

	“Heroics are banned, miss!” Alex said. “Captain’s orders! Let me shoot it down!”

	“Too late for that!”

	Murati engaged full thrust, breaking the laser connection momentarily.

	From above, the Leviathan dove straight down.

	Murati swept horizontally away from the Leviathan, avoiding the toothy maw and the wake of the leviathan’s charge. Her gut reaction had been perfect. She had gotten familiar enough with the Cheka’s weight, and seen enough of the Leviathan’s wakes, to dodge with time to spare.

	She was steady enough to spot the Leviathan twist much tighter than before.

	Unlike its previous charges, it recovered exceedingly quickly, and its tighter turn radius allowed it to throw its maw back toward the Cheka in an instant. It was no longer just charging.

	It was chasing.

	Those teeth bore down on Murati’s rear thrusters far sooner than she had imagined.

	Now her gut had been completely wrong. She was certain she would be struck.

	“Come on! Give it everything!”

	A notification appeared on one of her consoles.

	In the heat of the moment, Murati glanced at it briefly as she did with all her other alerts.

	Energy Recovery System: Fully Charged. Deployable power available.

	On her joystick, a green light shone from an out-of-place, additional button.

	Heedless of what it would do, Murati jabbed the button with her finger.

	All of her diagnostics screamed; power output to the main engines rose sharply.

	Murati thrust straight up.

	There was such a burst of power from the engine she nearly lost control.

	Beneath her, the Leviathan that was about to bifurcate her hurtled well below her.

	Once more it made it a tight turn with its long body.

	When it swung back toward Murati she had renewed confidence in the Cheka’s power.

	The Leviathan’s maw snapped several meters over the Diver’s head.

	In one fluid motion she avoided the charge and swung her remaining diamond cutter.

	Red biomass burst from the Leviathan’s underbelly.

	Suffering further injury, the Leviathan roared and thrashed, swinging its tail, blowing water through its jets haphazardly, snapping its jaws. Witnessing the monster throwing its body and stirring up the water around it, Murati could feel its anger palpably, vibrating through her suit.

	One of her eyes darted to the diagnostics.

	She had 80% ERS power remaining. After that it would have to recharge.

	Which meant fighting the Leviathan as fiercely as she had all throughout, on less power.

	Unable to reconnect to the laser drone for assistance and forced to make a snap decision, Murati threw herself back into the fray to force a close fight. Assault rifle in one hand, and her diamond cutter extended in the second, she peppered the Leviathan with bullets while closing in.

	A series of titanic exchanges ensued.

	The Leviathan was no longer charging. Twice injured by the Cheka, it had coiled itself in defense, and cornered as it was, began throwing its jaws and swinging its tail at the Cheka while floating in place. Empowered by the ERS, the Cheka was moving faster than Murati had ever seen a Diver move. It was already quick, much quicker than a Strelok, but with the additional energy, she was moving so fast her guts were shaking. She rolled out of the way of the jaws, strafed around the massive tail, closing meter by meter with each evasive maneuver she performed. Each time the Leviathan swung, she deftly outmaneuvered it, and the beast struggled to launch another blow.

	Counting the meters as she danced closer, Murati’s eyes darted between cameras, diagnostics, overlays. She had become the machine. Those were her eyes, and she could work her eyes, and she could think, and she could move her “body” and it was simultaneous. The Leviathan’s jaws flexed less, its neck muscles tightened, its tail swung more limply.

	Holding her breath with anticipation, Murati made it inside the monster’s range.

	She lifted her diamond saw to strike the scar on its head.

	One of her monitors switched to a camera with a purple overlay on the image.

	Glowing veins on the Leviathan’s body were highlighted in this view.

	She was distracted just long enough for the Leviathan to draw its head back.

	Her enemy was giving her the most desperate form of its fury, fear and respect.

	It’s discharging agarthicite!

	Murati saw the Leviathan’s head take over the entire forward camera, opening its massive maw. Inside, tongues of indigo-colored bioelectricity played about the Leviathan’s flesh, jumping and sizzling and collecting with greater intensity as the Leviathan charged its legendary breath weapon. Its bio-jets seized, and its tail hung limp at its back. All of the body seemed to suddenly find support only in the head, eyes drawing back and glowing blank, jaw spreading ever further.

	All of the Leviathan’s energy and whatever consciousness it had was focused on this.

	In much the same way that all the energy she had spent had gone out in the ERS burst.

	For a moment, Murati understood something about the monster she had only known intellectually. Bearing witness to the beast in such a close battle, all by herself, alone in her suit of armor in the middle of the vast ocean that would not, in a just world, have had to be her only home.

	Murati realized that these monsters had taught her people so much about their world.

	“Sorry; too many people are relying on me right now. I can’t take pity on you.”

	Faced with the teeming mass of annihilating agarthic energy, Murati did not turn away.

	From behind the Cheka’s hip armor, she withdrew a grenade and hurled it at the monster.

	Blowing the last of the ERS battery, she threw herself back, firing her AK-96 into the maw.

	With an explosive force that could have opened a hole in a Frigate’s armor, the grenade detonated inside the Leviathan’s maw and split its jaw open, blasted its eyes out of their sockets, and launched its brains out into the water through the gash in its head. While much of the armored shell survived, the soft flesh was mutilated by the pressure blast. All of the agarthic energy that it had been pulling from the minerals in its body discharged haphazardly. Throughout the creature’s body, hex-shaped holes were scored by the menacing, flickering wisps of indigo energy that discharged red biomass like geysers. Robbed of life, the corpse twitched with fading agarthic energy, and then it lay there, briefly floating, then slowly falling toward the ocean floor.

	All of her fear washed off her, leaving her feeling an anxious reverence.

	“I’m sorry it’s come to this. Thanks for everything you taught us.”

	She felt compelled to say that, witnessing the horrifying result of her violence.

	Her ERS battery was fully drained, and the Cheka switched out of its highest performance mode, and back to merely being a bit quicker than a Strelok. Murati sighed. Though she hated the sight of the monstrous corpse and the red biomass spreading from it, she allowed herself to float, to breathe. The machine was no longer her body. She was sweating, and she wanted to vomit.

	Once more, the floating drone managed to catch up to her and connect her to the Brigand.

	She saw a wide camera shot of the bridge crew clapping their hands and celebrating.

	It then zoomed in and focused, side by side, on the bright and smiling face of Captain Korabiskaya and the slightly smirking Commissar Bashara, seated at the highest point in the bridge. Together, they offered Murati two pairs of clapping hands, the same as everyone else.

	“I don’t want to reward your recklessness, but that was brilliant.” Said the Captain.

	“I will add to your record that on short notice and low on resources, you managed to single-handedly stop a Barding-class Leviathan, Lieutenant.” The Commissar said. “Thank you for your cooperation, and I hope you’ll forgive our Captain for the disorganized nature of this operation.”

	Captain Korabiskaya turned to the Commissar in shock, raising her hands defensively.

	“Hey, what do you mean? It wasn’t my fault! Everything was a mess because of that bastard slave-driver Nagavanshi. I needed to follow the itinerary, it’s not like I could delay the launch–”

	The Commissar’s cat ears twitched with anger.

	She turned a look on the Captain that instantly shut her up.

	“We’ll discuss that later. Return to the ship, Lieutenant, unless you like the water.”

	Murati laughed at the two commanders. “Oh I hate it out here right now. I’m heading back. You know, it’s good to see the command staff are getting along so well in my absence!”

	Both Commissar Bashara and Captain Korabiskaya turned evil looks at the screen.

	Feeling quite happy-go-lucky, Murati simply shut off the video feed.

	Wasting no more time in the increasingly reddening waters in the middle of the Thassalid plain, Murati navigated the Cheka back to the Brigand, swam beneath it and up into an open chute. Beneath her the hatch closed, the water drained, and the pressure was adjusted. Then the top hatch reopened, and Murati used handholds on the side of the chute and climbed up into the hangar.

	As soon as the head cleared the top of the deployment chute she saw the crowd gathered around her. The crowd gave her space as the Cheka took its first steps into the hangar. She bowed the suit’s body and opened the hatch, since it seemed like everyone wanted to greet her. When she stepped off the cockpit chair and out into the light of the hangar, everyone clapped.

	“Murati!”

	From among the mechanics and engineers, a familiar dark-haired young woman leaped up onto the Cheka’s knee and seized Murati by the TBT half-jacket, baring teeth at her.

	“I turn my back for thirty minutes, and you do this!”

	“Karu, I–”

	Karuniya’s eyes moistened, but rather than cry, she pulled Murati into an abrupt kiss.

	People started to cheer. A few of the younger comrades turned away with embarrassment.

	“Welcome back, hero.”

	Karuniya smiled.

	Her relief that Murati had returned safe seemed to overcome her anger.

	“I’ll leave the heroics to someone else for the next few days. Sound like a plan?”

	Murati scratched the back of her head and acted cute.

	Karuniya let go of her jacket and dusted it off. “That’s a deal then.”

	

	

	 


3.9

	“No casualties, so I’ll call that a victory. Tell Nakara to head to the infirmary.”

	Captain Korabiskaya released a profoundly weary sigh, dropping back from the edge of her chair and practically melting into the backrest. Around the Bridge there was a sense of elation. Various readouts on the different stations had tracked the battle between the Cheka and the enemy, providing diagnostics and predictions. Algorithms calculated the flow of combat and offered reams of data for the bridge crew to parse through and interpret. Much of it had not been necessary.

	Now that victory had been secured, and everyone was safe, most of the bridge crew had a joyful energy to their activities. Semyonova relayed orders for the sailors to resume their scheduled work, and she contacted Nakara personally to send her off to the infirmary, on the Captain’s orders; meanwhile officers like Fatima relaxed, since their active participation had ended. Kamarik was focused on monitoring the ship and programming the autopilot’s route. On the very front of the bridge, the gas gunners practically dropped over their gun stations with heavy, relieved breaths.

	At Ulyana’s side, a certain cat-eared young woman cleared her throat softly.

	“I admit you carried yourself, quite decently.” Commissar Bashara said. She then sighed herself. “That being said, I believe you were being too lax on the crew with the schedule for departure. We should have been fully combat ready thirty minutes ago, not an hour from now.”

	“I know, and you’re right.”

	Ulyana, metaphorically putting down her Captain’s hat and becoming “Yana” once more, met the Commissar’s eyes. Aaliyah looked surprised to see her expression. Perhaps she thought there would be an argument brewing. But Yana knew that she was being too coddling. Everything was in a remarkable chaos after disembarking, and she had felt too safe in Union waters, so she did not put down her fist and correct everything. She had wanted this launch to be relaxed and comfortable, for a crew that would feel little comfort in the months to come. She was wrong.

	“I wanted to give everyone time to get their bearings. I thought we had the space for it.”

	“Even the Union’s waters can be breached by enemies.” Aaliyah said. “But I understand.”

	For a moment, the two of them looked at one another, and then broke off their eye contact.

	“Don’t get me wrong. I won’t judge you too harshly now. But be mindful of yourself.”

	Aaliyah said that, staring at a wall.

	“I’m getting what I deserve. But do also think of the crew’s morale when criticizing me.”

	Ulyana said this, facing an entirely different wall.

	“Fair enough.”

	The two of them said this almost at once and they both seemed put off by the synchronicity.

	Thankfully, their moment was defused almost immediately.

	“Hey Captain!”

	From below, the uniquely aggravating voice of Alex Geninov sounded.

	“Aren’t you going to reprimand that pilot? She disobeyed orders.”

	There was a smug look on her face that Yana did not like at all.

	“I’ve decided to let her off easy for doing your job.” Yana said. “It’s none of your concern.”

	Alex’s eyes narrowed with consternation, but she then turned back around to her station.

	“It’s going to be a challenge turning this assortment into a crew.” Yana lamented. She spoke in a low voice such that it was only heard by her and the Commissar sitting beside her.

	She hoped she could confide in her new Commissar — like she had once confided in Nagavanshi.

	Her Commissar responded in the same volume. She did not betray the little trust Yana had granted. Despite the harshness of the words she would say, her whispers spoke to her cooperation.

	“They were each handpicked by the Commissar-General for their talents, as were you. She would not have chosen this roster if she didn’t believe in each of us. I have my doubts about some people as well.” Aaliyah shook her head. She really made that some people sound as accusatory as possible. “But every officer on this crew has achievements and skills. Geninov might look like an annoying twerp, but she proved herself a prodigy in Thassal. And, then you, yourself–”

	“I’d prefer it if you didn’t finish that sentence.” Yana said, her tone turning severe.

	“Duly noted, Captain.” Aaliyah said. Her own tone of voice was quite prickly.

	That being said, Yana was happy that she was able to whisper to her when she wanted to. That she had a Commissar who would keep secrets with her, despite her criticisms and objections.

	And so, despite the shaky footing in which their journey had begun, the Brigand had set off. It had overcome its first obstacle and proven it could survive a battle out at sea.

	For certain definitions of proven, and for certain definitions of a battle.

	At this point they were several kilometers from Thassal.

	There was no way that they would turn back. Yana knew this, she was prepared for it. And she had no desire to do so. She told herself that she would rather die at sea than return, again a failure. Again proving what Aaliyah clearly thought, what most people who heard about her assignment probably thought: that she was incapable, and that she was bound to fail.

	So she sat back in the Captain’s chair of a fully crewed bridge.

	Again, looking down at all the beautiful faces of the officers under her command.

	Each of them dragging their own histories onto this vessel.

	Perhaps, like her, they were working to surpass their ignominy.

	

	

	Everyone in the hangar was ordered to return to work after being given fifteen minutes to cool off, which many of them spent either trying to congratulate Murati or get a closer look at the Cheka. Once the sailors returned to their work, Murati herself was ordered to the infirmary. Her skin was brimming with excess energy and anxiety, as she came down from the stress of being out in the suit. Despite this, she felt physically fit, but she did not object to getting herself checked out.

	With Karuniya close at her side, she left the hangar, feeling the vibrations of the ship through her feet in the cramped corridors between Engineering and the elevator up to the infirmary. Between every pod there were corridors, some for traversal, others exclusively for accessibility to allow maintenance work on various systems. These were divided off by bulkhead doors.

	“Karu, how did you find the rest of the ship?” Murati asked.

	Karuniya shrugged. “It’s a ship. Not a bad one, but it’s no pleasure cruise.”

	“Hey! Wait up a moment, Lieutenant– I mean, Murati!”

	Karuniya and Murati turned around to find Gunther running up through the halls.

	He was panting, but he had a smile on his face that suggested great satisfaction.

	“I’ve got all your combat data.” He paused to breathe. “You were wild out there, Murati.”

	“It was all the machine, to be honest.” Murati said.

	“She’s too modest.” Karuniya said. “We haven’t met. I’m Karuniya Nakara.”

	Murati was shocked to hear that surname in that place.

	Karuniya grinned devilishly as she extended her hand to shake Gunther’s.

	“Ah, are you sisters or something?” He asked, genuinely and amicably.

	At that, Karuniya burst out laughing in Gunther’s face. He shrank back, confused.

	“She’s neither my sister, nor is that her real surname! Gunther, this is my fiancé, Karuniya Maharapratham. She’s taking you for a fool right now, but she’s actually our Science Officer.”

	Murati rectified the situation quickly, but that did not stop Karuniya’s impish behavior.

	“Sisters, really, how sheltered can you be?” She mumbled to herself, laughing still.

	“Cut me some slack! It’s not like I’ve memorized the roster.” Gunther said helplessly.

	“Did you really not think ‘wife’? Come on, we don’t look anything alike.”

	“Listen, I’m not psychic okay?”

	Murati slapped her palm over her own face, groaning audibly.

	“Gunther, ignore her for a bit–”

	“–Wow, rude,”

	“I wanted to ask you something about the Cheka, actually.”

	Gunther side eyed Karuniya but then turned all his attention to Murati.

	“I welcome changing the subject! What do you wanna know?”

	“Why didn’t you tell me about the ERS function? It saved my life.”

	“ERS, huh?”

	Gunther crossed his arms. He looked troubled. Murati had not expected that response.

	It was not like when he described every other exciting feature of the Cheka.

	“You say you activated the ERS? That would explain the power spikes.”

	“You really couldn’t have missed it if you looked at the data.” She said.

	Scratching his head and thinking for a moment, Gunther sighed. He looked helpless again.

	“This is strange. I really don’t know; see, the ERS was supposed to be dummied out.”

	“Dummied out?” Karuniya asked, inserting herself into the conversation.

	“Do you know what that means?” Murati asked her.

	“Of course I do.” Karuniya shrugged.

	“Well, ok then. Why are you asking? Gunther, go on.”

	Behind her, Karuniya stuck out her tongue.

	Gunther nodded his head. He rubbed his hands together. 

	Nervous. Thinking on his words.

	“So, we didn’t remove all the mechanisms for it, it was just supposed to be removed from the software. See, the ERS is connected to the verniers, and the pumps and turbines; it builds a reserve of additional power as the verniers and turbines run, power that can be dumped through the suit. We found that the engine and batteries can’t take running with that extra power for very long. I would strongly advise you not to use it in the future. I can’t really dummy it out any more than it is without ripping the Cheka apart, and if you found it useful, then that’s great, but be careful.”

	“I understand.”

	Murati had been saved by that ERS feature.

	To think that if it had been truly dummied out, she might have become Leviathan food.

	In the future, she would have a team to work with. She wouldn’t be out there alone.

	So it was less of an imperative for her own suit to have so much power.

	She could not promise Gunther to avoid it entirely, however.

	Not after seeing it in action.

	“I’ll be careful.”

	“Thank you. You were going to the infirmary, right? I’ll leave you to it.”

	He made an awkward smile at Karuniya.

	“Nice to meet you, ma’am.”

	“Sure.”

	She winked at him, but he turned around and left so quickly he may not have seen it.

	“He’s a good guy.” Murati said. “Honest, straightforward and hardworking.”

	“Yeah, he seems straightforward alright.” Karuniya said, chuckling to herself.

	Murati frowned helplessly. “I see you woke up today to cause problems on purpose.”

	At the end of one of the halls they took an elevator up to commons.

	Every ship had some social areas, and the one they arrived at was quite lively as there were several sailors who were not called upon to work just yet. While it was less broad and open than the hangar, it had a higher ceiling than the corridors and was far less cramped than many other rooms. This particular room was designed to hold several dozen people carousing and having fun. It was navy blue with adjustable lighting that could fit many different moods, whether the crew was celebrating or relaxing. There were group tables and couches for the social butterflies; game tables that could be adjusted for pool, ping pong or other physical games; minicomputers preloaded with board games like chess as well as a few other approved diversions; and a small stage where a few people could sing songs or put on shows, or where someone could give a speech to a crowd.

	“This is lovely. It’s the kind of atmosphere you’d expect at a nice bar.” Murati said.

	“You’re right. Kind of reminds me of the places we snuck off to in school.” Karuniya said.

	Murati grinned. “We have to drop by later. I want to continue my ping pong streak on you.”

	“Oh ho! So high and mighty when it’s a physical game, Murati Nakara. And yet, you are fully aware that if it were chess, you would be begging for mercy.” Karuniya replied, cackling.

	The two of them walked past the social space, and across a hallway past the mess. As they walked they examined this important location. There were long, tight row tables that seated many people. Box lunches were cooked and set out on the counters that fenced out the kitchen, to be picked up by whoever desired one. There were also biscuits and broth set out for anyone. Meal allotments determined the amount of biscuits and broth any given person was entitled to eat. In addition to the basics of bread and broth, everyone could get a breakfast sandwich and a lunchbox.

	Dinner was their one big, nice meal. 

	A motivating force for getting through your day.

	At that moment, however, there were very few people in the mess.

	Murati expected this would be the only time she would see it so empty.

	Past the mess and closer to the bulkhead into the Command Pod was the infirmary. It was divided into two rooms across from one another in the hall: there was a larger emergency room with forty beds, and then there was the examination room, which had two curtained off beds and the laboratory, medicine vault and private room of the doctor on-board. 

	When Murati crossed the threshold into the doctor’s office, the first thing she saw was an open door into a storage space full of medicines in safe containers, bags of nondescript fluids and chemicals, and boxes of medical devices and special equipment. A second, closed door beside it likely led to the doctor’s private room. The rest of the office was unremarkable. There were the beds, the examination table with its cushioned, adjustable surfaces, a sink with running water, and cabinets for the doctor’s tools.

	Then there was the doctor, seated on a stool and working on something on the counters.

	“Welcome! Murati Nakara, I presume? And does this young woman want a checkup too?”

	She welcomed the two of them to her side.

	The Doctor looked immediately like quite a character. 

	A tall, thin woman with a pleasantly deep voice, her face was fair and fine-featured. Her ice blue lipstick and eyeshadow gave her a mature air — Murati felt that she was older than she and Karu. Her hair was also pretty novel as it was colored two tones: an icy, almost white light blue and a darker blue. Some of it was tied behind the back of her head, and the rest was clipped to the sides with a pair of colorful pins.

	While her mature looks, white coat and button-down uniform gave the impression of elegance and professionalism, her mannerisms were anxious and flighty. She moved her hands quite freely as she talked, and she had a smile that was perhaps a bit too excited. 

	On the counter behind her, she had several little cases that she had been preparing before Murati and Karuniya stepped into the room. Murati was familiar with them: they were hormone treatment kits.

	“I’m Doctor Winfreda Kappel.” She vigorously shook Murati’s hands, and Karuniya’s as well. “I actually prepared this for you! I’ve been sorting everyone’s medications! It’s so fun seeing how well-stocked this ship is. I don’t think I’ve ever worked on a ship with such a king’s ransom of drugs and chemicals! We’ve got prescriptions for everything. I can’t wait to care for all of you.”

	She talked quickly, and after the handshakes, thrust a hormone kit into Murati’s hands.

	“And by any chance, is this your partner Maharapratham?” She asked.

	Karuniya seemed a bit taken aback. Perhaps not so much by the contents of the Doctor’s words as much as the overwhelming energy with which they were delivered to her.

	“I am indeed! I suppose that is in the roster?” She said, suddenly shy.

	“It sure is! I’ve been reading through everyone’s files. Here, this is for you!”

	She pushed a little generic medicine kit into Karuniya’s hands.

	“Contraceptives and sexual enhancers. If you need more, don’t hesitate to ask.”

	Dr. Kappel had a triumphant look to her face, while Karuniya turned quite red.

	“Hey– Umm– Well, t-t-thanks. But this is a lot to take in?” Karuniya stammered.

	Murati could hardly look at the kit without feeling somewhat exposed as well.

	For her part, Dr. Kappel’s mood was not darkened in the slightest.

	“Nonsense! Any capable, open-minded doctor knows that sexual intercourse will happen on ships. Especially when it comes to two people who arrive on the ship as civil partners. I want it to be safe and enjoyable sex. Better to encourage good, safe sex, than to deny your needs!”

	“I’ve got to wonder if you know this from experience–”

	“What was that dear?”

	Karuniya was mumbling in a defeated tone of voice. Dr. Kappel continued to smile.

	“Nothing at all ma’am. Thanks. You’re right, I suppose.”

	Neither Karuniya nor Murati were puritans whatsoever, but Murati felt terribly awkward openly discussing such things with a third party. Particularly a third party who was this apparently eager about it. And from the look on her fiancé’s face she could tell Karuniya shared this feeling.

	That being said, there was no defeating this Dr. Kappel. 

	Her energy was simply irrepressible.

	“Ma’am, I’d like to get checked up so I can go up to the bridge.” Murati said. “Karuniya is accompanying me because we’re headed the same direction. I don’t feel that I’m hurt, so–”

	“Indeed, indeed! I will distract you no longer. Come here, Lieutenant!”

	Dr. Kappel stood up and took Murati by the arms and pressed against her back.

	She made her stretch a few different ways, and began to feel her muscles, to pat down her sides, to bend her wrists, to exert a firm grip on various parts of her limbs and trunk. She crouched in front of Murati and made her move her knees and legs and observed. The Doctor had all kinds of little tests she made Murati do and watched keenly whenever Murati accomplished them.

	While this transpired, Karuniya watched with growing indignation.

	Finally, the Doctor stopped back, and took one last look at Murati up and down.

	“My, the Lieutenant’s quite a specimen!” Dr. Kappel winked at Karuniya. “Great catch.”

	Karuniya’s tone began to fit her severe expression. “Uh, excuse me?”

	Rolling on from that with no apparent acknowledgment, the Doctor turned back to Murati.

	“You are healthy, but I’m sure you’ll be feeling slightly nauseous. Take care when you eat.”

	“I’m feeling slightly nauseous right now.” Murati lamented.

	All the stretching, if anything, made her feel even worse and more tired out.

	“I shall keep you no longer. It was wonderful to meet you two. Do come again!”

	Dr. Kappel waved goodbye and immediately turned around and skipped back inside the medicine vault, ooh-ing and aah-ing at the rows upon rows of medications and chemicals to which she had access. She had floated away in an instant, as if the meeting were adjourned the moment that her interest finally wavered. One word came to Murati’s mind right then: blitzkrieg.

	There were all kinds of people aboard the Brigand, and some of them were menaces.

	Karuniya grabbed hold of Murati’s hand and instantly stormed out of the Doctor’s office.

	“What the hell is wrong with that bitch? What kind of doctor says, ‘come again?’” She said.

	“Please slow down. I think the forward stretches put my guts out of sorts.”

	Karuniya grunted openly and clung to Murati with a petty expression on her face.

	She was practically rubbing her cheeks on Murati like a needy puppy.

	One thing they could not deny is that the staffing choices so far had been interesting.

	Murati was trying to look on the bright side of things as she shambled to the bridge.

	Once the two of them regained enough of their composure, they entered the command pod, which was one of the smallest of the ship’s major sections. There was the bridge, the security room, a brig for detaining people and a few planning and meeting rooms. It was one hallway, and the bridge was the largest space in it. There was no missing it when crossing through the bulkhead.

	They stood in front of the door to the bridge.

	Murati took a deep breath.

	“Feeling stage-fright? Or is it still nausea?” Karuniya asked.

	“The Captain here fought in the Revolution as a teen, Karuniya.” Murati said. Stage-fright.

	Karuniya took Murati’s hand and squeezed it. She looked her in the eyes and smiled.

	“I’m sure nobody will mind your relative lack of experience after today.” She said.

	Together, they opened the door to the bridge and crossed into it.

	All eyes turned briefly over to them.

	Murati saluted the Captain and Commissar and introduced herself.

	“Comrades, I am Lieutenant Murati Nakara. First Officer, on bridge.”

	Everyone in the bridge crew gave her a round of applause. Even Captain Korabiskaya.

	She was, after all, the first beacon of hope in their long journey.

	

	

	Eight hours later, at a coasting speed of 15 knots, the Brigand had traveled quite far from Thassal station and would soon cross the Imperial border, into the southern territory of Sverland, the Empire’s Nectaris border lookout. Owing to the defeat of the Southern Border Fleet, and its understaffed nature even before that, little resistance could be expected in Sverland, and there was no reason for the Brigand to be on high alert quite yet. They would make for a port town first to meet their first contact.

	While they had a rocky start, the crew was starting to settle into their duties. After the Leviathan attack, the bridge had been quiet and tidy, with everyone immersed in their tasks. While recording the events of the day, Commissar Aaliyah Bashara, in her own little room, thought to herself that it was actually good they were attacked so soon, and were forced to respond suddenly.

	She believed it would not be the last time the Brigand had a sudden emergency.

	Their war, which began today with nary a trumpet, would be one of sudden, shocking turns.

	No one had ever done what they proposed to do.

	Though they had a plan to follow, she knew everything would change in the Empire’s seas.

	And yet everyone on the ship accepted this insane mission, from the greenest sailor to the most experienced among them. Everyone had their own reasons for doing so, even the Commissar. Maybe it was hard to truly understand the scope of the undertaking and to be able to tell oneself that it should not be done. Maybe it was too incredible to refuse. Being told by Nagavanshi that the situation was revolutionary and world-shaking did nothing to convey the true difficulties that lay ahead. And so everyone was caught up in the glory, or maybe trying to normalize it.

	Aaliyah focused on her duty as Commissar. She would be ready to do it each day.

	Now that it was “night,” for her, she had another task to perform.

	It was the Commissar’s duty to record the ship history.

	Every ship had a chronicle of its days, from the perspective of an officer.

	Ships kept all kinds of statistics, but the chronicle was different. A ship’s chronicle was far more than just records of work done or missions accomplished. Each chronicle was an organic and unvarnished look into the kind of living that was had aboard ships. It was about the life and mind of the officer who wrote it. Every Chronicle was different because every ship was different.

	For centuries, Imperial Chaplains performed this duty in the Imperial Navy. It was highly likely that the Republicans also had chronicles. Commissars continued the tradition in the Union.

	Aaliyah had a minicomputer made just for the purpose. It was even more ruggedized than normal minicomputers. It was the sort of computer that could survive the ship. Like a black box, except that it was recorded by hand. Perhaps the Commissar’s most sacred task lay within that inviolable record of the lives and desires of the crew, so that they could be known in death.

	Even if an Imperial ship killed them, those records would be preserved.

	In fact, the Chronicle of an enemy ship was a treasured thing. It was a trophy for victory.

	For the defeated, it was the tiniest comfort that their names and lives would be known.

	This was the honor that all sailors gave one another, even despite their most bitter hatred.

	An acknowledgment of each other’s existence. Even an imperialist would give this much.

	Aaliyah sighed deeply as she booted up the Chronicle.

	It was not a novel or something that had to be crafted. A Chronicle, she was taught, should come from the heart, and it should include all the first things one desires to say, before the mask of modesty and other social mores colors over those raw feelings. Aaliyah found this difficult.

	Nevertheless, she began to write.

	She recorded that in the year 979 A.D., the UNX-001 Brigand launched on Cycle-- 

	“Can I come in?”

	There was a knock on the door. A most familiar voice.

	“You may, Captain.”

	Through the door, the figure of Ulyana Korabiskaya took a step filled with trepidation.

	Aaliyah turned around to meet her, trying to avoid her eyes.

	“To what do I owe this– why are you here?” She asked, switching tones mid-sentence.

	In response the Captain bowed her head. Her long, blonde hair fell over her face.

	“Commissar, I wanted to apologize. I’ve stumbled over my words so many times toward you, but you are right. I was a cad, and I treated you terribly. I owed you more respect as a lover.”

	She was speaking vaguely, as if she did not know exactly what part of her conduct had been wrong. She could have openly admitted to being a horny drunk or an oafish sweet talker. She could have admitted to leaving her in bed soaked in sweat and alone and ashamed, with no reassuring voice to comfort her. She could have apologized for sounding so sincere that night.

	On some level, Aaliyah herself did not whether those things actually bothered her though.

	She did not want to admit it, but she had reacted in a highly emotional fashion.

	“Captain let us put personal things behind us. I have only been judging you on your professional merits since we stepped into this ship. I shall continue to do so.” She said.

	That was not exactly true.

	It did help her save face, however.

	Ulyana nodded her head and raised it. She wore a bashful, almost girlish expression.

	Aaliyah thought she looked beautiful and did not want to look directly at her.

	“Besides which. It was stupid of me to think– anyway, no, everything is fine.”

	Why did you even think you merited this woman’s attention anyway?

	You’re so naïve; so easy. All she had to do was talk you up, and you spread your legs.

	You let your guard down and look what happened. How was that fairy tale night of yours?

	Do you think you deserve any better?

	Those sorts of self-hating thoughts filled with Aaliyah’s mind when she recalled the night they shared together. Perhaps that was what she hated the most. Her feelings were muddled.

	“I, too, shall swear to behave professionally. Because– I want us to succeed–”

	Aaliyah caught the briefest glimpse of Ulyana’s eyes as she stammered.

	For a moment, she saw an expression that was full of some unmentionable pain.

	“For more than just the Union; because we have hope in ourselves.”

	There was something she wanted to say, but she was clearly not ready to do so.

	Aaliyah was the same. And thinking that the two of them were similar frustrated her.

	“I agree. I need to write the ship’s chronicle. May I return to my work?”

	Ulyana nodded her head. “Yes, yes of course. I’ll see you on the bridge next shift.”

	“Indeed. Work hard, and don’t become distracted, Captain.” Aaliyah replied.

	As awkwardly as she had entered, Ulyana slipped back out the Commissar’s door.

	 Aaliyah closed her eyes, trying to find inner peace. 

	Perhaps in the months to come she would be able to forget all of this.

	

	

	 


3.10

	“They’re in trouble already, huh? Just what have you unleashed on the seas, Nagavanshi?”

	“Capitalism’s contradictions are as inevitable as the surface’s corruption, Premier.”

	“Don’t quote Mordecai at me! I’ve read the exact same books that you did.”

	Premier Bhavani Jayasankar and Commissar-General Parvati Nagavanshi stood in the middle of a cozy lounge that the Premier had taken as her office in Thassal. There was a desk, over which stood the seal of the Union: a plow and a sword, crossed over an agrisphere globe.

	On a monitor which had been set into the wall, they reviewed footage captured and returned by a spy probe in the Thassalid plain. The Brigand engaged a Leviathan; and using the Cheka, an experimental suit, they annihilated it completely. While the footage was rough and grainy, the speedy objects and their terrifying, superhuman battle were captured enough for casual reference.

	“Well, congratulations. All your scheming really payed off.”

	Jayasankar shut off the monitor with the footage playing. She sighed deeply.

	“I can scarcely believe how far and how thoroughly I’ve been deceived by you.”

	Nagavanshi bowed her head. “I didn’t realize you would take it so personally.”

	“Don’t play dumb with me! After all I’ve done for you, and you treat me so terribly all of the time. Ugh; this is going to be so much work, you know? All those ships, food, people; all that is going into war instead of working hard. On a growth year for the Plan too! This is so bad for my reputation.”

	 “If it makes you feel any better, I didn’t take me that long to set up. As a matter of fact, the previous regime was researching similar capabilities. I finished what they started, ultimately.”

	“Really? Ahwalia and all those decaying mummies came up with this?”

	“I didn’t say it was going well or rapidly, but it was not entirely my doing.”

	“What did they have ready? How much had they worked on this before the coup?”

	When Nagavanshi and Jayasankar came together, there was no topic they could not casually discuss; even something as grave as the continuing legacy of of the nation’s founding figures, like ex-Premier Ahwalia. Nagavanshi and then-Justice Minister Jayasankar disagreed with him politically and economically. And they managed to make that disagreement spread to the right people. Ahwali was ultimately made to disappear for Jayasankar’s benefit; the rest was history.

	“Before our intervention, they had worked on the hull.” Nagavanshi said. “It was originally going to be a triple-height hauler and icebreaker. They were hoping to be able to open a route to the Cogitum Ocean through the southern ice caps. I can only speculate as to the costs. The hull was actually huge, Bhavani: the Brigand is only half the size of its forebear.”

	“So it was part of Op. Red Star.” Jayasankar said. “We were literally starving for this.”

	Six years ago in 973, the very two people scheming in this room had unearthed a certain scheme themselves.

	“All of this is beside the point, Parvati! You lied! You lied to me! For so long, too!”

	Jayasankar pointed her finger at Nagavanshi with a childishly petulant expression.

	“I embellished the truth because frankly, it is more effective to work without worrying you about it.” Nagavanshi replied calmly. “Most of the militarizing work on the hull was done in the past 6 months. I started working on this as a military venture because of the border skirmishes. And before you cry any more, I did everything with military resources. I did not divert a single credit worth of Plan resources. So don’t even think about comparing it to Plan Red Star, okay?”

	“I wasn’t going to. I don’t want to think about Ahwalia at all. I’m thinking about us.”

	Jayasankar sat down behind her desk and laid all the way back that she could on her chair.

	She looked up at the ceiling. “Sometimes I wonder if I would just be better off up there.”

	Nagavanshi raised her eyebrows, clearly confused by the sudden change in the topic.

	“You’d be dead, obviously.”

	“You don’t want me to die?” They locked eyes briefly.

	Nagavanshi closed and opened her fists, balled up at her sides. She narrowed her eyes.

	“If this is a joke you’re making, I’m not amused by it.”

	Jayasankar laughed. “Good response! You’ve saved yourself from a purge just then!”

	Nagavanshi rolled her eyes. “I am as always grateful for your many mercies, Premier.”

	“You’re a demon, you know that? I take care of you, and this is how you repay me.”

	“I’m grateful for your attention, but work is work.” Nagavanshi shrugged.

	Jayasankar laughed. She felt eerie. All she could do was tease Nagavanshi. She had so much responsibility over so many people and over all of their needs. Clearly, she wouldn’t have ever done what Nagavanshi suggested. Only Nagavanshi had the dark intellect for this sort of thing. The right combination of power, access, ambition and lack of accountability to others.

	Deep down, Jayasankar had an ingrained fear of the present circumstances. She hardly wanted to indulge the irony of the situation she had found herself in. After all, Ahwalia had been deposed for the same issues: diverting resources to secret projects at the expense of the people. He and his cohort had their own dreams; they believed they were in the right too. If they had their way, there would have still been a future for the Union. It might have even been a more utopic future than that which Jayasankar promised. There was only one difference between them. Nagavanshi and Jayasankar, fundamentally, would not sacrifice the many for a few.

	Despite everything, Jayasankar trusted Nagavanshi to agree with her on that principle.

	They would gladly throw a few people into the fire, here and there, to spare the multitude.

	Operation Red Star had been frighteningly ambitious. It envisioned a complete reorganization of the Union into an automated society unfettered in technological growth. A second revolution, quietly happening behind closed doors, siphoning food, steel and monies for its ultimate purpose. It was a dream only capable of coming to fruition in the Union, because at that time the Union was nothing if not dreams. It was an overpopulated, under-producing hole in the ground where everyone worked their hardest, and for years, it felt like tragedy after tragedy just set them back.

	Until she saw it with her own eyes, Jayasankar could have never realized the evil that nestled still in the hearts of men and women in their precious Union. In five years of being silently freed from this evil, her people were finally thriving a bit. And now, everything was in jeopardy again. She really was helpless. And worse, she could not really tell anyone the full story.

	Maybe, sometimes, it was good to be lied to. 

	Maybe it was even liberating to be lied to.

	She couldn’t say such a thing as that to Nagavanshi.

	For those reasons; and for others too.

	So instead, Jayasankar played the conceited character she knew Nagavanshi wanted to see.

	“Tell me this. Would your plan have survived the Emperor being alive right now?”

	Nagavanshi, she knew, could take any amount of grief that was launched her way.

	“I would have simply use different rhetorical tactics. In the end, it wouldn’t change all the work I had already done to operate within the Empire. There would have been ample opportunity. Buren was already preparing to revolt. I was already preparing to help them. It was inevitable.”

	“And it was necessary to lie to me for it to work? For months? I couldn’t have helped?”

	“You’ve manipulated me before, so consider it payback. Anyway, If I came to you with no data, no ship, no plan, would you approve of all the work? Or would you say, ‘it’s a Plan Year.’?”

	Once more, their gazes met with a conviction that exceeded any casual observation.

	Jayasankar smiled so freely in response that it compelled Nagavanshi to smile back a little.

	“Fair enough Parvati! You’re right. I concede that point.” Jayasankar said. “But I know this can’t have just been about Buren. I may agree with the plan, but I must unearth its intention.”

	“Have you considered that I am doing this to protect you?” Nagavanshi crossed her arms.

	“Protecting me? You’re not protecting me! You’re putting me in a vice! We’re at war, it’s supposed to be a growth year; I’ll look terrible for this! When I think about Retainment I–”

	Nagavanshi finally laughed. “All of a sudden, you are worried about the vote to Retain?”

	“You’ve been going around behind my back, and you ask if I’m worried?” Jayasankar grumbled. “Let me ask you this then, my beautiful, incorruptible guardian angel. With all your conspiracies and your little agents floating out there — are you gunning for the Premiership?”

	“What are you saying? Of course not!” Nagavanshi snapped back, clearly flustered.

	“Am I supposed to think you’re not after my power?” Jayasankar winked at the Commissar.

	“You’re so frustrating! We’re in this together! What do I have to do to show you that?”

	Jayasankar loved Nagavanshi’s response. She relished being able to talk to her like this.

	She leaned forward on the desk, steepling her fingers and delivering an icy glare.

	Nagavanshi leaned back slightly as if she were afraid of being sucked in by the Premier.

	“Tell me about your lover in the Empire. Was she any good? Was she better than me? There must be a reason that you did all of this behind my back, after all. And to think, I’ve always been here when you needed comfort. I’m honestly offended you think so cheaply about me!”

	Jayasankar finally delivered her bathetic salvo, and Nagavanshi groaned at the contents.

	She looked for a moment like she was hitting the limits of her exasperation.

	“Sorry to squash your perverted fantasies, but the person I referenced is someone I admire in a way that is not simply sexual. But a transactional cad such as you wouldn’t understand. I can’t believe that you are acting like this, and frankly, I’m offput by your sudden possessiveness.”

	Her voice trembled very slightly as she delivered the last line. She realized something.

	Jayasankar knew exactly the thing Nagavanshi was thinking about.

	The Premier couldn’t help but to feel a thrill at the rising tension.

	“Sometimes, Parvati, I really hate your guts.” Jayasankar said, her voice turning sultry.

	At this, the Commissar-General seemed animated by a different impulse than before.

	Nagavanshi hovered close to Jayasankar’s desk, leaning forward. Closer than they had been in an exceptionally long time. The Commissar’s gentle breath blew right over the Premier’s lips. “It’s because you can hate me that our relationship works so well. So hate me with all your being.”

	Her eyes and voice grew eerily intense. Jayasankar felt a thrill rising up in her own chest.

	“You’re a real piece of work, Commissar-General.” Jayasankar said, leaning closer as well.

	“Premier, if you’re so afraid, angry, and upset at me. Then you should punish me for it.”

	Suddenly, Jayasankar lifted a hand to Nagavanshi’s cheek and put her thumb right into her mouth, pressing on her tongue. Even Nagavanshi was surprised. She moaned but offered no resistance. “I’ve been wanting to teach you a lesson.” Jayasankar said. She pulled Parvati closer.

	In an instant, she was on top of her. This, too, was all part of their understanding.

	Even in the darkest times they at least had this form of catharsis — and companionship.

	

	

	The Great Ayre Reach on the Northern Imbrium Ocean was a colder, shallower slice of water than most of the Imperial forces were used to living in. Operating in the photic zone, they could see bright blue water and in places, at times, even the light of Solceanos playing upon the ceiling of their ambitions: the surface of the ocean, and the forbidden world that was past the water.

	A trio of engineering frigates was hard at work cementing Imperial control of Ayre.

	Two of them laid down a massive laser relay tower.

	A third laid down cable connecting the tower to its counterpart closer to Palatine.

	When the tower activated, the Grand Fleet renewed its connection to the network that joined much of the rest of the Empire, allowing them to send and receive much higher bandwidth communications than before. It was this feat that allowed Erich von Fueller to finally speak to his subordinates after many long days of campaign away from home against the Republic.

	Erich von Fueller stood alone on the bridge of the Irmingard, mother ship to an entire class of new dreadnoughts. He had cleared the bridge, and all of his officers dutifully left him, without a single remark. All of them saluted him, paid him respect as Grand Admiral of the Fleet, and went on their way. He had ceased to accept the title of “Prince” to refer to himself. In his mind there was no longer any Empire, for what had held the semblance of Empire they once believed in was the shadow of his father’s exploits. He was dead, and so was the Empire. There was only territory, and the bickering landlords scheming to improve their own holdings.

	“It was always going to be this way, father.”

	When Konstantin von Fueller slaughtered Emperor Nocht IV, he called out to all those who had stood on the sidelines of his war: “You are free to challenge me, as I challenged him!” At that moment, not a soul dared to step forward and fight him. But that idea had lingered in the currents, waiting for its time.

	His father had demonstrated that the Emperor was not all-powerful. He was only a man.

	Now, that mere man who seeded this idea, had died choking on his own blood and bile.

	It would not be long before the disparate states of the Empire turned on each other.

	“Everyone will challenge me as they challenged you. And I welcome the fight.”

	He would not build an Empire over the rubble. He had other ideas.

	An encrypted laser communication connected Erich to a subordinate on the video screen.

	A seemingly youthful woman, her glasses reflecting the light of the video screen.

	She was in a dark place, but all manner of terrifying things could be inferred from the shadows in the background. Tubes containing mutilated things; machines of unknown description. Amid all of this, a woman, her hair in a long, functional ponytail, dressed in a bodysuit and coat.

	“Grand Admiral, congratulations on a successful campaign.” She said in a sweet voice.

	“It’s no accomplishment. The Empire and Republic trade this piece of the Imbrium often. Doubtless they will take it back when I’ve ceased to pay attention to it.” Erich said in response.

	His tone was untroubled, sober. He was calm. His mind was truly clear.

	“If I might be so bold as to say, your humility is your most charming quality.”

	Erich felt almost annoyed. “And your worst quality is all the false flattery.”

	Mocking him, the woman made a face as though she had been struck and rendered docile.

	“Well. It was you who demanded to speak to me. How may I serve you then, Herr Fuhrer?”

	Her lips turned back into a grin as soon as the phrase left her mouth.

	“I will soon return to Palatine, and from there I will cross into Bosporus. I will be expecting the timely delivery of your tributes. Will the Jagdkaiser be ready? Will the rest of your promises?”

	“Everything will be ready, my lord. As certain as the sun rising.”

	“This may surprise you, but I do not care where the sun goes or doesn’t. Therefore you would do well to understand that my tolerance toward you will end if my demands go unmet.”

	Erich’s voice remained clear and confident, but his counterpart was unmoved.

	“I understand. But taking a long view, all my predecessors died violently, yet the Sunlight Foundation remains. I can surpass this one body; I know one day, a form of me will see the Sun.”

	She waved at him.

	“But I will uphold my end, Fuhrer. May you one day bask in the light of the Sun.”

	With the Foundation’s common parting words, the laser connection cut off.

	Erich was suspicious, but he could do nothing but trust her, despite everything.

	He allowed himself the briefest sigh. No one was watching him.

	Soon he would have the power to never rely on snakes like her again.

	He would continue with the plan. Lead a small fleet to Palatine, Bosporus, Volgia. Augment his power along the way with the innovations from his disdained vassals. Make a show of force. Soon, the Sunlight Foundation, the Inquisition, the Church of Solceanos: none would matter. All of them would fall. The world would be transformed. And he would be its Fuhrer.

	At his bidding, a second connection traveled out of the Irmingard and made its way through the relays back to Palatine. His call was answered by a communications officer in Vogelheim, a young woman in servant’s outfit, rather than a military uniform. An apron and frilly cap; but the large headset for communications was clearly visible too. She bowed gently when she saw him.

	“Tell Lieutenant Patroscu to make sure my sister’s birthday guests find their way easily.”

	On the other end, the maid bowed her head once more in acknowledgment.

	Erich cut off the feed. He had no emotion about what had transpired, or what would.

	“Mind if I come in, milord?”

	A sweet, soft voice came from the door to the bridge.

	“You’re always welcome in, Carthus.” Erich said. “I was about to declare a 4-hour rest.”

	Erich turned fully around from the console to meet the angelic young man coming in. Behind him the bridge door locked, with an access only the two of them possessed. The Prince looked over his guest, with his long, bright blond hair done up, and his green eyes open and inviting. The Prince was captivated with him, even when he wore just the simple blue Grand Fleet uniform. The young men stood before the throne replica on the bridge, and Carthus von Skarsgaard strongly embraced the Prince who stood like a pillar before him, offering no reciprocation but a small smile. None was needed, as the pair understood the character of the other perfectly.

	“Since you’re declaring a rest, would I be able to sing for you today?”

	“I would love that. I haven’t had a moment’s peace in ages.”

	“I knew it. You haven’t rested at all since we left Palatine.”

	Carthus got behind the taller Erich and reached over his cape to squeeze his shoulders.

	Erich laughed. “Stop it, that’s not what I need from you. Perhaps soon.”

	“Whatever you wish.”

	He continued to hold on to Erich from behind, sinking his soft face into the Prince’s back.

	“May I confess to something grave, milord?”

	“Anything. You can say anything you want to me. You know this.”

	“Erich, I do not wish to rule over Skarsgaard when all of this is over.”

	Carthus sighed deeply. As a nobleman, that was an answer to a question that Erich’s actions had implicitly posed to him and challenged him with. It was an answer that meant dishonorable failure for any of the Empire’s top families. It was an affront to his ancestors, and an abdication of a holy duty that Emperor Nocht had given his family hundreds of generations ago.

	But Emperor Nocht was dead. Emperor von Fueller was dead. And there were no Gods in heaven nor holy duties left on Earth. For the first time in weeks, Erich felt truly, transcendentally happy. He reached to his flank and took Carthus’ hand in his own. Carthus couldn’t see his face, but Erich was smiling. He was smiling so broadly and openly that he could almost cry.

	“Thank you, Carthus. In the future I will create, neither Skarsgaard nor Fueller will weigh us down anymore. You will be something far greater than an Imperial Duke. I promise you.”

	Without looking at the other’s eyes, the two men sealed their pact through those held hands.

	

	

	In a dim, humid room in an undisclosed part of Imbria, the Sovereign of the Sunlight Foundation was both delighted and bothered by her conversation with the future Fuhrer of the Imperium. In the vastness of her thought, she found his behavior amusing. A tin-pot dictator like all of the rest who had come before him. He thought himself the most novel, of course.

	The Sovereign had seen plenty of men just like him.

	What bothered her then, more than anything, was that unlike with those men, whom she could safely ignore, she had to cooperate with Erich Fueller. This time, she could not simply stand idle and watch the irrelevant political histories of Imbria continue to turn. For the good of not just Imbria, but all of Aer, it was necessary — necessary — for the Empire to retain its unity and power. Though she abhorred the unproductive game of politics, she would have to play it, to save science and the future.

	Behind her, there was the sound of a sliding door.

	“I am leaving for the Northern Imbrium. I want to render a complaint.”

	The Sovereign turned around to greet her guest. She found a familiar young woman, also shrouded in the dim, wet shadows of the laboratory. She was eyeing the test subjects with open disdain. The Sovereign’s present fixation was with exotic leviathans, and there were a great many, fetal and adult, large and small, complete or in pieces, in tubes and machines around her.

	“Are you taking Tigris with you?” asked the Sovereign.

	“Yes I am. We make a good team. About my complaint–”

	“Go on. Actionable feedback is the lifeblood of any management structure.”

	At this, her subordinate groaned openly at her. “Quit being coy. I sat on your inbound communication with Erich von Fueller. Supplying him with intelligence is bad enough. I cannot in good conscience see us supplying him with weapons too. What are you doing, Yangtze?”

	Yangtze spread her lips in a wide, beaming smile. 

	Her subordinate narrowed her eyes in return.

	“Euphrates, what I’m giving him is paltry compared to the scope of our power. It’s just an insurance policy to maintain the status quo in a chaotic time. I share your distaste for politics. Sometimes the only way to remain neutral, is to create the conditions for neutrality. We need to hedge our bets on an outcome to this war, if we’re not going to outright interfere.”

	“I disagree; and I’ll stop at disagreeing. But you must reform your ideas.”

	“Ooh, scary. Am I being threatened right now, I wonder?”

	Euphrates made an irritated noise. She crossed her arms. “You are our Sovereign, and we want to trust your decisions, Yangtze. That has become harder for all of us to do lately. Rethink things; please.”

	She turned around to leave, having had the last word. But the Sovereign called to her again.

	“Euphrates, if you’re going to the Northern Imbrium, I’d like you to do something for me.”

	“I’m not your errand-girl. You can get one of your Imperial flunkies to do it for you.”

	“You’re so cold to me now! We used to be friends; you know?”

	Sovereign Yangtze put on an aggrieved face, hugging herself as if shivering with pain.

	Across the room, Euphrates was unmoved. She did not even turn around to see her talking.

	“You and I have been peers. Don’t misunderstand. I put the Foundation first.”

	“You and Tigris have been quite independent of late.” The Sovereign said.

	Her tone of voice had changed, and Euphrates clearly noticed.

	“We uphold the duties that others are neglecting. Is that all it takes to lose your trust?”

	“Trust has to go both ways. Do something simple for me, and I’ll consider your advice as coming from a peer and not, say, a saboteur, or a usurper. How do you respond to that, friend?”

	Yangtze said this casually, but she knew the barb had bitten under Euphrates’ stone skin.

	Euphrates turned fully around, and coolly ran her hands back over her short, wavy hair.

	“Yangtze– Sovereign. I take umbrage at having my loyalty tested again after everything I’ve done for you. I’ll acquiesce, but only to show my commitment to keeping the peace. What do you want?”

	“Thank you for being so considerate.” Yangtze raised her hand toward one of the monitors hovering behind her. She thought about what she wanted it to show, and the monitor responded, and showed Euphrates a station in what was now called the Palatinate or Palatine, in North Imbria. “I want you to leak the location of this place to a Republic spy in North Imbria. She’ll do the rest.”

	“I think I know who you mean. I’m not going to contact her directly, however.”

	“Whatever you think will be most effective.”

	“I see. Should I also leak the contents of Vogelheim to her? She’ll be interested to hear it.”

	“You’ve done your homework!” Yangtze clapped her hands. “Indeed, it’s part and parcel. I trust your judgment and your intellect. Craft a suitable scenario to lead that woman to Vogelheim.”

	“I’ll take care of it. Though I don’t relish continuing to participate in your political games.” Euphrates said. “But I’m glad you’re at least playing multiple sides. Ultimately my fear was that you had become obsessed with a fascist Imbrium. My criticism is not rescinded, but I feel better.”

	“I’d never expect you to shut up about something so easily, don’t worry.”

	Yangtze turned her back on Euphrates and made a gesture with her hands for her to leave.

	“Acknowledged, Sovereign.”

	Euphrates again turned, and this time departed the room through the sliding bulkhead.

	Yangtze cracked up in a smile, laughing a bit at the situation. 

	“They’ve all become so ignorant. The world truly rests on my shoulders.”

	

	

	 


The Day 

	4.1

	In the ocean of her memories a scene percolated to the surface.

	She was warm, protected, encouraged. Someone was holding her.

	Up above there was a great, massive firmament filled with stars. 

	At the very center of that sky, that stretched as vast and high as anyone could possibly see, was a circular, glowing blue presence that shone down upon them. It was beautiful and reassuring. It filled her with awe.

	“That’s the moon, Elena.”

	She was in a woman’s arms. 

	That woman pointed her toward that infinite sky.

	“Someday, you’ll be able to see it, and the stars too. With your own eyes.”

	“I can see them now, mommy! I can see them! You’re so silly!”

	Elena smiled and laughed.

	Her mother looked down at the ground around them.

	A chill, an indescribable coldness and dread, entered the scene quite suddenly.

	It had no form, but Elena felt gripped by it.

	A shadow swept the kind woman away, and it shattered the beautiful sky overhead.

	A shadow, bristling with devices to kill people, shining a bright red eye upon her.

	Elena’s anxiety made her toss in just the right way to expose herself and end her dream.

	White light crept in through the open window, climbing her bed across the span of a few hours until she finally turned her cheek into it. 

	On the windowsill, a bird pecked at breadcrumbs that had been carelessly left over from last night’s snack. It ignored a wide glass of wine that had been left alongside the crumbs. 

	When the bird was done with the crumbs, it chirped as if in protest.

	“Ugghhhh.”

	Her slumber was disturbed just enough to annoy her; Elena launched a stuffed fish toy from the bed at the window as if it were the true culprit for her disordered sleep. Though the projectile fell just short of its perch, the bird fled nonetheless. Its protests upon departing were far louder than its contented chirping, and finally shook the sleeping woman completely from her reverie.

	Elena slowly pushed herself up to a sitting position on her bed.

	She absentmindedly brought her hands up to her chest, soaked with sweat.

	Chiffon clung to her skin. It was almost see-through. She felt embarrassed.

	“Was I really sweating this much?”

	It was not just the heat. She had the climate adjusted the night before.

	No matter what she did, she was haunted at night.

	She was beset by anxious dreams that she forgot as soon as her eyes opened.

	“They’re probably about father.”

	She sighed deeply.

	She was clearly affected by his passing. No matter how much she denied it.

	And yet she didn’t know even how she should feel about it.

	Her culture and station mandated a period of mourning.

	But what kind of mourning was there, for a woman who was isolated already, and could not even witness the death of the father she was meant to mourn? There were stipulations, like wearing black and avoiding public appearances– total nonsense. No one could see her or her choice of attire, and she was already strictly prohibited from “appearing” anywhere.

	She brought her hands up to her eyes.

	If she were going to cry, it would have been over the injustice of it all.

	“I only ever really saw him in dreams; and now I suppose I can only mourn him in them.”

	“Milady!”

	There was a sudden, startling knock on the door.

	“I can hear you mumbling. It’s 10:00 AM! Young ladies have already started their day. It is not good for beauty nor character to make a habit of sleeping in.”

	“I’ll be right out.” Elena said half-heartedly.

	“The lady Lichtenberg sent an acoustic message an hour ago! You need to get ready!”

	At the mention of that surname, the young lady sat bolt upright.

	She leaped out of bed with newfound energy.

	Her gallant knight was coming!

	“Why didn’t you say that first?” She cried out.

	There was a deep sigh from the door.

	“Because I hoped you would be more responsible of your own accord!”

	That nagging voice belonged to the head maid, Bethany Skoll, a moody, dark-haired, over-dressed woman many years Elena’s senior, with eyes hiding behind her spectacles. Like the rest of the maids on Vogelheim, she was tasked not only with serving the princess but ensuring that she carried herself as a proper lady. So she always barking orders and complaints.

	Elena put her out of her mind quickly; after all, Gertrude Lichtenberg was visiting!

	Elena practically launched herself from bed and ran to the opposite wall. Her bedroom was spacious, and high up in the villa’s main building, so a fresh breeze was blowing through. It felt like an absolutely perfect day, and she wanted to dress for perfection. There was a discrete console attached to the wall that opened the door to her wardrobe. This was, itself, another large room.

	There were massive glass containers on either side of her which contained long lines of dresses, blouses, skirts, shorts; another set contained full bodysuits, part bodysuits, swimsuits, sheer bodystockings, along with all manner of brassieres and undergarments. There was an entire display rack at the back that was filled with shoes. At the touch of a button, specific shoes moved down the rack to within arm’s reach. Her dressers also moved on a conveyor, handing her any garment she desired. It could do everything except dressing her up itself, which she preferred.

	As she stood amid all her clothes, a series of mirrors and cameras captured a snapshot of her, displayed diagrams of her body on the various surfaces of the wardrobe, and began to calculate “vital data” about her weight, height and other changes. It started openly speaking to her in a robotic voice about perceived changes and dietary suggestions, as well as suggesting outfits to her.

	Across every mirrored surface was the same image of a young, slender and slight woman, fair-skinned, with long lilac colored hair and bright indigo eyes. When she stared at this depiction, she saw a baby-faced girl who probably seemed as flighty and frivolous as a fairy at first glance, despite her 25 years and what she considered a series of personal hardships. She frowned at it.

	“You can stop with that nonsense!” She called out to the wardrobe program, as if the computer could hear her disdain. “I don’t need you to take care of me. Just shut down already.”

	Despite her protests, the data continued to churn.

	Elena sighed and returned to her business.

	She had all manner of clothes of various different fabrics. While some were synthetic, they were the highest quality. Her chiffon was actual silk, and she almost felt bad for how much she had been sweating in it. She only owned a handful of garments made with real silk. She pondered what she would wear for Gertrude, actively ignoring the computer’s suggestion to don a fluffy gown or a conservative habit. Maybe she would appreciate something slightly sporty today.

	“I’ll take her out to the forest and the fields. Yeah; let’s do that!”

	From the shoe racks she pulled out a pair of sturdy boots. She set them aside and found a white two-piece bodysuit to wear under a short-sleeved, knee-length blue dress. It was the perfect attire for an active day, she thought. Once dressed, Elana ran out of her room, giggling happily.

	In passing, the computer in the closet rated her outfit selection as “unacceptable.”

	At that point Elena was no longer listening to it. 

	She had a single destination in mind.

	Every hall in the villa was broad and wide and filled with incredible treasures. The columns, walls and handrail joints had lavish carvings and etchings, depicting creatures and legends, and the mighty sun, Solceanos, who breathed warmth and life into the Ocean. There were beautiful paintings on the walls of landscapes that seemed almost to come from a world of dreams.

	On the floor, the tiles formed intricate patterns that were mirrored on the vaulted roofs, which were several meters above. Everything was the warm brown color of real wood while boasting the clean, mirror sheen of polished steel. As she made her way from the second-floor staircase, she saw a variety of young women below in black and white uniforms and black bodysuits, ferrying laundry, cleaning up the lobby area and pushing carts with dishes for lunch.

	Giving them no heed, Elena charged past the women with a broad, beaming smile.

	“Milady! Please don’t run in the halls!”

	Bethany called out to her, but Elana practically glided across the lobby, laughing.

	None of the maids were offended. A few even clapped for the lady of the house.

	With this beautiful, sealed-off world behind her, Elena pushed on toward freedom.

	Through the double wooden doors, Elana exited the villa out into a bright, lush world far broader and grander than even the great halls of Vogelheim Villa. Far overhead, the heavens were clear and blue, with the sun shining almost directly in the middle of the sky. A gentle but delightfully cool breeze blew her hair and tickled her face. She giggled and spread her arms.

	Even if it was all made by machine, the effect was so comforting, so human.

	From the villa, a stone path split in half a vast field of red and yellow flowers that stretched the entire circumference of the hill that the villa was built upon. Farther afield, Elana could make out the edge of Vogelheim’s beachside resort town to the east, and to the west, the farms and forest. Directly in front of her, the path led to a circular clearing surrounded by pillars, like a ritual site.

	Elena hurried to the center of the clearing.

	She put her hands on one of the stone pillars, summoning a computer screen into the air.

	On the screen, a diagram showed that entry had been made into the lower levels.

	And something was coming up the elevator.

	Excited, Elana dismissed the screen and stepped back.

	Moments later, a warning sounded, and the ground in the center of the clearing split in half. Rather than dust, it was revealed to be a metal hatch, leading down into a corridor of blue LED lined walls with a massive freight elevator in between. This elevator, distinctly mechanical in stark contrast to the rest of the landscape, raised one person and a few drones ferrying crates of goods. They had all come up from a dreadnought that had arrived surreptitiously at the port: the Inquisitorial flagship, The Iron Lady.

	Elena’s eyes drew wide, in awe of the visitor who had come for her. 

	She could not contain her smile.

	Nor could she contain the spring in her step.

	With an uproarious laugh, she leaped forward and threw her arms around the visitor.

	“Gertrude! Oh Gertrude it’s been so long! I’m so happy to see you!”

	In return, the visitor returned Elena’s embrace.

	“It is a joy to see you as well, Princess.” She said. 

	Her voice was deep and rich.

	“Ah, stop with the formalities. Come here, come here!”

	Elana hugged her even tighter. 

	She drew back only briefly, taking a good look at her friend.

	“It’s amazing, Gertrude. You keep going to war, and you come back looking ever more beautiful than you left. What’s your secret? Do you drink the blood of your fallen enemies?”

	Gertrude flinched slightly. 

	“Compared to you, I’m nothing but a homely country girl.”

	Elena disagreed strongly. 

	Gertrude was beautiful. That was part of her charm: her knightly, gallant aesthetic. Gertrude had always been much taller than Elena. She was older by three or four years, so as kids it was always natural for Gertrude to be bigger, but Elena never caught up. Gertrude was tall, strong, long-limbed. She was not particularly gifted with curves. Under her gold and black uniform, with its ornamented shoulders and long cape, and the tall, straight ceremonial hat that she wore, she looked even more physically “boyish.” And yet, she had a naturally regal countenance. Her aquiline nose, swarthy olive-tan skin and green eyes were striking. She had her dark hair tied up in a ponytail, bangs parted to either side, framing her face.

	“Stop it with the modesty! Oh I could kiss your face Gertrude! I’m so happy!”

	In a spur of emotion, Elena did hurl herself once more at her friend and kissed her cheek.

	Gertrude paused for a second and rubbed the site of the kiss with a demure hand.

	“Does it taste like blood, Princess?” She winked, trying to play it off coolly.

	Elena huffed. “I’m serious, you know! I’ve been so lonely here! Come on, come on!”

	She grabbed Gertrude’s hand, and led her off the elevator platform, toward the villa.

	Gertrude did not resist for an instant. She laughed, a bit nervously, as the two of them ran.

	Inside the villa, the maids led them around the lobby, past the kitchen and to a private table on a raised deck, overlooking the gardens in the rear of the villa and the vast stretches of flowers on the hill beyond the villa grounds. Gertrude and Elena took seats across from one another on the circular table. Bethany then arrived with a pot of tea and a tray of tiny cinnamon rolls.

	“Lunch will be ready soon. In the meantime, please enjoy the tea, High Inquisitor.”

	Gertrude smiled politely. Elena could tell that her countenance darkened ever slightly, when the too-formal maid referred to her title. It was something she and Elena rarely brought up.

	“That would be lovely. Thank you for taking such good care of Elena.” Gertrude said.

	“She’s a handful, you know; you should visit more often, it brings her spirits up.”

	Elena groaned. “Hey, what are you saying? I’m right here you know. I can hear you.”

	Gertrude giggled. Her laugh was the most girlish sound Elena heard her make.

	Bethany took her leave, at Elena’s insistence. The two women looked out over the flowers. Then their eyes locked together, and they barely touched their tea. In the silence, Elena had time to think about what it was that she would say and do with Gertrude, what she wanted to talk about. A lot had happened since they last met one another. Elena was happy, boundlessly happy, to see her again. But she was also unprepared. Her head still felt quite scrambled recently.

	Trying to buy collect her disparate emotions, Elena asked, “How is soldiery treating you?”

	As soon as those words left her lips, they sounded ridiculous.

	What a thing to ask a soldier! As if Gertrude was still in the conservatory or cadet school!

	Elena’s cheeks turned a little red with this realization.

	Gertrude smiled and sat back in her chair, her fingers rubbing on the handle of her teacup.

	“Well, the voyages are always long. And I did actually see combat recently.”

	“You saw combat?”

	Elena was brought back to the moment where she pulled Gertrude’s arm.

	She was being playful, dragging Gertrude around.

	Had she seen Gertrude flinch at that time?

	“Oh Gertrude, you’re hurt aren’t you?”

	Elena almost stood up, but Gertrude waved her back down.

	“It’s really nothing.” She said. As if to demonstrate she patted her hand over her chest.

	Misjudging her own strength, perhaps, she induced herself to flinch a little bit.

	“Oh no, Gertrude! What happened?”

	A stark terror of a sort Elena never really experienced, entered her life just then.

	She knew, intellectually, that soldiers put their lives in danger. As an Inquisitor, Gertrude was a special kind of soldier, whose work was even more abstract to Elena than usual. She was not so naïve as to not understand what it meant. Firing weapons, enduring the attacks of enemies; there had been a massive battle in Ayre recently, too! Her brother was supposed to be there.

	Elena knew these things; she had learned them through books and videos.

	And yet, nothing brought the danger so close and so real than her friend being injured.

	“I wasn’t at the Ayre Reach if that’s what you think. So please don’t worry so much. An Inquisitor wouldn’t be the first choice for frontline troops anyway. I’m not in so much danger.”

	Gertrude smiled, but Elena felt she was being coddled and did not like the response.

	“So what were you doing then? Please tell me. I deserve to know.”

	Elena almost let out the entire contents of her heart right then, to explain why she deserved to know. Gertrude for her part was not resistant. Elena could always turn her with a simple pout.

	“I wouldn’t hold it back from you.” Gertrude said. “I was in Bosporus. We had a problem in a university. A group of students stole weapons and took over a building. They were organizing against the curriculum bans that the Central Directorate imposed. So I had to lead my tactical squad to disperse their occupation. We had conflicting directives from the University and the City Government and the Regional Government, so it took us a long time to get anything done and we couldn’t even negotiate. I was hoping we could try to flush them out of the building with flashbangs and a few stun baton strikes. But we had given the enemy a lot of time to dig in, and they had weapons. It got chaotic. Even with my shield, a bullet got me in the ribs.”

	She seemed hesitant to say the last sentence. And it had a dramatic effect on Elena.

	“What!” Elena shouted. Her eyes started to water. “You were shot Gertrude?”

	“It wasn’t a penetrator!” Gertrude said. “It was just a rubber bullet. It was all blunt force.”

	“Just a rubber bullet? Blunt force? So, the difference between dead and limping around?”

	“I’m not limping around. I’m fine.” Gertrude seemed more amused than anything. That attitude was really starting to rub Elena, who found this all terribly serious, quite the wrong way.

	Elena wiped the few tears that had built up in her eyes. She sighed deeply.

	“I wish you had chosen to do anything but go into the military, you know.”

	“If I hadn’t gone into the military, I would be a peon who could never see you again.”

	Gertrude sounded just a little bitter for the very first time in the conversation.

	“I’m sorry.” Elena said. “I’m glad you’re safe. Let’s focus on the positive! Drink up!”

	The princess took a sip from her tea. Her beloved inquisitor happily followed suit.

	“It’s interesting. What a complex flavor. Nothing like the tea powder we get on ships.”

	“I think Bethany’s put a bunch of herbs in it again to try to ‘improve my mood’.”

	Elena eyed the teacup suspiciously.

	Gertrude let out another laugh.

	Looking at her reflection in the clean, clear tea, Elena found herself smiling suddenly.

	“I’m so glad you came for my birthday.” Elena said. 

	She reached out a hand to Gertrude and Gertrude took it.            

	Though neither of them could change the positions they occupied in the world, at least, in these kinds of moments, they could cherish the bonds they had nurtured against all odds. A soldier whose duty was to fight her own people; a princess that nobody wanted to see. 

	Elena felt in her heart that she could put her worries behind her and go back to enjoying the beautiful day she had planned, with her most favorite person in the vast, unknown world beyond Vogelheim.

	

	

	 


4.2

	A bell rang from the kitchen, and the maids returned. 

	Soon the table was piled high with delights. 

	There were several plates on the table itself, and two extensions brought in and attached to the table to hold more plates. Lunch was the largest meal of the day in Imperial culture, but Elena had never seen a lunch quite like this. Bethany smiled proudly while introducing the spread.

	Even Gertrude looked mesmerized by the amount and variety of foods available.

	At the center of the table there were plates of meat. 

	First was Elena’s favorite, fatty salmon belly, lightly pan-fried, topped with a drizzle of lemon butter and sliced thinly on the plate. There was also a plate of crispy pork belly cut into cubes and rubbed with cinnamon and dried fruits; as well as a rare ribeye steak served au jus. 

	Arrayed around the meats were a variety of vegetable dishes. 

	There was fresh potato salad with vinegar and oil, pickled baby onions with dill, tiny potato dumplings, creamed cabbage in three different colors, and roast beet slices with oil and handpicked herbs. A loaf of freshly sliced black bread rounded out the table, along with three different drinks served in small pitchers on the side of the table: berry milk, hops soda and a noticeably light beer.

	Once every dish was set in its proper place, Bethany led the maids in a synchronized bow before their guests, and the group departed, leaving Gertrude and Elena alone with the mountain of food. Gertrude stared at the dishes with eyes so wide, as if she were not sure of her senses.

	“This is so far removed from how we eat on the ship. I barely know where to start.”

	“Then, let me guide you.”

	Elena forked a piece of salmon belly and leaned lightly over the table, reaching her arms across. Gertrude played along and leaned forward, opening her mouth for the princess to feed her.

	“How is it?” Elena asked, ever so slightly embarrassed to be playfully feeding her friend.

	Gertrude’s cheeks flushed slightly. “It’s incredible. I had no idea fish could be so soft.”

	“It’s nice, isn’t it? It almost melts in your mouth doesn’t it? Fatty and sliced thin.”

	Elena took a bite of salmon belly herself and felt a thrill. For a moment, she felt a sharp sensation on her lower jaw, as if it were overwhelmed by the oily, rich flavor of the salmon belly. It was the first bite of real food she had in the day, and there was nothing else she would have rather put in her mouth. Bethany and the lasses had outdone themselves with this serving.

	Gertrude finally took initiative and speared a juicy slice of steak.

	She brought it up to her lips, surprised that it was dripping all the way to her mouth.

	“You really start to forget the taste of real meat after a long voyage.” Gertrude said.

	Elena tipped her head. “Hmm? Then what is lunch like on the Iron Lady?”

	“We have some freeze-dried chicken or thawed beef grounds, usually in stews or in dumplings, but most of our day-to-day meat consumption is sausages. And most of the sausage is half buckwheat, blood and lard, and half ground pork. Steak like this is unfathomable there.”

	“I see.”

	Eating her salmon belly, from fish caught as fresh as possible in the Empire, dressed in creamy butter and real lemon juice; Elena felt suddenly ashamed when she heard of what a soldier ate in its place. She had never done anything for this country other than to be born to its ruler. Gertrude ate slaw, hardtack and sausages on long voyages through the Imbrium to protect her from possible danger. Every day Elena had proper tea, delicious food, and precious peace and silence. She had greater privileges.

	Gertrude, with the open, innocent wonder she exhibited at the food on the table, had been deprived of those things. For her sake– for Elena’s sake– for the sake of the Imperial Princess. She took those lonesome voyages, suffered injuries, ate terrible food that just barely kept her alive. For her sake.

	 Elena shook her head.

	She had said to herself to focus on the positive.

	“You know, someday, when I run this place, I’ll make sure every soldier gets a good steak whenever possible. We can probably dry age them for the long trip, or something like that!”

	Elena was relieved when Gertrude beamed happily at her suggestion.

	“Fulfill that promise and the men will worship you as a goddess.”

	Gertrude reached out for the pitcher of beer and poured herself a tall glass.

	She took one sip and seemed to want to laugh as she drank it.

	“This is so weak! We have hard liquor on the ships at least. I guess the maids want you to be just a little adventurous. Just a teeny tiny bit.” Gertrude downed almost half the glass she poured in an instant. Elena was left briefly speechless at this very stereotypically soldier-like behavior.

	“Have you ever drunk before, actually?” Gertrude asked.

	“Why I– Of course I have!” Elena said. She had wine every so often.

	“Cheers then. To the Princess’ 25th Birthday!”

	Gertrude held aloft her half-empty glass of beer.

	Elena quickly poured herself some and gently struck Gertrude’s glass with her own.

	She took what she considered an ambitious sip. Gertrude emptied her own glass.

	For a light beer, it was still bitter and unpleasant. Elena was unprepared for the flavor.

	It went down her throat harder than she had envisioned, and she had a light cough.

	Gertrude had a small laugh at her expense. “We should have started with apple cider then!”

	Under the circumstances, Elena couldn’t help but laugh at herself a little also.

	Being able to play around with Gertrude again was just that much of a blessing.

	They sampled a little bit of everything, and then filled their plates with their favorites. Elena staked a claim on the salmon and filled her plate, while Gertrude made herself an exemplary plate with all kinds of vegetables and a modest amount of the pork belly. When she had her food organized, she ate quickly, but in an orderly fashion. Elena liked to savor every bite.

	“You should have some vegetables. I wouldn’t want you to die of undernourishment.”

	Gertrude picked up a plate of the creamed cabbage and slid a big glob of leaves and sauce onto the side of Elena’s place. The princess gave it a dismal stare and turned the same stare over to her protector. Gertrude then picked up a few baby onions and dropped them in as well.

	In open disdain of her friend’s selections, Elena reached across the table and speared a single roasted beet from the serving plate with her fork. She brought it back, avoiding her plate, and started to munch on it instead, while the cabbage looked ever sadder in its white sauce.

	“I’m eating my vegetables.” Elena grumbled.

	“That’s a good girl.” Gertrude said.

	“Quit teasing me; as you can see, I keep an exemplary figure. I’ve nothing to worry about.”

	“Indeed. I could never overlook it, and I’ve certainly gotten an eyeful of you since I arrived. But you can be the perfect beauty on the outside and have bones full of holes on the inside.”

	“Shut up.” Elena responded to the teasing by turning almost as red as beet she was eating.

	There was so much food that it was not possible for two young women to eat it all. Elena wondered whether the maids cooked as much as they did, with the knowledge that there would be quite a few of these beautiful plates left for themselves. Whatever their intentions, once Elena and Gertrude slowed down and eventually ceased to pick at their food, Bethany arrived with a proud smile, and ushered in the rest of the maids to take the empty and partially empty plates away.

	“We’ll serve a light supper and some sweets later in the afternoon, milady.” She said.

	“Enjoy the steaks.” Elena said, staring at her.

	“Why I never– at any rate, may I ask what the two of you plan to do now?”

	Elena began to admonish the maid. “None of your–”

	Gertrude raised her hand amicably. “I’d like to take a look around. I haven’t been around real trees and flowers in so long. Is it alright if I escort the Princess around Vogelheim?”

	Her tone resembled that of a boy asking a girl’s parents if they could go out, more than it resembled that of a veteran officer at the highest ranks of the Imperial Security Service.

	Bethany reached into the pockets of her apron and withdrew a single, weathered key.

	She handed the little key to Gertrude.

	“I’ll do you one better. The stables are out back. You can take the horses out for a ride.”

	Gertrude was momentarily speechless. Elena watched her with a confused expression.

	“Horses?” She finally blurted out. “Real horses? You have real horses here?”

	“We sure do! Such a steed befits your knightly stature, milady. Have fun!”

	Bethany lifted the hem of her skirt in a curtsy and took her leave of the two.

	Elena shot her a suspicious glare as she left, and then turned back to Gertrude, who was still captivated with the old key and the concept of a terrestrial mammal meant for riding upon.

	“Gertrude, are you sure you can ride a horse? You’re still recovering from an injury.”

	“Milady, I have never been more ready for anything! Worry not; I’m built quite sturdy.”

	Her friend’s smile convinced her; Elena took Gertrude by the hand and led her down from the deck, along a gated-off series of steps down into the gardens. They climbed down into the flowers, careful not to stomp, and then they ran hand in hand past the beds of red and yellow.

	Around the side of the villa, past the massive flower garden and hidden behind tall hedges, there was a tiny wooden stable where four horses stood in separate, locked enclosures, with hay and grains, a water basin for each, and a closet for tools used by the maids to keep them clean. 

	To Elena, the horses were enormous animals, but she understood that as far as horses historically had been these were below average in size. It was tough to grow a full-size horse, even for them.

	Gertrude was delighted with them nonetheless. She must have thought they were huge too.

	“Elena, they are beautiful! So gallant, so charismatic! Look at their manes! Their muscles!”

	“Gross, why are you looking at their weird veiny necks? Just pick one and let’s ride it.”

	“Ride it? You want us to ride together?”

	Gertrude gave Elena a dumbfounded, almost childish look, pointing at herself.

	It reminded Elena of when they used to play together as kids.

	For her to see such an expression from a woman fully dressed in military gear was comical.

	Elena giggled. “I’m no good at riding. You need to be my knight and escort me.”

	Gertrude’s eyes lit up, with understanding and perhaps anticipation.

	“Your Knight–? I mean– Yes of course. Of course, milady!”

	Gertrude approached the stables, clearly still flustered by the idea but definitely trying harder to seem gentlemanly. She grabbed a head collar that was hung up near the entrance to a horse’s enclosure and grabbed a slightly old carrot from a basket of horse treats propped up near the enclosure. She made friends with her chosen horse quickly, a brown beast with a perfectly trimmed black mane. It accepted the carrot, and happily munched away while Gertrude leashed it.

	Gently, she led the horse out of the enclosure, and fitted it with its designated saddle.

	All throughout, the horse was perfectly well behaved, and seemed quite friendly.

	Elena watched from afar, the practiced care with which Gertrude equipped the animal.

	“It should be ready. I think its name is Glanz, judging by the enclosure.”

	At the sound of its name, the horse bent its head toward Gertrude and nuzzled her hat.

	“Ah! He’s an affectionate guy. Steady Glanz! You’ll be carrying a princess today.”

	Elena laughed. She wondered what her subordinates would think, watching Gertrude playing around with horses like a giddy teen at an aristocratic school. Come to think of it, she did not really know what Gertrude’s reputation was as a soldier. She knew what Inquisitors did, which was to keep the peace within the country. But was Gertrude dark, brooding and severe to her men? With her outfit and appearance, she certainly looked like a woman who could be mean to you.

	To the princess, however, she had never been anything but her sweet, chivalrous knight.

	Gertrude climbed atop the horse, behind the saddle, and reached her hand out to Elena.

	“I’ll help you up.”

	Elena took her hand and started to climb on the saddle. She found herself feeling strangely comforted as Gertrude helped her up, first with one hand and then with her other arm, pulling her up and onto the saddle, and then nestling behind her. Her grip was strong; Elena settled against Gertrude’s chest, close enough for warmth to transfer between them. It was comforting. Elena almost felt like she could sleep in Gertrude’s bosom. She almost wanted to ask if Gertrude could just swing her arms around her waist and hold her tightly. But horseback was not the place for that.

	“Are you comfortable?” Gertrude asked.

	“It’s marvelous.” Elena said. “I hope you are feeling well yourself.”

	“I’m splendid, milady. But the saddle is a bit ratty. I’m glad you’re not put off by it.”

	“Let’s just head out. How about we go to the forest first, and then ride into town?”

	“As you wish, milady.”

	Gertrude led the horse into a gentle trot out of the stables and down the side of the hill.

	Elena sighed. “I’m not a child! You can speed up!”

	“It’s not about you being a child. Inexperienced riders can hurt themselves; you know?”

	At Elena’s request, Gertrude loosened her grip on the reins and kicked her legs gently on the sides of the horse. Glanz worked itself up from its polite trot to a quicker, but still manageable gait. Not exactly the wild, blazing gallop that Elena envisioned, but perhaps more practical for their circumstances. Fully off the grounds of the villa, the pair rode over the rolling fields.

	“Still doing ok?” Gertrude asked.

	Elena looked up and over her shoulder at her.

	“I’ll let you know if I’m unwell; just keep quiet and look cool in the meantime, deal?”

	She reached behind herself and stroked her knight’s cheek.

	Gertrude laughed.

	“As you command, milady.”

	True to her word, Gertrude rode with her, looking handsome, saying no more.

	Just trusting her, and letting the princess experience the moment.

	Elena felt slowly overcome with emotion as they rode.

	Far overhead, the sun occupied the center of the sky. A cooling breeze blew through the fields, causing the tall grasses and the flowers to sway. Elena felt the wind caressing her cheeks and hair. Felt the sunlight warming her face. She could see it, touch it, feel it. As far as the eyes could see, the beautiful green field, the forest of tall, clustered oak trees near a little brook, the port town and the sea it straddled, and the farms that supplied the villa with fresh produce and meat.

	They were nearing the forest. It was maybe a few kilometers away from the villa.

	Those few kilometers that the horse easily put behind them, encompassed Elena’s universe.

	Everything she knew; so much of her life. All of it was flying past her on horseback.

	Vogelheim was her home. It was beautiful and comfortable. She had spent all of the past seven years in Vogelheim and knew from the moment she grew cognizant of the ways of living, that beside school and any official journeys she had to undertake, Vogelheim would be her four walls and ceiling. She was not unhappy about this, not always. There were always things that surprised her. She had never really ridden horses. She had barely gone out into the waters of the town. Elena was a homebody, a reader, a technology enthusiast, and fawned over by nosy maids.

	Elena was not naïve. She knew that everything in the landscape around her was fake.

	Everything was organic. Those trees grew; the flowers bloomed; the birds were alive.

	But this world was only possible as a feat of the Imbrium Empire’s engineering.

	She knew that Vogelheim was a pillar of metal and glass situated 1100 meters beneath the Imbrium Ocean. Outside, everything was dark. There was no sun, there was no sky, there was no wind. There were no beautiful grasses. There was nowhere that horses could live and roam. There was no place where humans could exist without the protection of inventions such as this.

	Elena knew all of this. In that moment, she chose to immerse herself in this fantasy. She and her promised protector riding through the fields for a blissful, storybook afternoon.

	

	

	 


4.3

	Gertrude tied Glanz’ leash to an old tree and sat down beside the princess, staring out into the gaps between the trees. The pair had ridden at speed up to the forest and then slowed again to a trot, taking in the atmosphere. Tree canopies formed a ceiling that was unbroken enough to dim the artificial sunlight down to the barest rays peering through the leaves. The pair stopped at a big blue pond that had formed owing to a little brook which ran through it. (Which is to say, it was contrived to appear formed by this brook, itself contrived by whoever designed this piece of Vogelheim.)

	There was a sullen atmosphere to the forest. Elena wondered if it was always like this, or if she was only grown enough now to realize the emptiness here. There were no animals in the forest like squirrels or game, only birds. Birds were the only animal introduced into Vogelheim, and they lived exclusively off grain that the people of the station gave to them. The paltry few insects that existed were tiny flies that seemed almost to blossom as if from out of the dirt itself wherever humans happened to live.

	As such, the forest was silent save for the errant noises Glanz made as it chewed on grass or stretched its legs, and the sound of the wind blowing through the trees. It was peaceful, but without Gertrude at her side, Elena would have felt so alone with herself that it would have been eerie. She thought to herself she would never come here solely for her own pleasure.

	“What’s on your mind?” Gertrude asked.

	Elena leaned closer to her, resting her head against Gertrude’s shoulder.

	“It’s a beautiful sight.”

	“Ah, the forest? It’s quite unique. I’m so used to metal hallways, or arcology streets.”

	Sighing, Elena looked up at Gertrude, as the latter gazed upon the trees.

	“Yes, the forest,” she said, cryptically.

	Gertrude perhaps caught the interesting tone that Elena’s voice had taken.

	She said nothing about it, but she was smiling.

	“What are your plans for tonight? Am I invited to your party?” Gertrude asked.

	“Of course you are!” Elena shouted suddenly. “Don’t be ridiculous. I didn’t even want to have a party. It’s my brother who is sending a bunch of people here. I only wanted to see you.”

	“You should be more social. I shouldn’t be the only one you want to have fun with.”

	She said that, but Gertrude’s hopelessly flushed face seemed to speak differently.

	“Okay! Maybe you shouldn’t be, but you are, so bear your responsibility.”

	Elena leaned her head harder into Gertrude’s shoulder and chest.

	“Then I’ll come to your party, but you must only dance with me.” Gertrude said.

	“Simple enough! Because I don’t want to dance with anyone else!”

	Gertrude stared out ahead at the trees again, her lips wearing the gentlest, most subtle smile.

	Her eyes were distant. As if she was gazing upon something far, far away in space or time.

	“Elena, thank you. Being able to come back to you for a day keeps me alive for years.”

	“Gertrude?”

	“Thank you. I love you, so much.”

	Her arms extended around Elena and held her tightly.

	She felt warm, comforted in embrace. She felt safe, even though their fates were uncertain.

	Gertrude’s arms, both her own arms, and the arms at her command, would protect her.

	Elena’s father had died. The Emperor had died.

	No matter how the nobles or her brother reacted, the Ocean he ruled would change forever.

	Because the shadow that Konstantin von Fueller cast was now gone.

	And so Elena’s isolated little world was thrown into some uncertainty.

	Held tight against Gertrude’s breast, cheek to cheek with her, all of that felt so distant.

	Elena wanted to say, ‘I love you’ back. But at that moment her tongue was held in its place.

	There was a lot she wanted to say that she could not. Perhaps that was ultimately fine.

	They quietly, gently held each other for some time, long enough for Glanz to get antsy.

	Gertrude was the first to begin to move away from the embrace. She loosened her grip on Elena and helped her to stand up from the grass. The two of them walked around the pond on foot, Gertrude taking Glanz’s reins in hand and leading him. There was nothing to see in the forest, and far less whimsical faerie mischief than Elena had envisioned she might feel, but there was still a fun, fond feeling of walking with someone precious. They led the horse through the trees, taking in the heady smell of moist earth. Once they were out in the fields, they climbed on Glanz again.

	“Honestly, I thought we would be able to have a bit more fun in there.” Elena said.

	Gertrude laughed. “I loved walking with you. Having good company is enough.”

	“I thought we’d roll in the grass or eat fresh-picked berries or something whimsical.”

	“Even when we were little we didn’t really do those things, and they sound like kids’ stuff.”

	Elena grumbled for a moment, now even more disappointed at her squashed fantasies.

	“Let’s go into town then! There’s more to do; but don’t get too excited.” She said.

	“I have no illusions of being in an arcology here, don’t worry!” Gertrude replied.

	This time, Gertrude kicked against Glanz’ flanks a few times in succession.

	She loosened the reins to give the horse free reign to thunder forward.

	“Whoa!”

	“Hang on!”

	Elena backed up against Gertrude, who crossed her arms under Elena’s own to hold her. The Princess felt her heart accelerate with both the horse’s incredible charge and her knight’s arms so closely supporting her. After the initial moment of surprise, she stabilized and got used to the speed. This was what she wanted; the romantic sprint through the fields, at full gallop!

	Glanz’ feet lifted so high, it seemed like the creature would jump or take off in flight. Elena’s hair blew back behind her with the wind, and Gertrude had her head against Elena’s shoulder, cheek to cheek, to see where Glanz was going. They crossed the hills descending from the forest, crossed the grasses and flowers, and hit the seaside road that led to the town.

	On one side, they had the rising green of the hills, dotted with yellow and red flowers; and on the other, the seemingly endless blue sea, shimmering in the light of the sun overhead. Gulls soared overhead. There were boats going out into the water, some bedecked with colorful sails and flags, and others were rowboats fit only for two. There was no substantial fishing to do, not even as a diversion. But it was pleasant to be out with a loved one in the gentle waves, she thought.

	Gertrude gently pulled back on the reins, and Glanz slowed.

	Such a clean transition from a gallop to a trot could only have been accomplished by a well-trained horse and a skilled rider. Elena was impressed, and she clapped for the two of them.

	“Gertrude, that was magnificent! Thank you! I didn’t know you were such a rider!”

	“I did not know either.” Gertrude smiled nervously. “I was just going with the flow.”

	“Oh my!”

	“It made you excited, so it was well worth it.”

	Vogelheim was the name of the station. Elena knew the Villa had some kind of antiquated name that no one hardly ever said — after all it was the only villa in this isolated place, so she could certainly just call it ‘the Villa.’ 

	But she knew the little port town was called Blumehafen.

	It was a small town with maybe four or five blocks of waterfront businesses and entertainments that all shared a few streets. There were eateries, a bar, a hotel, one apartment building, an old theater; an arcade full of mechanical tables; tour centers for birdwatching, horseback lessons, watercraft rentals; and a few tourist traps. Vogelheim was not popular. Only a few people knew that the villa housed Princess Elena. So those who came here wanted to go to the most isolated station in the Empire to run away from their troubles. Everything had an old, lived-in, rustic aesthetic that played to the rural fantasies of those who retreated here.

	Business would probably boom if Elena became the star attraction.

	And she would hate to endure that, so she was glad for the secrecy.

	Most Imperial citizens did not even know what she looked like. 

	Whenever she attended ceremonies, she was so dressed up in fancy clothes, hair and makeup, to the point that she looked nothing like the simple self she saw in the mirror. And she and the royal family were always off in their own booth or otherwise separated from the rest of the people there. Elena’s aristocratic schoolmates could recognize her in her current garb, but they would not know to find her in Vogelheim, and the people of Vogelheim would not know that she was Elena von Fueller.

	She looked nothing like the Emperor; or even her popular brother Erich.

	Her mother’s elfin blood had clearly expressed itself, over that of the Men of the North.

	And she had never really been involved in politics. Her face wasn’t on any propaganda.

	Therefore, functionally, nobody knew who she was or where she lived her days.

	They knew about an Imperial princess, living out her days as a potential pawn to bring this or that noble into line with the rule of the Palatinate state through marriage. They knew of Konstantin’s scandalous remarriage. They knew his second wife had made no more appearances, while his only daughter did clearly remain in the inventory of the royal family.

	Except for Gertrude, the villa’s staff, her brother, and few trusted confidants, however, nobody knew Elena von Fueller. Nobody could fill that name with what it contained. It was this fact that allowed Elena to simply ride into town with Gertrude with a light heart.

	They would not have to hide anything. 

	There were few people to even hide from anyway.

	At the edge of town, they tied Glanz up near a trough full of water for horses and went on their way together on foot. There was no sense in running through the town in a hurry; they wouldn’t be able to experience anything that way. So they walked through the town streets instead, attracting what little attention there was. Elena spotted a few women she recognized as servants at the villa, but they were on their days off, some with lads, and therefore they did not acknowledge one another. Elena was walking through town with her own date: there was mutual understanding.

	“We’re having supper later, but would you like a treat?” Gertrude asked.

	She pointed to a parlor nearby which was advertising shaved ice and cream cones.

	“I’d love to! Those bossy maids never let me have junk food like this.”

	There was a certain simplicity to a cardboard cup of shaved ice with sweet red syrup that Elena truly loved. She was excited when Gertrude led them up to the little wooden parlor, and out one of the side windows a man dressed in overalls handed them their snacks. Elena immediately took the little spoon and scarfed down the peak of the little icy mountain in her cup. So quickly did she devour it, that the roof of her mouth and the floor of her brain turned painfully cold. Elena closed her eyes, spoon still in her mouth.

	“Are you okay there?” Gertrude asked, giggling. “Slow down a little.”

	Strolling through town, the two of them took in the salty breeze on the edge of the artificial sea, watching the gulls land on the edges of the pier and waddling around the small strip of sandy beach they could see between gaps on the concrete seafront. They followed the street up a hill, where there stood no more buildings between them and the sea, so it felt like an actual seafront stroll. Instead of the beach, there was a slight cliff, and the waves beating up to it rose almost as high as the steel guardrails protecting visitors from falling down into the waters.

	“I want to go surfing sometime. Have you ever done that?” Elena said.

	“Since when did you become interested in sport?” Gertrude asked, poking her.

	The Inquisitor’s strong finger easily sank Elena’s marshmallow soft bicep.

	Elena grumbled at her. “I’m done being a homebody! I want to have adventures too!”

	“Oh if the maids could hear you. You really do mortify those women with your whims.”

	“To hell with them! It’s your fault for that thrilling horse ride. Now all I want is speed!”

	Elena put on a devilish face, and it looked like Gertrude truly believed her teasing.

	One part of the beach was calm as could be, while another was rocky; there was a lone windsurfer out in the water taking advantage of this. All of it signaled to the artifice with which Vogelheim had been crafted. Elena almost felt the little illusion of her world breaking, but she did not concern herself with it. For a cage, Vogelheim was beautiful in a way the rest of the Imbrium Ocean was not. Disagreeable as she found Imperial politics, at least they could build these things. Her mind started to wander off. 

	Gertrude was here, and those days were always pleasant.

	Before, they would just spend time indoors. 

	Now Elena was grown-up. She and Gertrude could have all of Vogelheim for themselves. But not anywhere else; and who knows for how long.

	Despite everything, she could not keep her anxieties suppressed forever.

	“What’s on your mind, Elena?” Gertrude asked as they walked slowly downhill.

	Up ahead, the town started to come to an end. They would have to turn back for Glanz.

	“What will you be doing next? Do you have another mission?” Elena asked.

	“There’s always another mission. But don’t fret. I’ll be back before you know it.”

	“Hey, don’t treat me like a kid, okay? I want to know what you’re going through.”

	Gertrude sighed a bit. She smiled at Elena again. But it was a strained smile.

	“There’ll be unrest. Due to the current events.” She was sidestepping the death of Elena’s father. Maybe it was her duty as a soldier to her liege, or maybe she just didn’t know how little Elena really felt about the Emperor’s passing. Whatever it was, Elena didn’t like the tone, but she would say nothing as Gertrude continued. “It’s the Inquisition’s job to keep the peace. Hopefully, there’ll be a smooth transition of power to Prince Erich and we can all calm down.”

	“You think something will happen?”

	Elena found herself indulging in a similar set of ambiguities as Gertrude.

	She hardly wanted to say aloud what the “something” she spoke of truly meant.

	Gertrude smiled. “Don’t worry. It’s just uncertainty; everyone’s tense in the interregnum. I’m sure once Prince Erich returns to the Palatinate and is able to meet with the Dukes and Duchesses formally, they will quickly settle matters and the mood in the Empire will calm down.”

	Elena knew that was wishful thinking.

	Veka, Lehner, Buren, Pontiff Skarsgaard– there were too many carnivores who had taken power in the Duchies. And her father had done nothing but punish, humiliate and alienate them all. None of them were people she would consider good or noble in their aspirations, but they were in their ordained places and did their duties. If everyone wanted to fight, they would definitely deserve the pain they would receive. That it would be justified did nothing to allay Elena’s fears.

	“You know, I thought you didn’t want to talk about this stuff?” Gertrude asked.

	She spoke in a tone that said she was trying to make light of things, to change the mood.

	It bothered the Princess to be treated that way at that moment.

	“Please. Don’t act so false about this. I’m not a child, ‘Trude.”

	Elena said this with a voice that was a bit petulant, but also deadly serious.

	“I need to know about these things. I can’t keep hiding here and expecting that despite my powerlessness and uselessness, I’ll keep being cared for and kept like a pet. I don’t even know what my own brother plans to do with me. You’re my knight, Gertrude; I need your help.”

	A lot of emotions came pouring out of her. She was finally able to voice her worries.

	Gertrude stopped walking, and she turned around and immediately pulled Elena into an embrace. Her strong arms wrapping around the Princess, pulling her into her warm chest. It gave Elena that same sense of comfort and protection she felt in the forest. But this time it hadn’t been her who sought it out. It was freely given, forging the second link in their compact together.

	Elena’s fair cheeks flushed red. Her face and body were overtaken with warmth.

	“I’ll always protect you. No matter what happens. I’m not being dishonest. I don’t know what will happen in ten cycles, five cycles, or even tomorrow. But no one will touch you, Elena.”

	Standing by the seaside, in the arms of her knight, Elena sank her head against that warm bosom and began to cry. She thought she was pathetic, unable to do anything herself, completely defeated by the moment. And yet she was also filled with love for Gertrude, the faithful servant, earnest guard, and now, her accomplished knight, who had never deserted her through the years. Her chest was gripped with pain, but she treasured that moment nonetheless.

	

	

	 


4.4

	Supper was a relaxed and refreshing affair that evening.

	There were small bowls of tomato and beef consommé, perfectly clear and a rich auburn color, with a superbly clean taste. To accompany the soup they had fresh-baked, airy crackers. For the entree, they had perfectly round potato dumplings filled with crumbly cheese and bits of pork, on a bed of cabbage and vinegar and lemon juice. A comparatively light spread that nonetheless filled the belly. 

	Gertrude and Elena got to enjoy it together within the Villa’s tearoom.

	“I apologize that we couldn’t use the deck again milady.” Bethany said. “We’ve moved some unneeded furniture out onto it and turned the lodge into a ballroom for tonight’s event.”

	“Right. Tonight’s event. Happening without my consent, on my birthday.”

	Elena made narrow, evil eyes at Bethany.

	For her part, the maid returned a disappointed gaze back at the unruly Princess.

	“You must attend! Your brother arranged for many wonderful people to meet you; it would be a great opportunity to make some connections. Furthermore, the Prince himself will join you!”

	“What? My brother is coming here? Tonight? How? I heard none of this!”

	Elena stood up from the table in outrage. Gertrude was briefly taken aback.

	Bethany looked confused and concerned by the response.

	“Goodness. I thought you’d be overjoyed.”

	“If my brother invited a bunch of his friends here, do you not think that this means he has designs towards me, and perhaps those friends, Bethany?”

	Elena threw her an accusatory glare.

	Bethany withered under that royal gaze.

	“I’m only a maid! If you’re insinuating I can do anything about your brother trying to match you up with someone for political gain, then you vastly overestimate my power and ability. All I can tell you is to try to endure!”

	“You may have no power and ability, but I do.”

	Gertrude interrupted at that point, standing up from the table herself.

	“Whatever do you mean, Inquisitor?” Bethany said, suddenly scandalized.

	“High Inquisitor.” Gertrude corrected. “I will be attending this party. I will go get changed into something suitable at the Iron Lady. I will accompany the Princess to the ballroom when the time comes.” Gertrude gave Elena a look that was filled with determination — and perhaps even danger.

	“Of course you may. I’ll wait for you.” Elena said, preempting objections.

	“We can’t delay her long!” Bethany said. 

	She was exasperated with this scheme already.

	Elena however understood Gertrude’s aim, and she beamed with joy.

	Gertrude left. The artificial skies beginning to dim to simulate the terrestrial night, Elena had to get ready for the party. Dressing up like a princess was a task she had wanted to do personally, in the best-case scenario. Instead, however, it ended up something Bethany swore to do for her, and the maid shadowed her from the tearoom, up the stairs and into her room.

	“I can dress myself you know.”

	“You don’t have the special attire I prepared for you for this evening.”

	“Special attire? How special could a dress be?”

	“As a matter of fact, I have something sublime prepared for this occasion.”

	Bethany tittered with a bizarre excitement that caused Elena to feel imperiled.

	After leading Elena back to her room, Bethany disappeared out into the halls again, bidding her to wait a few minutes while she returned with the dress. Elena had a half a mind to dress herself up and make all this nonsense moot, but then Bethany returned with the dress in her hands. Though it was hard to determine the fit from looking at it in the bundled-up way that it was, the rich purple and gold colors drew Elena’s eyes.

	“This is really very special. Give me a moment here.” Bethany said.

	The Maid took the dress into the wardrobe, where there was a slot in front of the walls with a warm press that would get all the wrinkles out and straighten up a bundle of clothes. When she returned, Elena got a good look at the style of the dress, and she was stunned. Bold was certainly one way to describe it. It had a tight, slimming fit, and the neckline was cut low and square such that displayed a lot of collarbone, and with the proper support perhaps some other things. The skirt was split along the sides with the hem at the level of the knee, and the sleeves were connected by two strips of fabric with gaps that exposed the upper arm. It had a provocative style.

	Elena gave her chief maid a long look. “Bethany, I don’t know what to say. It’s a beautiful dress. But when you hand a maiden such as myself, something of this nature, I can’t help but feel maybe your eyes are going–”

	“PLEASE, please, please don’t pursue that thought any further Princess. It was your mother’s dress.” Bethany sighed with exasperation. 

	Elena’s impish grin instantly faded away.

	“Really? It belonged to my mother? You’ve been keeping it this whole time?”

	“She wanted you to wear this on the night of your debut. She had worn it herself when she was a teenager, in her own entry into high society. But then– well, of course, unfortunately, she passed, and you didn’t debut.” Bethany looked conflicted. Elena could not quite understand the feelings that seemed to pass across the features of her face, so fleetingly.

	“I’ll be honest Beth, I didn’t think you knew so much about my mother. I might’ve asked you more about her if I’d known.” Elena said. She took the dress from Bethany and held it in front of herself, trying to imagine herself in it. It was uncanny how well it fit. She resembled her mother much more than her father, obviously, but to think the measurements were so close!

	It made her wonder: had her mother stood here in Vogelheim, in this room, in this dress? Bethany smiled softly as she watched Elena sizing the dress.

	“You could say– I admired your mother. Her wishes informed some of my decisions. But enough about that. We must get you ready.” Bethany said.

	This mysterious declaration brought a lot of possibilities to Elena’s mind.

	Many of which she wanted to discard immediately. She knew how she felt and where her own sensibilities lay, and to try to project that onto others– Bethany had to be a normal woman with an ordinary affection for her long-passed mother. A lot of people had told her they admired her mother before. Her mother had been amazing: it had been no wonder that Emperor von Fueller sought her as his second wife from among all of the court. Beautiful, a bold dancer, a magnificent singer, a sharp wit and boundless intellect. She had been a prodigy at everything that excited her.

	Of course Bethany admired her. That being said, they appeared to have been closer than merely an object of admiration and a pair of eyes that watched her from afar. For her mother to entrust personal effects to her to such a degree, they must have been friends. Close friends even. Elena did not know too much about Bethany personally, she had never been curious. Bethany was a servant, a helpful and sometimes doting and sometimes overbearing caretaker. That was all. Now that she was curious, however, it was in a setting where there was no time to ask her to tell the tale.

	So rather than press further, or demand an explanation, Elena merely spread her arms. This was out of her sense of respect for Bethany.

	“Help me dress, Bethany. Let’s see how much like my mother I look in this.”

	“It’d be an honor, Princess.”

	Bethany’s past could wait until morning. 

	Gertrude’s visit to the party could not.

	Her maid had dressed her before, many times. 

	Elena had been fearful that there would be something odd or off about this particular instance, but there was not. Bethany disrobed her, even helped her out of her suit layer, with the exact same care, attention and detached professionalism with which she always worked. For the party, Elena would not be wearing a full or half suit beneath her clothes. It was seen as provincial to wear swim suits under one’s clothes at formal occasions.

	Once she was fully in the nude, she donned a pair of black tights and elbow gloves, and Bethany helped her gently into the dress and zipped up the back. It was surprisingly lighter and simpler than it seemed to wear. 

	Elena had wondered if any part of the design would necessitate double-sided tape or some other secret tool of truly fashionable upper-class ladies; but in fact, it clung to her well. All of the skin the designer wanted to highlight with the gaps was visible in appropriate quantity, the bodice left no room for the dress to slide, and the skirt reached to the knee perfectly.

	Dressed for the party, Elena thought she would now go– but her maid stopped her.

	“Not without a touch-up on your face! Sit down.”

	At Bethany’s command, Elena sat. 

	Her maid produced a makeup kit. A layer of foundation, pearl-pink concealer, and the slightest hint of blush touched up Elena’s cheeks. A gentle shadow around her eyes and a coat of glossy lipstick just a touch darker than the natural color of Elena’s lips, gave her a bright, elegant appearance that still looked natural, without too much product.

	When the hairbrush came out, Elena feared they might be there all night.

	Her maid turned the chair around, and gently stroked Elena’s hair.

	Rather than turn it into a project, she just made Elena’s natural looks clean and proper.

	To top it off, Bethany affixed a moon-shaped, diamond-studded silver hairpiece on Elena.

	“There. Look in the mirror, princess.”

	Elena turned around and spread her arms. She lifted the skirt just a little.

	She put her back to the mirror and looked over her shoulder at the reflection.

	Not too much had changed, but it really felt like her best traits were accentuated very well.

	“I feared you might doll me up too much, but this is quite pleasant.”

	“We don’t have to conceal your looks today. We want them to shine in their organic state.”

	Bethany laid her arms on Elena’s shoulders and smiled fondly.

	Elena almost got a motherly sense out of that expression.

	“Leda would be so proud. But let us not tarry. We should go meet that woman of yours.”

	How unfair, to mention her mother’s name with that expression, and then hurry her along! Nonetheless, Elena followed Bethany down to the foyer. 

	There were maids working on last minute dusting and furniture arrangement. While the foyer did not normally look like much, they had added flowers and fine glasswork decorations, a portrait of the Emperor, and extra strips of lights on the ceiling to brighten up the atmosphere. It would not be long before a modest group of guests would arrive through the doors of the Villa. Bethany pushed Elena to a sideroom where the maids kept additional furniture in storage and bid her to wait. 

	Gertrude would be brought to her.

	“Bethany, can you explain why I am hiding with the taxidermy?” Elena pointed bitterly at a stuffed creature occupying a corner of the dim little room. “I’m the birthday girl? What kind of birthday celebration is this?”

	Bethany sighed. “Do you want to stand at the doors and greet everyone? It’s what you will have to do, as the Royal Princess, if the guests see you the instant they walk through the front doors. And then imagine the scandal if you leave the guests behind as soon as Lady Lichtenberg shows up?”

	“That’s a good point.” Elena sighed. Everything was so complicated!

	“I won’t object to the two of you appearing together. But you have to go in after the guests have settled down. It’s the only way that it makes sense. Anything else would be an insult to them. So wait here: be quiet and still.”

	Bethany shut the door to the side-room. 

	Elena could hear the sounds of her heels, growing ever more distant. There continued to be a muffled commotion outside for quite some time.

	And so Elena waited, sitting on an old chair covered in a white blanket.

	Accompanied by a fiendish creature the size of a dog, frozen in time in its own corner. It looked ridiculous. She wondered whose this thing was.

	Elena noticed a sharp increasing the number of footsteps and voices outside. That meant the people her brother had invited had arrived. 

	She surmised then that her isolation would end soon, but it was several minutes worth of people outside, being greeted she assumed, before the foyer became quiet again. Elena feared her dress would get dusty or wrinkled, but in the dim light of the side-room she was still able to see that her worries were unfounded. The room was fairly clean, even.

	She had lost track of time, but in reality she was not in there for long.

	And when the door next opened, Elena felt ready to forgive the plot.

	She expected Bethany, and readied to hurl some invective.

	In her place, however, the one who opened the door was an extremely handsome young woman in a very fitting, buttoned up jacket, and dress pants, black with gold trim. She wore a medal the shape of a white flower on her lapel, that indicated service to the royal family — Elena had given her that medal herself. Hers was a formal uniform, worn by high-ranking officers on special occasions, and it quite flattered the tall and lean frame of Gertrude Lichtenberg. Her hair had been collected into a ponytail, and her face was very slightly made up. Elena could tell that a few blemishes on her cheek had been powdered over, and her eyes looked darker, more intense.

	Elena wanted to joke that she appeared more boyish than ever, but that was not true. She was gentlemanly in the best way, not merely boyish. She was gallant and knightly, and in that way she was beautiful too, and she truly shone in that dress uniform. Elena loved every centimeter of her.

	Rather than invective, no words at all escaped Elena then. 

	She was quite stricken.

	Gertrude took the initiative and extended a hand to the princess.

	“I would be honored to escort the lady to the dance.”

	“Y-Yes. Of course.”

	Elena offered her hand in turn, and Gertrude took it gently and kissed the back of her glove.

	More than in just her hand, Elena felt that kiss as a warmth that spread out from below her belly. An electric sense, an air of romance; it was storybook in a way that felt too good to be true. And yet it was no dream, or she would not have felt that touch at all. Gertrude’s strong hand stroked hers gently, and she gestured toward the door, waiting for Elena to collect her senses.

	“Shall we?”

	Somehow, the friendly soldier whom Elena had known, had become this enchanted being.

	“Of course, ‘Trude.”

	She had called her by the nickname as if to confirm this was still to her.

	Without responding verbally, Gertrude simply smiled. 

	Yes; this was her Gertrude.

	They held hands, and Gertrude waited for her to cross the threshold first.

	Aside from a few maids standing around, the Foyer was completely empty.

	There were signs everywhere that the floor had been well trod upon.

	Bethany was not around.

	She must have had more important duties to attend to.

	Now that the party was in motion, she had to coordinate the proceedings.

	Like a consummate gentleman, Gertrude helped Elena up the stairs from the foyer. She led her around a corner, toward the second-floor hunting lodge, the largest room in the villa. Gertrude would not have known where it was, as she had never had occasion to visit it. Elena thought then that the maids would have cooperated with her, and maybe prepared her before she took Elena. Her knight moved through the villa with complete confidence. But whenever they exchanged glances as they navigated the halls, Gertrude would smile casually and cheerfully as ever.

	That smile indicated that this was simply Gertrude; but a Gertrude trying to impress.

	When they entered the lodge, all eyes were on immediately them.

	A princess dressing bolder than ever, and a soldierly woman in a formal uniform.

	Elena could feel everyone in the room scrutinizing them. 

	She hardly knew what to say when she entered the room. She started to look around, hoping that the situation would solve itself.

	There were perhaps a hundred people in attendance. To accommodate them, the massive hunting lodge had been completely transformed. Elena had always found the space a waste. So much room devoted to trophies and old guns and tacky fur rugs. She imagined those things must have belonged to her father. Bethany and the maids had gotten rid of it all, at least temporarily. For once it was possible to admire the breadth of the lodge’s floor space, the beautiful tiles, the fiery red curtains and decorative rose arrangements. Torches were lit to provide a mood, and the LEDs dimmed.

	Along the side walls there were a few chairs arrayed for those who preferred to sit. There were small tables filled with treats. 

	Mutton and fig meatballs and crunchy bread spread with bone marrow were the most common small bites, along with plates of roasted vegetables and fresh fruit with spicy fish sauce or real honey for dipping. There were maids spread around the room, dressed to impress in frilly uniform gowns, serving a choice of various wines from intricate bottles.

	Far in the back, a small stage had been erected where five maids appeared, all dressed up, the more tomboyish ones in suits, and some in ornate dresses, and they sat with instruments in hand and played music for all of the guests. She knew they also had a sophisticated sound system that could back them up, but Elena had several dozen servants boasting a broad array of talents, so she wanted to hope they were all playing the vibrant, sensual music which filled the lodge.

	Conspicuously missing was the sapphire-gleaming glare of her half-brother Erich.

	Elena wondered if she should say some words.

	It was her special occasion, wasn’t it? 

	It was also true she had never wanted this party.

	And none of these people were her friends, or acquaintances of even minor familiarity. None of her school age friends were here save for Gertrude.

	Before she could make a fool out of herself, however, a woman stepped on to the stage. A mature, dark-haired beauty in a flamboyant red dress and white gloves, perhaps the singer, she drew everyone’s attention to herself with a clack of her heels. Wearing a smile as bright red as her dress, she addressed the room in a voice that felt strangely familiar to Elena’s ears.

	“Everyone! I bid you all a luxurious evening! As you can see, the honored guest has arrived, which means it is time to commence the festivities. You have drinks, good company, and the floor. What are you all staring for? Give the birthday girl and her friend some space; what kind of party is it if we all just stand in a circle? Band, give me something to work with!”

	She turned around to the maids, who looked at each other with something approaching disbelief and then began to play a sultry tune at a faster tempo. It was a popular song, particularly among soldiers, about a seeing a beautiful woman at port and spending a night before a fated departure. Snapping her fingers in tune with the music, the woman in red closed her eyes, first humming on stage until she finally broke out into the familiar tune with a rich singing voice. With the lights on her, she was enchanting.

	It was then Elena realized that it was Bethany up on stage.

	Bethany; her maid, Bethany–

	Gertrude responded with a gentle laugh.

	“It is a wonderful tune, but it’s so played out with the boys.”

	She turned toward Elena, who was still mildly shell-shocked.

	“I owe you a dance or two, but would you rather carouse?”

	Elena snapped out of her reverie. “Carouse with who? Come on.”

	Gertrude did not need to be told twice.

	She took the princess by the waist and hand and led her to the dance floor.

	Swept up in the physicality of the moment, Elena could hardly refuse.

	Elena was unskilled, but Gertrude led well. For the most part, the princess avoided looking completely useless on the dance floor. She did not stomp Gertrude’s feet, and while ungraceful, she met the sweeping movements of her escort as best as she could. She felt as if caught up in a whirlwind. Gertrude had her by the hands, by waist, by the shoulder at times.

	They said nothing to one another. 

	Their eyes locked, their breathing in tune. Their emotions were visible only in their movements. Elena could feel it from Gertrude, from the way she was held, led, touched. A certain possessiveness, a need to assert her place. Back at the tearoom, when Gertrude had spoke up to Bethany, Elena understood what the plot meant, but perhaps, she had failed to understand the degree to which Gertrude would put herself in the position of a lover.

	And there they were. While a scant few others had begun to dance as well, it really felt like a majority of the party was not there for Bethany’s surprisingly seductive voice, or the atmosphere, or the drinks, or to take anyone’s hand in dance but the princess’ — or at least, to gain her attention or favor in some other manner. And so a great many men and women remained on the fringes of the dance floor, with what seemed like disconcerted expressions. Gertrude had beaten them to it.

	In a sudden move, Gertrude broke from her, extending her arm, and pulled her back in. She bent low with Elena and held her, just barely keeping the princess from the floor. Their eyes, their noses, their lips, merely centimeters apart. Millimeters, perhaps. It was the final act of the show.

	Elena could almost taste Gertrude’s subtle but clearly exerted breathing.

	Suspended in this position, they spent what felt like eternity lost in each other’s eyes. Elena felt something inside her, brimming under her skin.

	Gertrude gently lifted her back up.

	She then acknowledged the gawkers with a smug bow.

	Meanwhile Elena’s face was blushing red as the curtains, red as the roses, red as the wine.

	“Would you like me to stick close, or would you prefer to scout out the room yourself?”

	Elena, unprepared to make decisions, wished that Gertrude would just grab her again.

	“I suppose I should try to see what these people want with me.” She said, sighing.

	She did not go alone, however. 

	Elena took Gertrude’s hand, and they walked into a small crowd of aristocrats together. Taking up drinks, they introduced themselves together. To this crowd, Gertrude became Elena’s “long-time friend” and “military advisor” in the span of a few minutes, and the words seemed to change the atmosphere with them. It became possible to talk to them about nothing for some time, and nobody was quite able to bring up subjects Elena feared.

	Many of them, to Elena’s surprise, expressed a greater lamentation at her brother ghosting the party, than whatever apprehension they may have had about Elena’s choice of companion. Slowly, over the course of several of these paltry interactions with the faceless folk that had heeded her brothers’ summons, she developed a fuller picture of what was going on. None of them had really come to try to woo Elena or even to try to get her to invest her hereditary wealth in the kind of schemes the nobility and capitalists got up to for profit. Nobody had come for her.

	All of them had been brought to Vogelheim on the promise of her brother’s attendance.

	First in line to the throne, overwhelmingly the most powerful man in the Empire now.

	That the conversations around the party managed to become about family businesses, the rare vintage of the wines on hand, the array of fashionable suits and dresses on display, and the rare natural beauty of Vogelheim, gave Elena a sense of relief. It also unveiled the stark truth of how little power and influence she had. Nobody had come to her birthday even just to suck up to her personally. And if they were paying attention to her it was because she was inviting scandal with a woman partner. Everyone assembled, at best, thought of her as a proxy to get to her brother and nothing more. 

	She might have been able to endure at least one or two marriage proposals to avoid having to swallow that bitter pill. But she made the best of it. 

	With Gertrude at her side, she immersed herself in the people around her, she smiled, she drank. She laughed politely at jokes. She put on a convincing show pretending to be impressed at the son of a cattle magnate or the daughter of a mining industrialist and their petty little ambitions. 

	As Bethany advised, Elena endured the night.

	

	

	 


4.5

	This chapter contains explicit consensual sexual content and one flagrant violation of personal boundaries.

	At one curious point in Elena’s prosaic evening, Gertrude herself became a hot topic.

	“Oh, yes, I am that High Inquisitor Lichtenberg. Yes, I’m part of internal security.”

	She began answering questions fielded at her, and everyone suddenly became interested.

	Elena thought it was no surprise Gertrude could become a center of attention herself. After all, she was tall, handsome, and had a variety of talents. And also she was a High Inquisitor at the age of 29, no mean feat. Particularly because she led a purge of her predecessor to get there.

	Once the little group that had formed around Elena caught wind of it, they began to move the conversation politely and gently as they could toward Gertrude, with a heavy focus on acquiring her aid for their troubles. 

	A young man whose private shipyard had issues with labor unionists brought up the subject to Gertrude, who told him it would be easier to compromise with them than beat them; a woman expressed discomfort at the fact that homeless people congregated in a station block she bought for renovation, and Gertrude suggested charitable works; such conversations continued from there. After a point, more people, particularly young women, asked for Gertrude to recount her own tales, and such companionship felt much more sincere to Elena.

	Gertrude would not become their personal attendants. 

	She was already bound to a promise.

	And neither money nor brutality had ever formed part of her interests to begin with.

	It seemed that the opportunists learned this at last. 

	And so the discussion lightened up.

	Still it very much centered around Gertrude. 

	Everyone became impressed with her.

	Maybe they had become bored of Elena. 

	That was fair; she found them all boring too.

	While her companion was getting wrapped up in socializing, Elena felt she finally had a chance to take a breather and recuperate. She really was something of an introvert at heart, and she happily took the opportunity to slip out of the dull crowd as they mobbed Gertrude. She could have a drink in a corner near the band, collect herself. Maybe even ask Bethany about, well, everything.

	As she broke from the group, however, someone called out to and approached her.

	“Milady! Milady!” A woman stepped forward excitedly while calling for Elena. When the Princess stopped to acknowledge her, she clapped her hands together and beamed at her. “Milady, I wish you a wonderful birthday and many more to come. May I take your side for a moment?”

	Her solicitor was a tall, blond woman. Her hair was styled so it fell partially over one eye, lending her an air of mystery. She wore a beautiful dress that was simple in its design but ornate in decoration, black with glittering blue gradients and a plunging neckline. Blue gloves and stockings with similar blue touches covered her arms from the hand to just above the elbow, and from thigh to foot. So while the dress showed off skin in some provocative places, she was actually quite well covered. What she chose to uncover left an impression: she had a scar on her chest, between her breasts, that was quite obvious. It looked to Elena like a surgical scar, but she did not want to inspect it for too long. It might have put her in a compromising position.

	Elena was instantly curious about this woman and allowed her to take her arm for a brief walk, and she led her to a nearby table, where they had a drink of wine. While Elena only took a sip, her new companion downed the entire glass and set it back down on the table with a boisterous smile. 

	There was clearly something about her. 

	Not nobility; likely bourgeois, a capitalist.

	“Only the best for the young lady.” She picked up a second glass, and this one she toasted with before taking a single sip. “Princess Elena von Fueller. Your location was a closely guarded secret, until today. We live in interesting times! I must say, I wish your brother had come too.”

	Elene felt something off about the conversation. They were mostly out of earshot of anyone, and the woman’s tone bordered on impolite. Why did she walk her over here to drink in an unsightly fashion and whine like this?

	“That’s a popular sentiment. But do you not think it rude to ask for my arm, only to talk about my brother? If you wish only to speak of him, contact his publicist instead of myself.”

	She launched a barb, allowing her tone of voice to show some of her deeply held irritation. If her assumption proved correct, then this woman was not an aristocrat, and as such, insulting or humiliating her would have no consequence for Elena. While having money could make one materially equivalent to a noble, the capitalists were not socially equivalent to nobles or even to the highest and most respected echelons of the military, at least not in the old fashioned Imperial capital state of Palatine.

	Someone like Gertrude while less wealthy, commanded more respectability; someone like Elena could treat any capitalist, however rich they were, like a filthy commoner, if she desired to do so. They were owed no more respect.

	Her response did not move the woman one centimeter. 

	Her confidence was unshaken.

	“I apologize. I was simply making an observation, but I may have been too blunt. I’m a keen observer of the court’s political atmosphere. To wit, I had been trying to find you, milady, for some time now. But it proved impossible, until you were allowed to be discovered for this party.”

	Her dark red lips curled into a sly smile.

	Elena was taken aback. “Why were you searching for me? If you think I am more pliable toward your business interests than my brother or my departed father, you are mistaken. I’m not looking to invest.”

	What was her deal? 

	Elena was wracking her brain trying to find out. She could read so little from the woman’s self-aggrandizing expression. She was not like all the dressed-up bimbos and scheming clods whom her brother had invited to cause Elena grief. Behind those black eyes there was something going on. Did she just want money? Elena almost felt a sense of danger from her.

	“Nothing so vulgar as that. It concerns your mother.”

	Elena was briefly stunned speechless. 

	For her mother to come up twice in one evening–

	The woman smiled and cut her off. “I apologize for not introducing myself sooner, I’m Marina McKennedy. I would like to request a private audience tomorrow. I wish to bequeath to you something that was once your mother’s, and was kept with me, and rightly belongs to you.”

	“You knew my mother?” Elena said, almost a whisper, a gasp. 

	Her heart pounded.

	“She was the star of the court. More people knew and loved her than will speak of it today. She had many trusted friends, I was but one among them.”

	Marine reached out a hand suddenly and patted Elena on the head, ruffling her hair slightly. The Princess looked around as if in a dream. 

	Nobody was paying attention to her.

	Trapped in her own isolated corner of the world with this Marina McKennedy. Since nobody could see it, she smacked away Marina’s hand with clear aggression. “Don’t touch me! What are you playing at?”

	“I apologize, it was a reflex. It’s because you look just like her.” Marina said. “It’s almost uncanny. So, is it permissible for me to visit tomorrow?”

	Elena felt reduced to a child, and her emotions spiraled. 

	“Absolutely not. Go fuck yourself.”

	“My, my; manners, princess. I’ll come at teatime, then I will be gone.”

	“You’ll be gone right now before I have the High Inquisitor remove you.”

	Elena balled up her fists at her side, seeing red. 

	Marina looked if anything, more amused.

	She bowed her head mockingly, turned around, and casually left the ballroom. Elena almost wondered if anybody else saw her, or if she was some kind of mocking ghost or spirit. She seemed almost to glide in under anyone’s notice. Elena knew somehow that she was not invited. She must have snuck into Vogelheim, and the eve of the party was just her opportunity to get close to Elena. But for what reason? Her mother? Really?

	That being said, when that aggressive mood finally passed her, Elena realized that Marina could have easily hurt her if that was her intention. Maybe she really was an eccentric friend of her mother. Elena had heard that her mother was a free spirit, deep into the arts and culture and with many eccentric acquaintances, such as philosophers and poets and fashionistas. None of the people who had told her they knew her mother had been truly normal. Elena should have been used to this by now.

	She knew so little about her. 

	If Marina was inviting herself, perhaps it was best to let her.

	With that dark cloud over her head, Elena returned to the party.

	Gertrude had really gotten sucked into the crowd. 

	She was laughing and being chummy and looked like she was finally opening up more. Perhaps the drink in her hand helped as well. Elena was not in the mood to feel positive about her special friend making chatter with people who were not her, on her own birthday. Elena let herself be as gloomy and unfriendly as she felt while she pushed her way back into the circle of aristocrats that had gathered around Gertrude.

	Mid-conversation, the Inquisitor noticed Elena’s appearance and tried to make an escape.

	“Ah, I’m getting peckish, I’m going to meet with a charcuterie plate, ciao!”

	She surreptitiously took Elena’s hand and silently urged her to follow.

	Elena gave no resistance. 

	Around them, the crowd’s attentions were diverted.

	Far in the background, Bethany had gone through a few songs already. Giving her vocal cords a break, she let the band take the lead, and left the stage with an announcement, wishing the partygoers well and to await her return. Her parting and the vigorous clapping that followed from the animated crowd of nobles gave Elena and Gertrude a chance to slip away.

	Gertrude grabbed a pair of drinks from a plate and urged Elena to follow.

	“You’ve had enough of this party haven’t you? What’s a good place to hide?”

	“My room?”

	Elena looked like a deer in the headlights for a second.

	“Your room? Really? Well, I suppose I wouldn’t look for you there.”

	With this agreement, they ditched the party entirely.

	The Villa was completely deserted. 

	Everyone was at the party. There were more maids in the floor below, whipping up food when needed, but on the second floor, Elena’s so-called party was the nexus of all activity. Gertrude and Elena walked the empty halls together, making it all the way to Elena’s room without bumping into anyone or eliciting any suspicion. They locked the door behind themselves and were confident they had not been seen nor followed.

	“Ah, it’s spacious.” Gertrude said. She looked over the arrangements briefly.

	Gertrude had never been invited to Elena’s room before. When they were kids, they played together in approved settings, such as the school, or a park; as adults, when Gertrude visited, they had tea and went on walks. Since relocating to Vogelheim, Elena had never had a guest in her room. Gertrude’s eyes fell upon Elena’s stuffed toys and her humble bookshelf.

	“I would have thought you would have way more stuff though.”

	“I don’t really ask for much. My brother is always late delivering anything I order anyway.”

	“He really has you go through him for anything huh?”

	“He’s so overprotective, it’s honestly unnerving.”

	Aside from her stuffies, Elena prized possessions were mainly her books as well as various pieces of learning software such as a universal encyclopedia, which were installed on the Villa’s main computer and could be accessed through thin clients on the network. She also had a Nexus 32-bit console and a few romantic adventure games, but she had thoroughly exhausted all of them and the console lay unplugged in a corner of the room. There was also her wardrobe, of course. That was not valuable at all.

	“It’s cozy. I’m jealous; you can wake up to a breeze and look out at the sun.”

	Gertrude walked over to the window and looked outside.

	“It’s kind of annoying though. You can’t sleep in because of the sunlight.” Elena said.

	“That beats staring at grey walls for months.” Gertrude winked at her.

	“Everything out there is just as artificial as the walls in your ship.” Elena said.

	Gertrude cracked a smile. She sat on Elena’s bed, and Elena sat beside her.

	They drank, and sat close, mostly quiet, contemplative.

	The Princess glanced sidelong at the woman she fashioned as her knight and felt a thrilling sensation in her chest, a prickling electricity under her skin as she drank more. She knew that their positions in life were not supposed to cross, and furthermore, that she even endangered Gertrude by coveting her as she did. But the Princess could not help it. And so her hand snuck over Gertrude’s on the bed and squeezed tightly against it. 

	Gertrude, making no change in expression, squeezed back.

	This touch set off a tiny transfer of body heat that sparked Elena’s heart.

	At first she chided herself for what she wanted to say.

	They were in a locked room, alone. 

	Though they were both women it was amply clear that they both viewed the same sex in a certain light. Their relationship to each other was special; Elena could call Gertrude her knight, her bosom friend, her dearest, all manner of beautiful words only for her. What she wanted then, what she coveted, was a lover. Someone who would fulfill her physically.

	Elena had been raised to have certainly lady-like virtues.

	She was also canny, however. 

	Ladies fucked around; probably even Bethany did.

	Would a virtuous lady sit around making euphemisms all night until her promised pounced on her out of sheer starvation of touch? Elena could not imagine the aristocrats led such cold lives. No, there was certainly a language for asking for what she desired. And to some degree she knew it. That being said, it was difficult to overcome the programming of a puritanical society. 

	She wanted to have her first time with Gertrude. That was her romantic, storybook wish.

	It was selfish to think about this when the entire Empire could fall apart in its present crisis.

	That was what she told herself, she was selfish, she was a pervert, and yet–

	And yet, it was the insanity of the moment which led her to seek comfort in Gertrude.

	All of this then led Elena to make her case in the most roundabout way.

	“You know, Gertrude, if you were a boy, this would be a grand opportunity for you.”

	She said this, and tugged gently on Gertrude’s sleeve, wearing an embarrassed smile.

	Gertrude fully turned her head to make eye contact. She blinked twice, quietly.

	“Elena?”

	“I just mean– we’ve had quite a hot date already, haven’t we? Now we’re here alone.”

	Elena made this insinuation almost in a joking fashion, as if trying to back off, but the bevy of emotions swirling in her head belied the truth behind it. Gertrude, sitting with her on the bedside, made little response. Both of them had their cheeks turning red. The warmth transferring between their hands became hotter. For a few moments, they exchanged glances in an awkward silence.

	She thought it only proper, that if something were to happen, Gertrude should initiate.

	It was also an insurance policy for her own heart, perhaps.

	She didn’t want to ask something scandalous directly, and then be turned down.

	And yet, she also wanted that feeling of being taken.

	Of losing control; being controlled by someone else, not being sole master of her body.

	Losing responsibility, for a moment, for being The Imperial Princess.

	All of these thoughts brewed like a perverted tea in her brain, but nothing happened.

	Maybe Gertrude just was not as much as a deviant as Elena herself.

	In the next instant, this fantasy had a brush with death. Elena nearly discarded her hopes.

	Then Gertrude had a little laugh burst out of her. A laugh slick with a surging devilishness.

	She turned fully around and extended an arm past Elena on the bed and pinned her down.

	Now Gertrude hovered over her.

	“Like this, you think? Sudden, rough, unexpected; how a real dirtbag would treat a lady.”

	One of her knees been set between Elena’s legs so that she could not close them.

	Elena’s thighs pressed against it.

	Gertrude came suddenly very close.

	Her lips brushed against Elena’s. They didn’t kiss, not fully, but the touch set off electricity all across Elena’s face, down her neck. Instead of taking her lips, Gertrude stalked closer, seeking something more. Elena was surprised. Gertrude really was pressing her weight right on top of her.

	She supported herself looming over Elena with both hands at first.

	One over the left shoulder, one under the right arm.

	On her face was a sly expression, narrowed eyes, subtly spread lips.

	Elena did not try to move out of her grasp. Her eyes drew wide.

	Such a bold response set Elena’s heart afire. Her chest pounded. Her breathing quickened.

	Sweat, formed glistening beads on her chest.

	Gertrude’s hand moved from her shoulder, down her flank, over her hip.

	Her fingers snuck beneath Elena’s skirt and grabbed a deep handful of her buttocks.

	Elena tittered. Rather than panic, she found herself smiling at this act.

	She was excited. She raised her arms to Gertrude’s hips as if inviting more.

	Gertrude smiled back.

	She then nearly fell over Elena with laughter.

	Suddenly breaking the illusion she had created.

	Elena suddenly felt a little ridiculous herself. She laughed with Gertrude, still holding her.

	“We’re hopeless.” Said the Princess.

	Gertrude shook her head.

	“Elena, I cannot say I am personally experienced in this, but I’m also not so innocent, you know? Soldiers spend months out at sea, and we do indulge these kinds of fantasies. If you think I haven’t– However, it is just not my style to take action amid so many ambiguities and unspoken words as this.”

	“What– What should I do then?” Elena said.

	That dark expression appeared on Gertrude’s face again.

	She leaned back down on Elena.

	“Become mine and mine alone. Beg me for something no one else can give.”

	Gertrude’s voice, low, slick, dangerous, her words tickled Elena’s ears.

	Dark, seductive whispers that pulled Elena tantalizingly close to oblivion.

	“Tell me what you want, Princess. I’ll grant your every wish. But you have to beg for it. I don’t want to do anything if we’re just fooling ourselves.”

	She felt Gertrude’s knee up against her again.

	A tiny, stammering sound escaped from her lips. 

	Her heart caught in her chest.

	Was she simply so weak? 

	Or was Gertrude just naturally, monstrously strong?

	Feeling the force in her lover’s words, Elena succumbed to the compulsion.

	She whispered in Gertrude’s ears. She whispered what she wanted.

	Gertrude grinned with great self-satisfaction.

	“As you wish, milady.”

	Gertrude raised her head away from Elena’s whispering lips and then suddenly descended on them. She took the princess into a deep, sudden kiss, pushing her down on the bed.

	For a princess who could have nearly anything in the world which could be bought, this was the one thing she was barred from. Choosing who gets to taste her lips, to touch her body. Those choices were taken from her mother and they’d be taken from her; and yet, in the insane situation in which the world found itself, Elena finally felt free from her responsibilities.

	Gertrude’s lips parted from her own, a thread of spittle briefly connecting their tongues.

	Was this the thread of their conjoined fate? It was brief; but there would be more.

	“I’m going to move you and undress you, ok?”

	Gertrude sat up and pulled Elena up with her, sitting her on the bed.

	From behind her, Gertrude carefully undid Elena’s dress and pulled it off her shoulders.

	Elena felt a chill down her spine, and gooseflesh, as her skin was exposed to a cool breeze.

	“Careful.” Elena said. “It’s my mother’s heirloom. I’ll do it.”

	Gertrude nodded. For a moment, she instead undressed herself. She stripped off her suit, vest, button-down, until she was topless, exposing her strong shoulders and lean belly. Her toned body glistened with sweat.

	Elena spotted a patch adhered to her left rib. It was her healing injury.

	“Sorry you have to see this.” Gertrude winked.

	“All of your scars are beautiful to me, Gertrude.”

	She did not have many. But there were a few. And Elena did love them.

	Every part of Gertrude was a part she loved.

	Smiling, Gertrude shifted her legs off the bed for a moment and pulled down her pants, before crossing them and pulling Elena closer to her again. She could feel Gertrude’s hot, irregular breathing behind her neck. Then she felt her lips, on her shoulder, on her neck. A nip at her ear.

	Her elfin ears were longer than an Imbrian’s, and particularly sensitive.

	She quivered a little and let out a tiny gasp.

	“Take your time undressing. Are you feeling good?”

	Elena nodded her head quietly.

	She gently shed the various accoutrements on her body, unveiling more pearl-pink skin.

	As she did, Gertrude’s newly freed hands glided up her flanks, over her ribs.

	Elena felt her back press up against Gertrude’s breasts.

	She was warm and protected again. She did not realize how much bigger Gertrude was until she was wrapped in her embrace, and her lover could almost rest her head on Elena’s in the position that they were in. Her hands wandered, pressing against Elena’s skin, rising up her chest.

	Just as she had grabbed hold of Elena’s rear, she squeezed both of her breasts.

	“Oh!”

	“That’s a cute reaction.”

	That low, sultry voice kissed her ears again.

	Gertrude cupped her fingers over her breasts, teasing her more.

	Brief, and probing, as if it was a novel sensation. 

	Just a tease; soon the hands moved again.

	Into the bundle of discarded dress that hung around Elena’s hips and legs.

	Elena felt it instantly. A wild heat that coursed through her midsection.

	As soon as Gertrude’s fingers teased down her inner thigh.

	As soon as they applied pressure–

	“Oh– my god–”

	“You’re shaking so much. I’ve barely done anything. What a dirty Princess.”

	Gertrude delivered another sultry whisper into Elena’s pointed ear.

	Between Elena’s legs, Gertrude’s finger slipped down the center, gently parting soft skin.

	One of her lover’s strong arms went around Elena’s stomach, holding her steady.

	Gertrude nipped Elena’s neck, kissing, sucking, while her hand worked faster.

	Her fingers ceased exploring; one slipped inside the princess with swift ease.

	“Gertrude–”

	And another flicked and pressed against her clit.

	“Oh my god Gertrude–”

	Elena nearly let out all the air in her lungs. She bent against Gertrude’s body.

	Her hips threw back. She felt like she had hit Gertrude’s chest–

	But the sensation, the heat, the feeling of pressure building and washing over her–

	Gertrude smiled, her face up against Elena’s. “I hope this is how you fantasized it too.”

	Her fingers worked faster.

	Elena’s entire body quaked with those words, that touch.

	A wave crashed over her, shuddering from her core and out to her limbs.

	She let out a cry, a cry of relief, a release of pressure, a cry of joy.

	She sank against Gertrude, soaked in sweat and more, tittering.

	Tears started to form in Elena’s eyes. Tears of joy. “Ger– Trude I– I l-l-love–“

	Gertrude kissed her cheek and embraced her with both arms.

	“I know. I love you too. And I’ll always protect you, Elena. Always.”

	

	

	In the middle of an encore of Lili Marlene, Bethany Skoll chided herself internally.

	Everyone was going crazy over her singing; and she looked killer in a red dress.

	When she wanted to, she could still sex herself up and steal anyone’s gaze.

	Something about that did please her. It felt like what she got up to with Leda.

	But caught up in the passion of the moment, her own gaze had lost its sharpness too.

	She had lost track of the princess; and none of the drunk men or absentminded bimbos in the crowd seemed to care that the birthday girl was gone either. Bethany surmised that since the lady Lichtenberg was gone too, they must be together. She understood that they were both women who valued the same sex differently than most; so she had some inkling of what they might do.

	It was a special night, they were a little tipsy, and they were alone.

	Such things tugged at her matronly concerns, but it was a new world.

	By the dawn, it could well be the least of their problems.

	At least Elena was not in any danger with Lady Lichtenberg.

	Or at least not in danger of losing anything but her virginity.

	Bethany chided herself for another fact as well.

	Prince Erich had never come to the party. He had invited all of these people, who truly came only for his presence and cared nothing for Elena, and then he himself had failed to show. Such a disservice could only mean that there was a plot afoot. He never intended to come because he chose not to be in Vogelheim for his precious sister’s birthday. His sister, whom he himself had hidden in Vogelheim. For her own security; to keep her away from the nobles’ resurgent devilry.

	She dared not dream that Prince Erich was scheming against the princess.

	However, he may well have been scheming against these people.

	So Bethany was torn between the song, the dance, the ardor; and the cold, unknown reality.

	For a while she simply sang and entrusted the Princess to her own judgment.

	After all, she was a woman now. She had to be trusted to make her own decisions.

	As the night wore on, and the assembled began to lose whatever ambition had brought them to this unknown place, as they began to lose sight of what they were hoping to find or what sort of opportunity they might score, Bethany decided to bring the night to a close for them. She and the maids doubled as a security team, so they were crafty in their own ways. Erich had dropped this mess on their shoulders quite suddenly, and they had everything under control nonetheless.

	“Thank you so much for the applause. Ladies and gentlemen, I regret to inform that your entertainment for tonight has concluded. There will be transportation awaiting you, and you may stay at the Schellen Hotel for the night or return to your personal watercraft at this time. Our dear Elena von Fueller wishes she could have entertained you personally for longer, but business has unfortunately led her away from us. Nonetheless, you will all be remembered in the Princess’ heart for your company tonight. Once again, thank you for your attendance, and have a pleasant night.”

	Significant amounts of the partygoers had drank enough to have some trouble interpreting the announcement, but the cordial and pretty maids who appeared from the crowd’s flanks gently guided everybody away from the drinks and the dance hall, slowly peeling the partygoers out the door, down the stairs, and out to the garden, where a small fleet of private motorcars were waiting. Bethany did not see that particular detail, though she knew that they planned it like that.

	Instead, she stood up on the stage, and viewed the empty dance floor.

	She remembered when she first sang for her; when she looked down at her on an empty dance floor just like this. Back then, it was an entirely different world. Neither of them knew what attention would fall on them, what kind of life they would end up having. Bethany had a dire need of confidence in herself. Leda gave her all the confidence she lacked, helped her feel alive.

	That empty, improvised dance floor, and the tables in disarray.

	It was so much like that night.

	“No use remembering any of this, Bethany. She’s gone.”

	Everything she did now was for Elena. 

	Bethany walked off the stage. 

	She picked up a bottle of champagne that was perhaps three quarters empty, grabbing it by the neck with the same grip that would have strangled a man, and emptying the contents into her lips. A tiny amount of slipped from the side of her mouth, and for an instant, she must have really looked like a bloodsucking beast, more than a singer in red.

	There were a lot of sides to her.

	“I still got it. For how much longer? As long as it takes, I suppose.”

	Most of the maids would still be engaged a while, so Bethany thought she would give herself a few moments to wallow and feel sorry for herself. Perhaps she always felt this way after singing. Singing helped her vent. 

	It flared up her emotions, and she had many emotions to burn. 

	Perhaps that was what made truly great singers. 

	Having to hide the pain that they felt.

	“Great performance; I really managed to get into the mood myself.”

	A chilling voice, its volume tightly controlled.

	As Bethany made her way out the doors of the lodge and locked them behind her, she heard and saw a woman approach. A blond, who instantly peeled off her own blond hair to reveal shorter black hair, tied into a little bun, half up and half down, with bangs falling over one of her eyes.

	Boldly dressed, and moving boldly, the woman invaded Bethany’s space.

	One hand struck the locked door behind Bethany, close to the maid’s ear.

	Her free hand took Bethany’s wrist.

	And her knee went under and between Bethany’s legs.

	She had a completely stone-like, inexpressive face.

	“Miss me?” She said.

	In the next instant as Bethany’s lips parted to respond, Marina McKennedy’s head tipped to one side and pressed the rest of her claim on Bethany’s orbit. Her tongue tasted like smoke and liquor in Bethany’s mouth, and for some reason that kiss and the way her lips locked against the maid’s caused eerily familiar sensations. Still, her natural reaction was to struggle against the kiss. She pushed on the woman’s stomach and chest with her free hand, while her lips continued to freely taste her as if nothing were happening. Feeling for an instant the trained muscle beneath the woman’s dress, and the strength of her grip, Bethany finally managed to shove her back.

	“You cad! I’ll have you locked up!” Bethany shouted, breathing heavy.

	“It’s McKennedy. Marina McKennedy. Well– I mean. You know.”

	Bethany was suddenly confused.

	“Look down.”

	Marina pulled down on her already plunging neckline to expose more of her breasts. Bethany stared at her exposed chest and saw a familiar scar.

	“Wait.”

	“Yes, but don’t talk about it.”

	“Blake?”

	“That name was fake too but don’t call me that. Can you drop it? Look.”

	She produced a gold card.

	A plaque, bearing an owl perched atop a round shield.

	The symbol of the Republic of Alayze’s G.I.A, General Intelligence Agency.

	Marina smiled, seeing Bethany’s shocked reaction.

	“As you can see, a hell of a lot has happened to me. I don’t want to talk about it. I’m not gonna say I can’t, because nobody’s here to stop me. But I won’t. Do you miss me? I have time that I wanted to spend with you. It’ll be– different this time, but I know you like it both ways.”

	“Solceanos protect me. It really is you.”

	Bethany slapped Marina across the face. 

	She struck her so hard, she wanted to draw blood.

	Marina grit her teeth, still smiling, though clearly put off-balance by the strike. “I kinda deserve that.” She said, reaching for lips to see if they had broken. They had not. “But at the same time Betty when we met, you approached me, you know? And I was younger than you by a good bit. So honestly, how can you blame me for still being smitten with such a cool, mature lady?”

	“Cut the crap. We were using each other. And a wealthy dilettante still ranks lower on the scale of relationship power dynamics than a secret agent, even when you factor in a few years.”

	“Did you miss me?” Marina said again.

	At this point, Bethany could not tell if Marina McKennedy meant to ask whether Marina had missed her as one of the party guests, a cruel joke on her successful infiltration; or whether Marina meant to ask her if she missed her company. Bethany chided herself again. Her gaze really was losing her sharpness. She had missed Elena and this dangerous character.

	And yet, Bethany had mixed emotions about Marina McKennedy.

	Now that she knew who it was, she almost wanted to go back to the kiss.

	Even if transactional, she remembered it was almost as good with her as it was with Leda.

	“Why are you here? It can’t have just been to rekindle an old flame. To get here you would have had to have known our secret. So you got access to that information. What do you want?”

	“You’re too cold to yourself. You’re worth the trip.”

	“Stop it. You want me to trust you after all these years? For once in your life, be honest.”

	“I’m way more honest with you than any other GIA agent would be.”

	Marina sighed briefly.

	“Elena von Fueller is here. I want to explain to her what happened to her mother and try to convince her to leave. She can defect to the Republic. She won’t have a future here, Bethany.”

	“Of course. It was always about the Princess.”

	Bethany was conflicted; briefly, before Marina suddenly put a hand on her shoulder.

	It was a gentle hand, grasping at her with desire.

	“Bethany, I’d also love to spend the night. I– I hate to admit it, but I need to be comforted too, every once in a while. I really have been through a lot. The next few months are gonna be hell for me. Is it okay if, just for tonight, I can have a little island of peace in these stormy seas?”

	“You are just using me.” Bethany said. “Maybe I have more self-respect than that now.”

	“But this time I’m the one who is desperate. Can you help me? I’ve been through hell.”

	Marina’s eyes teared up. Bethany almost voiced her surprise aloud at the sight.

	“So much for the mighty G.I.A., all-seeing, all-knowing of the seas.”

	Bethany wiped Marina’s tears; Marina recoiled at the touch as if she feared being hit again.

	The head maid was surprised. The G.I.A. agent was much cooler and more collected the last time they met. Judging by the fact that she was, well, so completely changed, and her current demeanor, either she had become a far better actor or something truly awful really had happened to her. Something that made her change herself entirely, maybe to run away; maybe to be able to accept it. Bethany could not know how much of this identity was fake or how much was genuine.

	As much of a schemer as Bethany was, she could not imagine what a spy went through.

	That was always one thing which made Leda distant too.

	Leda, herself an arch-schemer who wanted to play every side to her advantage.

	Bethany had failed to soothe Leda at all; she had failed to be an equal partner to her.

	Some would say, nobody could have stood up to the colossus that Leda was.

	And yet, Bethany was still stung by it.

	Looking at Marina’s tearful face, she remembered a scene.

	Just like when she stared down at the empty dance floor.

	It really was a night filled with déjà vu.

	When Leda had made that face to Bethany, it was the last time Bethany ever saw her.

	She did not want to fail a lonely, hurt woman again; even if she was a two-faced bitch.

	“We can discuss business later. But I’m going to need you to shape up. I’m not here for you to fall apart on. I’m still going to be needing you to top.”

	Those were some words she wished she had told Leda, too.

	Bethany winked at Marina. For a moment, Marina was struck speechless.

	She wiped her own face and smiled coolly as if nothing had happened.

	“You’re right. This isn’t me. I have to be the cool spy you fell in love with.”

	“Oh, shut up. Were you faking?”

	“I wasn’t! You have to believe me. You weren’t this paranoid with Leda.”

	Marina raised her hands in defense.

	Bethany sighed. 

	“Follow me. And keep your hands to yourself until we get in bed.”

	“I’ll be perfectly gentlemanly.”

	“Shut up, too.” 

	That night, it was not just Elena who found a pair of arms to stave off the bad dreams.

	

	

	 


4.6

	This chapter contains non-explicit sexual content.

	Every soldier dreamed about their beloved on long, lonely voyages.

	Gertrude dreamt silently of her feelings for Elena for years.

	She expected nothing, knowing the impossible social positions they occupied.

	And yet, despite everything, on this one insane, false nightfall in this forgotten island–

	Was it actually a dream? Would she wake up in the Iron Lady, alone again?

	Gertrude scolded herself internally. 

	No fantasy could ever measure up to the feeling of lying in bed, holding Elena in her arms, squeezing the princess’ back against her chest. Skin to skin, with nothing between them. Sweating profusely despite the best efforts of the climate control system. Shivering when touched, still tender and sensitive. Gertrude could have never imagined the Princess would have sought her out not just for emotional support but physical pleasure.

	She much less imagined that the Princess would reciprocate!

	It was a sight, that indigo head of hair enthusiastically exploring between Gertrude’s legs, clumsily returning the affection that Gertrude had given without expecting anything back. Her head eagerly bobbing as she tried her best to please, her tongue sliding through and into her, putting courage ahead of experience, it filled Gertrude with glee. Looking down at Elena like this: it made Gertrude feel powerful.

	That memory would last her a few more years at sea, though hopefully it would not be so long. 

	It could have never been a dream; Gertrude would not have let herself dream it.

	“Gertrude.”

	Agitated, a little weakened, facing away from Gertrude, the Princess’ voice rose up.

	“You’re leaving soon, aren’t you? You’re not staying the night.”

	Gertrude held her even tighter.

	Elena felt almost diaphanous in her hands. Like she was made of silk.

	She had her strengths. She didn’t see herself as weak. 

	But she was frail, delicate, precious.

	In the times that they lived in now she was more vulnerable than ever before.

	“I have to go. But I will stay until the very last second I can.”

	“Just– just hold me for a bit. If you do that, I’ll last a few more years too, like you said.”

	Elena giggled a little. Gertrude was surprised to hear it.

	She turned around in Gertrude’s arms, locking eyes with her.

	“I’m glad you were my first time.”

	She craned her head and kissed Gertrude softly on the lips.

	Gertrude laid a hand on Elena’s hair and pulled her head into her chest.

	“I’ll let you in on a secret. You were my first too, Princess.”

	

	

	“Those two remind you of yourself and Leda. That’s why you let her into Vogelheim.”

	“Shut up. Don’t bring that up. The Prince made his decision, and so I made mine.”

	“So then, it’s true. After all, if you wanted to, you could have stopped her–”

	Bethany struck Marina’s bare back with her palm. Marina nearly jumped.

	“You don’t get to be cheeky, you whimpering little spoon. Be glad I’m this kind to you.”

	Marina backed into Bethany suddenly.

	“Fine, fine. Be tender with me! I can’t ask this of just anyone I seduce, you know?”

	“God, I feel so special right now.”

	Save for a few indiscretions over the years, Bethany’s sex life was nonexistent.

	So, she could not help but actually feel a bit special about Marina.

	Not that she would tell the fucking spy those honest feelings.

	Moreso than just sex, as good as the sex had been, Marina wanted to be held and comforted, and in a way, that comforted Bethany as well. It had been even longer since she had a lover who stayed the night, who stayed in her bed, with whom she could share a bit of warmth. A lover whose hair she could smell, whose sweat she could taste as she nuzzled her neck. In the same way that Marina could not ask this “of just anyone,” Bethany was also restricted in whom she could have this kind of affection with. This was the sort of simulacra of love that required a shared history to maintain the illusion. Anyone else whom Bethany could love like this was already dead.

	Marina and Bethany had a connection: revolving around a third woman they had loved.

	A colossus of a woman who was going to shake the entire world, and certainly shook theirs.

	A dead woman that both of them failed in their own ways, and then abandoned.

	These two women lay in a big, ornate bed together like royalty, one holding the other.

	Bethany rubbed Marina’s back briefly. As she suspected, Marina had artificially hidden her scars. It felt like there were even new ones.

	Her only visible scar was the one Leda put on her chest; so Bethany would recall it.

	Were you tortured? What have you been doing?

	Why didn’t you return to the Republic when the plot failed?

	Those were the questions she wanted to ask. But that just wasn’t their relationship.

	“Might I hope for a massage tonight? Dare I dream of such luxury?”

	“Maybe. You’re so pathetic that I’m considering it.”

	“Do you have a smoke around?”

	“No. Your lungs will thank you for it.”

	“I could really go for one.”

	Bethany sighed. Marina laughed a little bit.

	All of this was far too nostalgic and idyllic for Bethany.

	She knew that the world was a bleak place where people used and abused each other.

	“Marina, why are you here? You didn’t come to Vogelheim just for me.” She said.

	She felt Marina tense a little in her arms.

	“I told you, completely honestly, I wanted to reconnect. It’s our last chance for that.”

	Marina was not lying. Bethany knew that. But she was not telling the whole truth.

	“You want to take Elena away. Tell me why.” Bethany said.

	There was no other possible reason.

	Had it been anyone else, she might have said ‘You want to kill Elena.’

	But she knew that, even for the G.I.A., this particular spy would not do such a thing.

	“She just looks so much like her mother. I can’t help myself.”

	“Don’t joke about that.”

	“Yeah, I was grossed out by myself the moment I said it. I apologize.”

	“Apologize by telling me the truth.”

	Bethany started to rub Marina’s back, working her way up to her stiff shoulders.

	Marina was quiet for a few moments, taking in the touch.

	She still quivered, every so often, when there was a new movement she was not used to.

	It was obvious that she had been hurt. She had been hurt really badly.

	“I’m taking Elena to the Union.”

	“The Union? Are you insane?”

	Bethany was quite scandalized. Even someone like her, who had been part of subversive plots in the Empire, and who held quite a few grudges against her government, still nursed the Empire’s prejudice against the vicious communists to the South. What was the G.I.A. doing?

	“We’re allies. The Union and the Republic; right now, the communists are our only remaining military power in the Western oceans. We can depend on them. They’re more reliable than you think.”

	“Marina, I could understand taking her to the Republic, but–”

	“How? The Empire is occupying the Ayre Reach. If we take Elena to the Union she can be safe until the Republic’s counteroffensive opens a route to get her to Alayze. That’s my plan. Listen, Bethany, I got some new contacts. I have some assets I can rely on to smuggle me and Elena into the Union. This is incumbent on us moving quickly. I can have her in the Union in a week.”

	Bethany sighed into Marina’s back. She squeezed her shoulders a bit harder than before.

	“Hey, careful.”

	“I’ve done unthinkable things for Elena’s safety. And yet, this is giving me pause.”

	“Bethany, this location won’t be safe anymore. Erich leaked it for a reason. It’s his way of telling you that he will not protect Elena anymore. They don’t share a mother, have very little filial connection– she has no place in his Empire. I don’t know what kind of resources you have or what sort of deal you had with him, but it’s done now. He invited a bunch of nobles to meet him here, then he stood you all up. That’s his signal. Those people are on the chopping block and so is this entire island now.”

	Bethany turned Marina around to face her.

	For a moment, Marina struggled. She turned a pair of blank, panicked eyes on Bethany.

	“Solceanos defend, I thought you wanted to garrote me or something!”

	“Garrote you?”

	“Sorry, sorry. I’m running an anxiety high here.”

	Marina sighed. Bethany looked into her eyes.

	She was tired, weary. Spent, even. Why was she doing all of this?

	“It’s incredibly lame for a spy to keep telling me how fucked up she is.”

	“It’s all part of my play, darling.”

	“Marina tell me what you know. Do you have information on a plot against Elena?”

	Bethany looked Marina dead in eyes. Not with anger, but with hope.

	Hope for some kind of cooperation. To break the barrier that made them lie to each other.

	Marina looked back at her. Again, her eyes were completely weary.

	“I don’t have anything on an actual plot, but I can surmise one will happen. Vogelheim’s location has made it outside the ring of nobles invited to this meeting. I know because the info was sold to me. Ever since the Web network expanded to encompass the Empire instead of individual station LANs, it’s become huge in the underworld. Elena’s location is spreading, Bethany.”

	“I’m not so savvy about this interweb stuff. But I get the point. Vogelheim is not secret anymore. So you’re afraid that Elena can’t stay here because someone could possibly target her.”

	Marina sighed, as if it were worse than Bethany described.

	“Erich told the nobles that he invited to Vogelheim that he would be meeting them here. You know this. If one of those nobles leaked that information then they leaked his presence too.”

	At that point, the real danger of the situation finally hit Bethany.

	She had been so stupid! She had been so stupid about everything!

	It was not just that Elena was here. It was not in fact about Elena at all.

	Outside entities had information that led them to believe that Erich was in a vulnerable location. He was not among his invincible, all-conquering fleet, he was hiding in a backwater station. He had gone to Vogelheim, a place that was now known to be important, to those who sought such information, to celebrate his sister’s birthday with a coterie of close aristocrats.

	To know about Vogelheim was one thing. To know Erich would be there was much more.

	For all of his rivals, it would seem a perfect chance to squash him and any alliances he was hoping to build within the aristocracy. Elena and Vogelheim would just be collateral damage.

	“Solceanos protect us.”

	“No, I will protect her. You have to let me take her, Bethany.”

	Bethany was stunned speechless.

	All those years ago, she had promised Leda that she would protect Elena.

	She had stood by Elena’s side through her teenage and adult life.

	Under the guise of teaching her, seeing to her, being the servant every noblewoman needed to have at hand to succeed in high society. Bethany also protected her. Marina was right when she said Bethany could have refused Gertrude entrance to Vogelheim. She had that right; that power. It was not only Erich who had granted it. Bethany had prepared defenses and contingencies.

	She had never prepared for Erich himself to betray Elena. It was impossible to prepare for such a thing. It was like preparing against the wrath of God. Like trying to stop heaven from falling.

	“I can protect her, Bethany.”

	Marina looked into her eyes again. There was suddenly conviction, behind them.

	Bethany, feeling suddenly weak, embraced Marina strongly.

	“Tomorrow. Please. Let her have this for tonight. Let– let me have this.”

	Marina was stunned. She made no verbal response.

	She returned Bethany’s embrace. Slowly; probing, as if fleetingly afraid of the touch.

	

	

	The Iron Lady was the seventh ship of the Irmingard class of dreadnoughts designed in the 970s, and she was the latest to launch. 

	Her profile was a work of art: a rounded, “spoon”-shaped prow concealed a forward heavy coilgun battery alongside a pair of torpedo tubes and extra sensory equipment. From the “spoon,” the Iron Lady had a thick “neck” that then expanded into the bulk of the curvaceous hull, 300 meters long and bedecked with dozens of emplacements, eight light coilguns and a second heavy coilgun set. It had a magnificent silhouette, unlike the utilitarian, boxy ships of the Republic. Its design signified the majesty of the Empire.

	Alongside the lead ship of the class and the first to launch, Prince Erich von Fueller’s Irmingard, the Iron Lady had been specifically outfitted to carry additional divers: it could deploy four at a time and carry six. Unlike the lead ship, the Iron Lady retained a gunmetal gray factory color at the behest of its commander, instead of adopting the livery of a territory or a noble sponsor.

	At the present, the Iron Lady represented something of a burden to the port of Vogelheim, which was designed at best to carry a few Frigates. It occupied two frigate-size docks and was being held in place by the leftmost docking clamps of one dock and the rightmost of another. An engineering ship had removed the middle clamps and would have to replace them. But this was a small thing to prepare at the behest of the Imperial Princess, for her best lady Lichtenberg.

	Overnight, Gertrude Lichtenberg had spent as much time as she could with her lady.

	Unfortunately, she could not wait until morning. As much as it pained her to have to leave.

	Gertrude had not intended to stay the night. But her crew was loyal, and she had a lot of resources, so she was able to make things to work. She would have to thank Ingrid for that.

	She made her needs clear to Elena in the afterglow of their encounter.

	And she spent what time they had to comfort her and assure her.

	For hours, she held the Princess in her arms, telling herself, that she had to leave. Soon.

	Past midnight, into the waning hours, tempting the dawn.

	Finally, she made herself go. Elena accepted it; they parted on wonderful terms.

	Gertrude had to return to the ocean so she could make damn sure that Elena would be protected in the events that were likely about to unfold. Prince Erich’s recent behavior and movements had her worried, as well as the demeanor of the Duchess Veka and the ambitions of the Pontiff Millenia Skarsgaard II of the Solceanos church in Skarsgaard, among other characters in the ensuing drama of the Emperor’s death and the question of the royal succession. Gertrude hoped that there would be a peaceful transition of power, and the Inquisition behind her would fight for that.

	So, deep into the night, she stepped back through the docking chute into her ship.

	Her ship security officer came to meet her at the door and saluted her arrival.

	“You look happy.” He said casually, in contrast to the stiff military pose that he had struck.

	Gertrude winked at him.

	“I had a good time tonight. Did the lads enjoy their brief shore leave?”

	“I’m surprised more of them didn’t go. I think some of them were just caught off-guard by this whole situation. A big group did go to the orchard and to the beach. I ended up going with them, just to make sure they didn’t trouble anyone. Fresh apples taste rather strange ma’am. Nothing like the applesauce we get on the ship. To be honest, it was a huge disappointment.”

	“Applesauce has a sugary syrup mixed in. Natural apples can’t really compete.”

	“I suppose so. Some of the lads snuck off to try to get girls, but they ran into Ingrid. If I didn’t know better I’d have thought Ingrid was also out trying to get girls too. But she wasn’t none too pleased to see the lads making passes at women in the countryside, and she let ‘em have it.”

	“Oh, unfortunate for them! So Ingrid left the ship? Did she have fun, you think?”

	“I dunno that anyone can yell that much at the sailors without having fun with it.”

	Gertrude grinned. “I hope they don’t hate her too much for it. She has a temper.”

	“Hate? No. I think they just as afraid of her as they’ve always been though.”

	Chief of Security Karl Vogt was a heavyset boy, with a serious, no-nonsense face, who carried himself stiffly, as if it took a lot of effort to move those big muscles around. His blond hair was cropped short, and he wore no accoutrements he did not need. However, he had a good sort of demeanor, where he was able to talk to Gertrude like he did to anyone else. 

	After a day of being called “the lady,” “lady Lichtenberg,” and even “master Lichtenberg” it was refreshing.

	“Well, I’m glad you had a good time yourself. Welcome back aboard, Inquisitor.”

	He gestured for her to go first, and she got started through the Iron Lady’s corridors.

	How comfortable an Imperial ship was depended entirely on its size. Cutters were spartan and cramped places where eight men a room slept in bags, some on top of the torpedo racks. It was miserable, but it was the path out of poverty for a lot of people. Frigates and Cruisers could feel like homes. Serving on a dreadnought, however, was for the best of the best. Either the elite, the privileged or the lucky. If a Cruiser could be a home, then a Dreadnought could be a palace. Corridors just spacious enough to avoid being oppressive. Quarters where even the sailors had room to breathe. Grand decorations and filigree. Portraits on the walls, music in the halls. It was a warship, and the men were engaged in their work. But their environments were not actively hostile to them, and this was highly valued by Imperial sailors.

	Food and entertainment were limited, but there was a gym that could fit fifty men all working out at once and listening to music, and you would not find a gym in a Cutter or a Frigate. Gertrude had come to take this for granted, and after coming in from the open spaces of Vogelheim she could feel herself canned in, with metal all around her. She acclimated quickly, of course.

	Now that she was back aboard, she had to pay an official visit to the Captain first.

	Then she could visit Ingrid. Hopefully without Vogt in tow.

	“I can take it from here.” Gertrude said, once they crossed the neck of the Iron Lady.

	“Yes ma’am. I think I’ll hit the gym. Haven’t done anything but walk around all day.”

	“Sure. Work those arms a bit.”

	Vogt nodded, turned around and left the way he came.

	Sighing a little, with relief at finally being alone enough with her thoughts, Gertrude moved forward to the command pod of the Iron Lady. She was the ship’s commander and led its forces, but she was an Inquisitor, and the function of the Captain was served by another officer. She had ultimate decision-making authority, but her Captain and his First Officer handled routine command of the ship. It was his role to apply her broad instructions and ensure the crew fulfilled their duties.

	She found him where she expected, on the palatial bridge of the Iron Lady.

	Imperial bridges were wide and cylindrical. The Captain and any VIPs and trusted assistants sat in an island in the middle of the bridge, while around there were circular layers of computer stations for all the remaining essential tasks. Closest to the Captain’s island were the communications and sensor stations as well as the helmsman, while gunners sat farther out. A grandiose throne-like seat was reserved for the ship’s ultimate authority. In this case, it was empty since Gertrude was not sitting on it. Only the Captain and his Officer were present at this hour.

	“Welcome back, Lady Lichtenberg. Did you settle matters to your satisfaction?”

	“You could say that! We can get underway again as soon as everyone’s ready.”

	Her Captain, Einz Dreschner, was a severe-looking man with high, gaunt cheekbones and a strong jaw, his hair cut down to bare whisps that were hidden beneath his peaked cap. He wore his uniform to regulation, and somehow, he always looked he had a fresh one, as if someone were ironing his clothes as he wore them throughout the day. He was almost twice Gertrude’s age.

	“How was your friend?” Dreschner asked.

	Even his casual questions had a strict sort of tone to them. Gertrude smiled.

	“She’s going through a rough patch, I think, but I’m happy I was able to be there for her.”

	“I think, if she’s a sensible girl, she’ll appreciate the Inquisitor’s gestures of kindness.”

	“Oh, she does, I’m pretty certain of it.” Gertrude laughed nervously. “She appreciated it.”

	“Fear not. We will return, maybe even soon. Thirty years ago, my wife waited a decade to marry me when I deployed, first to the Western borderland, then Ayre, then for the Rebellion–”

	Gertrude did not bring up that Dreschner was divorced. 

	She appreciated his attempts to comfort her. Like Vogt, Gertrude had something of a friendly rapport with Dreschner.

	“What about you Karen, how are you doing?”

	“I– I’m– I’m fine thank you!”

	That stiff, instantaneous reply was characteristic of Karen Schicksal, a bespectacled girl with big glasses and mousy hair who served as Dreschner’s First Officer. She was older than Gertrude but only by a few years, still young, and due to her short stature, young-looking. Her rosy cheeks and nose were mildly pockmarked, and she had a frenetic, nervous energy to her. There was something cute about her, like a yappy little dog, so Gertrude could never be too hard on her.

	“How prepared do you think we are to set off?”

	“Prepared? Well.” Schicksal paused to think for a second, tapping her feet very loudly.

	“Schicksal.” Dreschner said.

	She instantly stopped her foot tapping. “Ah, sorry! Sorry, force of habit.”

	Gertrude smiled.

	“Oh right, the question!” Schicksal gesticulated wildly. “Well we only need the Helmsman and a few comms officers on the bridge for a quick departure! We can re-staff gradually– I’d say we could have her ready in twenty minutes if we can just get the Helmsman back from his room!”

	The First Officer spoke with frantic energy, but everything she said was correct.

	“Could you go fetch him?” Gertrude asked.

	“Oh! Yes! Yes ma’am!”

	Schicksal instantly bolted out of the bridge as fast as her legs could carry her.

	Dreschner shook his head.

	“She’s technically competent, but she has no confidence. It’ll hold her back.”

	“I’m sure she’ll be fine.” Gertrude said. “You should praise her more often. Build her up.”

	Dreschner turned a narrow-eyed, skeptical glare over to Gertrude.

	“Perhaps.”

	He was thoroughly unconvinced. Gertrude laughed gently.

	“Now that we’ve gotten the crew back in motion, I will retreat to my quarters.” Gertrude said. “I know you’ll have everything under control, but don’t hesitate to call on me if needed.”

	“Of course, milady, but as a friend I will err on the side of letting you rest.”

	“I had a feeling you would say that.”

	Dreschner cracked a tiny smile. Gertrude returned one twice as wide before departing.

	She actually had one more destination before hitting the hay.

	Aside from Elena, Gertrude had managed to make one other unlikely friend in the world.

	Gertrude strode past the mess, where even at this hour there was a cook on duty who was boiling up some sausage and buckwheat grits for a small group of patrolmen, all of whom waved at Gertrude as she went. She waved back. Beyond the mess, she found the officer’s quarters. Opposite her own room was one door, decorated with a badge that read ‘K9’ affixed by magnet.

	“Gertrude? That you staring at the door? You smell funny.”

	That shouting voice brought a smile to Gertrude’s face.

	“Can I come in?” She asked. “Are you decent?”

	“I’m always decent.”

	Gertrude slid the door open just enough to get herself inside and closed it behind her.

	As she expected, Ingrid was only really “decent” by her own definition. 

	She was dressed in nothing more than a pair of underwear shorts and a tanktop pulled up enough that it barely concealed her breasts. Her tail wagged incessantly when she saw Gertrude, though her expression was an antagonistic smirk. She laid in bed beside a plate of sausages and pickled onion, holding open a thick comic book anthology. 

	‘Johannes Jager;’ stories about a ridiculous-looking vigilante.

	“You look like you’re having a good time.” Gertrude said.

	“You smell like you did.” Ingrid said, grinning even more broadly.

	Gertrude should have imagined that was coming. 

	She did perfume herself before she left–

	Ingrid suddenly started sniffing. 

	Before Gertrude could get a word in, she started to brag.

	“So there’s all the perfume, that’s a cute trick, but I’m not stupid, you don’t wear that fruity kind of perfume, you wear colognes like a fucking rich boy. I’ve smelled them because you wear it for promotion ceremonies. Similarly, I know how you smell when you’re sweaty at the gym. Furthermore, from my own vast personal experience I know what fucking a girl smells like–”

	Gertrude cried out in defense. “Okay! I’ll take a shower! I just wanted to see you first!”

	“Such consideration! I’m no princess, you know. I’m not dainty enough for your attention.”

	She made eyes at Gertrude mockingly. Gertrude took the mockery in stride.

	“Yes, you’ll unfortunately always be second place in my heart.”

	Ingrid looked at her for a moment, stuck in between offense, confusion, and amusement.

	She then sighed openly, finally put down her comic book, and laid back in bed.

	“Well I’m glad you got outside for once, lady knight.” Ingrid sighed again. She had a distant look on her face, as if it were laborious to speak. “Look, joking aside, I know you love to see her. I don’t really give a shit one way or another what happens to her, but I like it when you’re cheerful. After the last battle you’ve been crazy sullen, so I hope you’ll stop being so depressing now.”

	Gertrude pulled a seat out from the wall near Ingrid’s bed and sat beside her.

	She sighed deeply, trying to relax. Her shoulders felt incredibly tense.

	“I’m happy you care so much. I’ll try to take better care of myself.”

	“I bet you ate like a queen over there. Wish I could have some.” Ingrid said.

	She picked up a wan looking piece of sausage and had a sad little bite of it.

	Gertrude smiled at her. She was trying to change the subject after being too emotional.

	“As a matter of fact–”

	Gertrude withdrew a tiny bottle from her coat. It was bright pink, and bubbly inside.

	“I couldn’t bring you soggy bread and cold meatballs. I figured you’d like this better.”

	“Huh! Well, thanks, I guess. Smells like booze.”

	Ingrid took the bottle and stared at it curiously. It was unlabeled; it was bottled for the villa and the servants of the villa knew what it was, but it was not ever intended that Elena or anyone important would have to read it, and it was not a commercial product. As such, the bottle itself had intricate patterns, but there were no brands, no nutritional information, nothing on it.

	“I think it’s like a rose wine of some kind.” Gertrude said.

	She had picked up the bottle from a table. It was one of the drinks served to guests.

	Using only sheer brute force, Ingrid snapped the stopper off the bottle.

	She gave it a gentle sniff, and then took a long draught.

	“Awoo! This is amazing!”

	She gave a cheerful little cry, her tail wagging and her ears twitching.

	“I feel like I can taste the fruits. It’s so sweet. I’ve never drank booze like this.”

	Ingrid stuck out the bottle for Gertrude. The lady politely refused this offering.

	“I’ve had more than enough luxury tonight. This is all for you, friend.”

	“You spoil me! I’ll make you regret that someday.”

	Ingrid tipped her head back and tipped the bottle into her lips.

	In one long gulp, she downed the entire thing.

	Afterwards, she exhaled with great pleasure, shutting her eyes hard.

	“Ah! It’s boozier than I thought when I tasted it. But it’s so smooth. Incredible.”

	For a moment, her friend merely sat, eyes closed, tail wagging incessantly.

	Ingrid then suddenly closed in on Gertrude in a swift movement and whispered.

	“I wanna know about all these luxuries you’ve had. I know you fucked her.”

	Gertrude nearly jumped. Both from having Ingrid at her cheek, and the question.

	“From the smell, I even know it went on a while–”

	“Oh my god, Ingrid–”

	“I’m imagining it now, ‘Oh Gertrude, be gentle with me!’ How loud was she?”

	For all that Ingrid joked about Gertrude’s boyishness, this lad talk from her was too much.

	“We are not going down this path.” Gertrude laughed, turning brightly red.

	“Funny you say that because I can tell a certain someone went down tonight–”

	Gertrude both looked mortified but was still unable to stop laughing. “Ingrid, stop it!”

	Ingrid joined her, cackling. “Do you regret not getting a muzzle for me?” She asked.

	That particular joke had an edge to it that made Gertrude suddenly self-conscious.

	“Ingrid of course not!” She answered earnestly. Her friend saw her worried face and sighed.

	Ingrid Järveläinen Kindlysong was ethnically a Loup. Most prominently, Ingrid’s large, erect brown dog ears and long, bushy-furred tail indicated her Loup blood. Like the distantly related Shimii, there was no fur anywhere but her ears and tail, and she was like any other person in every respect. As a result of both heritage and hard work, she stood fairly tall and was very physically fit, with shoulder-length, messy dark hair and rich brown skin. Gertrude thought she had a distinctive beauty, but Ingrid ignored appearances entirely, save for basic hygiene. Her hair was in its natural state; no cosmetics touched her face.

	Her face, with a strong, slim, attractive appearance often marred by a mocking grin.

	“You’re telling me you haven’t thought about it, even a little?” Ingrid said.

	“Ingrid, please stop. I told you it will never be like that between us.” Gertrude pleaded.

	“Don’t take it so seriously!” Ingrid said. “You’re so dull. You know I just joke about it.”

	For Gertrude, who told herself she would help Elena change the Empire, it was serious.

	When it came to the Loup, and perhaps even more tragically with the Shimii, the darker side of the Empire, its elitism and ingrained cruelty, was fully on display. Gertrude, daughter of the land that she was, could not herself make the leap to the word “racism,” but it was racism that defined the Empire’s attitude to the Loup. Ingrid’s mocking face could indeed have been quieted with a muzzle: a symbol of the Empire’s attitude toward the Loup. Bite our enemies, but never bark at us; do not believe you can be equals to us. You’ll be put in your place as animals.

	“Jeez, you got me out of the K-9, you know? I’d wear a fucking muzzle for you.”

	“I’d never allow that! I respect you too much to see you like that.”

	Loup normally served in “K-9” units that acted as a sort of vanguard or scouting role for the Imperial Navy. Loup were often packed into boarding torpedoes. They did dirty jobs. In those sorts of roles, Ingrid had achieved the rank of Sotnyk, a unique Loup officer rank. But Gertrude wanted no part in that cycle of abuse. To her, Ingrid was a full crew member, not K-9.

	“You’re such a self-righteous dork. Let me worry about muzzles, ok?”

	Sometimes, however, Gertrude tried far too hard. 

	Ingrid was too headstrong for it.

	She threw herself back on the bed, groaning with exasperation.

	Gertrude sighed. Sometimes it was like this between them. “I apologize.”

	“Don’t walk on eggshells around me, I hate that shit. Just be normal to me.”

	“I won’t patronize you. I’m sorry. Do you forgive me?”

	Ingrid stared at her, suddenly grinning at her again.

	“So did she get you off? Did the princess go down on you?”

	“Stop that! That’s between her and I what happened.”

	“Yeah, it’s between you, her and me. You always tell me your secrets.”

	“Not this one!”

	Gertrude was once again laughing. 

	Ingrid really knew how to change the mood.

	“This conversation has been too one-sided! I believe I’ve told you enough–”

	“You haven’t told me shit though!” Ingrid whined.

	“–So you tell me about your adventures today.” Gertrude deflected. “You went out, right?”

	Ingrid crossed her arms. “I was just stretching my legs a bit. This place sucks though. It’s just all bullshit. There’s nothing to do; nobody lives here. It’s like a movie set with no movie. So what was I gonna do anyway? I basically just took out my frustration on the corny fuckin’ sailors.”

	“My sources indicate you gave them just the right amount of grief.”

	“There’s more where that came from. Anyway, I ate some apples and read comic books.”

	“People really hype up having sex, but you sound like you had a really nice day.”

	“Ok, let’s trade then.”

	“Shut up!”

	Almost every time Gertrude visited Ingrid, she thought she would drop in and drop out. Instead they talked like a pair of teenagers for hours and hours in this same fashion, trading banter, insults and anecdotes, commiserating about the upcoming voyage, even as the ship got underway.

	

	

	In the tumult of sleep, Elena found herself once again walking the long, lonely halls of the Luxembourg School for Girls. In her dream the school had none of the color it had in life, and it was as empty in her imagination as she had felt when she attended in the flesh. Her loneliness and estrangement became long shadows and vacant classrooms in the prison of her mind.

	There was one scene, which she was helpless to change.

	Gertrude stood in the hall facing at Elena such that the Princess could see her expression.

	She was not looking at Elena. She did not even know Elena was there.

	Partially obscuring her, was another young woman of their mutual acquaintance.

	Her back was to Elena. So she could not see her face; nor the contents of her heart.

	She could not have called it “friendship.” Not anymore and maybe even not back then.

	Everyone was on the cusp of a parting. It could be felt as a tension in the air.

	Words were exchanged.

	Gertrude’s eyes drew open in fury, a fire burning in them.

	Bigger and stronger than any of the girls, when Gertrude drew her hand and slapped Victoria across the face, the younger woman tipped over immediately, falling to the ground and staring up in helpless rage at the one who had struck her down. She struggled to get back up, shaking, teeth grit. She turned and walked away in shame, and when she did so, she took the corner where Elena had been standing, watching from afar with no ability to stop them from fighting.

	“Victoria–”

	Elena called her name, but it was no use. Victoria looked at her, and for the first time, Elena saw tears in the eyes of that cold, collected cat-girl who had fallen into her orbit. She never saw her again, except in dreams. Except in this scene. While the scene itself was short, to Elena it encompassed the whole of her sleep. Victoria’s face, red in the cheek where Gertrude had beaten her, tears freely flowing in a way they never had and maybe never would again. Her fists helplessly balled up into instruments still too soft to ever cause any harm to the woman Elena truly loved.

	She never truly understood why Victoria and Gertrude fought that day.

	She never knew why it had to be that her group of school friends shattered irreparably.

	There were no answers to be found in dreams.

	There was only the anxious, agonizing repetition of things half understood.

	“Let’s meet again, Elena.” She said, never once turning her head to face her.

	Elena stood dumbfounded. Victoria was going away. Her little group was broken up.

	She did not even notice there was one more standing behind her.

	“You’re really hard to love, Elena, you know that? And worse your presence, it like…it demands love. There’s no way for people spellbound by you to turn away. Until it hurts them.”

	There was no need to move to know the owner of that voice. 

	Sawyer.

	Second tallest behind Gertrude. Long brown hair, elegant but also tomboyish.

	Direct. Blunt. Impassioned.

	Perhaps the only one of them who had hurt Elena and remained her friend despite this.

	“It’s tough. It’s been tough for all of us. We’re all too hardheaded. You most of all.”

	Elena closed her hands into fists. She wanted to cry and to shut out that voice.

	But Sawyer’s voice came from everywhere. There was no escape in a dream–

	–In a nightmare,

	“Gertrude made herself into someone who would walk on a bed of nails for you. Because that’s what you want. Victoria can’t be that and hates herself for it. As for me, I am not able to love you. You know that. I thought I could use you…maybe Victoria thought that too?”

	She felt a hand patting her shoulder, in pity, in mockery.

	“You’ll always have Gertrude. And maybe someday I’ll come back too. Maybe soon.”

	In an instant, the shadows crept off the walls and swallowed her like ocean water.

	“We’ll all meet back up, and we’ll look back on today, thinking of how stupid we were.”

	…

	Elena sat up in shock. Soaked in sweat, heart exploding, mind gripped in sudden panic.

	She was awake. She was undressed, in bed. Gertrude had gone. Dawn crept up slowly.

	Her dress, her mother’s beautiful dress, had been carefully folded atop the dresser.

	A gentle breeze blew through the room that carried the scent of the woods.

	“I need to get out of here for a bit.” Elena said to herself. “I’m going to go insane.”

	She did not want to think about how Gertrude was gone for god knows how long.

	Her body quivered slightly when she remembered what they had done last night.

	She had finally consummated her relationship. She’d– She’d had sex! With ‘Trude!

	And yet, there was something missing. Well, of course. It was ‘Trude herself.

	In the moment, the act of sex had been consuming, overwhelming, incredible.

	Her love for Gertrude was so intense that it hurt.

	Elena had woken up scared, cold and alone with nobody to comfort her.

	She felt bitter. No matter how good it felt, she only had the memory.

	She was lonely.

	For how much longer would things go on like this?

	Why was she thinking so much about her school days too?

	Victoria, Sawyer, Gertrude– maybe she felt like she was now left with nobody.

	And she hated having to remember Sawyer’s last words to her.

	Was she really that selfish? Was her presence that horrible?

	Had she really done all those things?

	Was this due to her station? Or was she just a horrible person?

	Did her mother have to suffer like this too?

	Elena sobbed. She had no answers to the questions flooding her head.

	But it was a new day. Life had to go on somehow.

	She would talk to Bethany about her mother. Maybe that strange woman from the party would visit, too. There was always some sort of thing to keep her mind occupied, she supposed. But for Gertrude to leave and Vogelheim to remain as it is, felt eerie to her. Nothing was the same.

	Elena told herself she would sneak out for a walk out of the grounds.

	Fresh air would do her good.

	Despite the objections of her computerized dresser, she donned a simple, long-sleeved blue dress and a pair of shorts, leaving the ballroom dress where it sat. When she snuck out of the room, she found no maids around to yell at her. It was early, very early, but the sun was out. She supposed they were all working behind the scenes or simply worked too hard or partied too hard. Elena thought they all deserved the rest. 

	It wasn’t her choice to work them as hard as they did.

	She found little resistance as she walked out the back of the villa onto the flower garden.

	A strong breeze blew against her, whipping her hair behind her. She took a deep breath.

	All of the flowers, despite their many beautiful colors and shapes, smelled the same.

	It may well have been, that they were the same flower, with only slight differences in DNA.

	Elena knew a little bit about that. Just enough to ruin the fantasy, nothing more.

	Deeply sighing, she continued to walk. Negativity clung to her the whole way.

	There was nothing to see in Vogelheim. There was nobody to meet.

	Elena simply wandered through the flowers until she was at the edge of the forest.

	For the horse it was a few minutes gallop, but it took Elena fifteen or twenty minutes.

	Throughout she focused on the mechanical act of walking to empty her mind.

	She took a deep breath of the forest air and sighed just as deeply.

	While the scents were pleasant, it was not the same simply walking through alone.

	Without anyone to accompany her, the artificiality of Vogelheim served to torment her. It was too quiet, there was no movement. Soon the silence felt oppressive. Elena realized why she barely ever went out. Everything was so beautiful but so purposeless. That fallen world, the surface far, far overhead, it had been a living place. 

	Vogelheim was practically a grave for that world.

	It induced mourning.

	“Solceanos defend. What is wrong with my head today?”

	She was bitter. Too bitter. She tried to put the negativity behind her.

	That required something to focus on instead, however. And she had nothing.

	Whimsically, she thought she might find the clearing that she and Gertrude had sat in.

	She was still at the edge of the forest, however. She had not gone far enough in.

	And without the assistance of Glanz, she felt anchored to the edge of the forest.

	“I can’t do anything myself. I’m such a god, damned, loser!”

	Elena stamped her foot in frustration, shutting her eyes to shed a few tears.

	“I’m just stuck here. I can’t do anything.” She balled up her fists.

	In her mind she saw her brother’s face, and she hated him.

	She hated him for doing this to her, to “protect” her, and then abandoning her.

	Teeth grit, eyes shut hard, foot stamping in frustration, his face shattering with each blow.

	Elena felt pathetic. She felt lost. But more than that she felt angry, furious, full of hate.

	“To hell with this place. I wish it would just drown in the fucking Imbrium.”

	“Such a taboo thought. It ill befits the Imperial Princess.”

	Elena’s eyes drew open and wide at the sound of another human voice.

	A familiar voice.

	When she opened her eyes the harsh grimace of her brother had been replaced with the soft, olive-skinned, inexpressive face of a young woman in an ornate, off-shoulder blue romper worn over a long-sleeved white blouse. Her chestnut brown hair was arranged into pigtails that curled slightly at the ends, a little white cap on her head resting between two fluffy, erect cat ears.

	“Victoria?”

	The name escaped Elena’s lips like a gasp.

	The Princess could hardly believe it. She was sure that it must have been a delusion.

	Her mind must have finally snapped from all the stress.

	Her tail swaying gently behind her. Standing at the edge of the forest, alone.

	“Happy belated birthday.” Victoria said. Her voice was as cold and detached as ever.

	Elena shut her eyes hard, dumbfounded. She opened them. Victoria was still there.

	She could not imagine a single logical thing to say in return.

	“I apologize for not coming to your party. I wanted to avoid Lichtenberg.”

	“You wanted– you wanted to avoid Gertrude?”

	Elena knew this woman as Victoria Bretagne. That was her ‘Imbrian name’ that her family adopted in order to remain ennobled during the Imperial “reconciliation” of the Shimii. That was before Elena’s time, but it was something she knew from the history books. Regardless, she had never known her under any other name. This was Victoria; it was her friend Victoria in the flesh.

	“I– I don’t know what to say.” Elena tried to smile. “I’m so– I’m surprised! I just, I never expected to,” she was clearly stammering, “I never thought I’d– you’re really Victoria, right?”

	Victoria nodded her head. “I am Victoria van Veka now.”

	For a moment, Elena’s mind unraveled in time once more. Had she said van Veka?

	Victoria had been a minor noble of the house Bretagne. She was not entitled any honorific. Those words, van Veka— they meant a lot to Elena. They said a lot; they meant that Victoria’s life had certainly changed since they last met. However, they also implied something Elena did not fully understand, something a bit scandalous. Had Victoria been adopted into the Veka household she would be von Veka. For her to be van Veka; was that honorific not reserved for things like, concubines? Illegitimate couplings and wedlock? Demoted failed heirs? For her to have been made a van Veka it must have meant–

	“Victoria, did Veka– did Veka do something to you?” Elena said, her face turning pale.

	“Mistress Veka helped me see my true strength.”

	Her face was cold but determined, and around her eyes shone bright, eerie red rings.

	“I need you to come with me. You’re not safe here anymore.”

	

	

	Vogelheim was a station of the Imbrian Palatinate, one of the Grand Duchies of the Empire. After the time of upheaval, the Palatinate became a sacred land that housed the Royal Family. So as much as Vogelheim was a backwater station, its location within the Palatinate still made it important enough to be tended by a substantial patrol fleet and various defense systems.

	Whenever a ship approached Vogelheim at common depths, the Patrol fleet would know quite ahead of time, barring the invader having perfect knowledge of the security systems. So when a flotilla of eight ships was detected in the outskirts of Vogelheim, the Patrol fleet quickly dispensed with the formalities. It was clear this flotilla was not a scheduled visitor to the site.

	Twenty cutters of the Patrol Fleet assembled a kilometer away from Vogelheim as a shield and awaited the approach of the fleet with their weapon systems armed for combat. Though they could not see the enemy fleet visually, algorithmic prediction based on sonar and laser imaging had been mostly accurate in the composition and line of approach. It confirmed all of the patrolmen’s worst fears. This was a heavily armed flotilla, headed to the station at full speed.

	Four gun-frigates, two ten-launcher missile frigates, a cruiser and an engineering vessel made up the “enemy” fleet. They were arrayed in an arrowhead formation, with the cruiser front and center, and the standard gun frigates screening for the missile frigates and the engineering ship heading up the rear. All of the ships had been painted with a black livery and a logo: a black eagle made of simple shapes, in a white sunburst itself within a red circle. Though the men fancied their chances of defending Vogelheim from just the Frigates, it was the Cruiser that gave them pause.

	This was a brand new and imposing Ritter class Cruiser. This class had an iconic sword-like profile with sleek, modern designs for its fins, conning tower and jets. Artistic as it was in aesthetics, the Cruiser also bristled with retractable weaponry, including a double-barreled heavy coilgun emplacement and multiple defensive gas gun turrets. 

	Armed only with light coilguns and one light torpedo tube each, the Cutters would have a tough time engaging such a ship.

	When this lead ship hailed them, the Cutters were inclined to try to come to terms.

	“Attention, Vogelheim Patrol Fleet! We are not here to fight you! We are giving you a chance to join the people’s justice! We are here only for the tyrant Erich von Fueller, who has betrayed the people to foreign enemies! Interfere with us, and you become the enemy of the national proletariat! We ask that you join us! Join the uprising of the national proletariat!” 

	At first the hail was simply voice data over the acoustic protocol, but when the patrolmen picked up laser communications, they saw a tall, strong, brown-haired young woman in a black and silver uniform bedecked with awards and medals not of naval standard. She had a severe expression that befitted her firebrand speech. It was clear she would not back down.

	“My name is Heidelinde Sawyer, I hold the rank of Sturmbannführer within the Volkisch Movement. The national proletariat demands the immediate surrender of Erich von Fueller! Join us, patrol fleet, or we will open fire!” 

	After many years, the stage was finally set for Elena’s class reunion.

	

	

	 


4.7

	“Victoria, what are you talking about?”

	Elena hardly knew what to say, think or do. 

	Amid the trees of Vogelheim, suddenly the falsest element of her landscape had become the face of her cat-eared childhood friend, reappearing after years of absence. What did she mean it wasn’t safe for her? How could she possibly know anything after all this time? And it was absurd to think Elena would simply go with her. To where?

	Was she plotting to take her back to the Duchy of Veka?

	Furthermore, that surname, van Veka. It made Elena fear for what may have happened to Victoria. She had heard a lot of things about the eccentricity of Duchess von Veka, ruler of her family’s ancestral holding, the Duchy of Veka. To the heartland Imbrians of Rhinea, Skarsgaard and the Palatinate, the land of Veka was a wild frontier, and its aristocracy were often viewed as exotic foreigners in the court. Elena fell to such prejudices:  she easily believed the stories of Veka as a wild, rapacious witch. What if Victoria had been abducted? What if she was being coerced into doing this?

	“You weren’t at my party last night because Gertrude would have objected to all of this.”

	Victoria sighed openly at Elena’s response, as if it were the dumbest thing in the world.

	She lifted a hand to Elena, but it was not in offering.

	Instead, she closed her fingers as if she were trying to squeeze Elena’s head from afar.

	Her eyes glowed red, with bright rings around the pupils. Normally– they were blue.

	Was this all a delusion? Was Elena truly seeing such a thing transpire?

	Elena felt a breeze blow by the two of them. 

	This was not a dream. It was really happening.

	She was taken aback. She thought she felt something brush her shoulder.

	What was Victoria doing?

	Elena could almost see it. 

	A projection, a dim, translucent aura, scarcely real–

	Victoria lowered her hand. She looked, for the first time, to be worried.

	“You resisted it? But you came here, so you answered my suggestion.”

	“Your suggestion? What are you talking about?”

	Elena remembered something then. Her dream. 

	She had dreamt of Victoria’s parting.

	Back then, had Victoria really said they would meet again? 

	Had that part happened?

	She wracked her memory. Suddenly, she could not remember the specifics.

	But it was insane to think that Victoria had made herself appear in her dreams.

	What was Victoria doing?!

	“Victoria, I need you to talk like a person right now, or I’m calling for help.”

	She wanted to believe that Victoria was merely confused.

	Her friend had always been bad at speaking. In school she used to be shy and reserved. Others would call her cold and attribute this to her being a Shimii. But Elena had seen her when she opened up. Victoria could be kind and expressive in her own way. Elena hoped she could appeal to this better nature. Maybe even help Victoria out of whatever trouble she was in.

	She extended her hand.

	Victoria, blue-eyed again, briefly flinched as if she expected to be struck from meters away.

	But Elena simply wanted to reach out a hand for her friend to hold.

	“I don’t know what kind of trouble you’re in, but I can help you.”

	Elena intended her words to carry her conviction, her sympathy.

	Victoria, however, just seemed annoyed with her. 

	Her tail dipped low and started flicking.

	“I’m here to help you. There’s nothing you can do, Elena. That’s the problem.”

	Her words carried no venom. They were blunt and matter of fact, like when she was a child.

	“Of course I can help you! I’m the Imperial princess!” Elena said.

	Even she, however, no longer believed that mattered. And Victoria certainly didn’t.

	“Times are changing.” Victoria said. “A lot has changed already, as a matter of fact.”

	“Victoria, this is frustrating. You’ve always been difficult to talk to, but you’re so cryptic I can’t even understand you. Just come to the Villa and have tea with me.” Elena said, pleading.

	Victoria shook her head. “I don’t require accommodations. As it is, I’m not far enough ahead of Sawyer. Look, I’m anxious too Elena! I don’t want to force you to do anything, but I will have to if you don’t make up your own mind to come with me. Gertrude will not make it back in time. Nobody is here to rescue you except this one right here. So come with me, now.”

	Something in Elena’s head simply snapped the wrong way at that time.

	To the princess, everything Victoria was saying was nonsense. It was sudden, it was insane, and it simply did not fit with anything Elena knew. She was not in danger. Vogelheim could not be in danger. Vogelheim was her sacred home; her brother’s home for her. Her brother had always protected her, and her brother was the strongest man in the Empire, the most respected. Nobody could target Vogelheim. Nobody would even try. 

	They all understood how impossible that was.

	So Elena’s logic threw everything Victoria was saying right out.

	She quieted a tiny screaming voice that was telling her to run, to hide, to do anything.

	Instead, Elena smiled charmingly, tipped her head, put her hands behind her back.

	“I know what’s up.” She said in a funny little voice. “Vicky, you still have a crush on me.”

	Victoria, for a moment, put on an expression like she couldn’t believe she heard that.

	Elena, however, continued to pile on what she viewed as friendly, teasing charm.

	She really, for a moment, thought she had everything figured out.

	That she had seen through a mild deception, and everything around her was still normal.

	“You and Gertrude fought over me back in school. I kind of– I kind of realized that, but I didn’t want to believe it. You know, for a while, I had a crush on Sawyer; but Gertrude was always there for me, and I came to treasure her most. Vicky, I still love you as a friend. You don’t need to do any kind of stunts to try to get my attention. You must have gone through a lot of effort to become titled, but Gertrude isn’t, and I still hold her as my most precious person, so–”

	“Elena, you’re being absolutely, frustratingly ridiculous.”

	Victoria swept her hand.

	At Elena’s side, the ground burst up into the air, as if something had struck.

	As if a massive force had struck–

	Something strong enough to make a watermelon-sized dent in the ground.

	Elena screeched and drew back from the hole.

	She nearly fell backwards in shock. Barely able to stay standing.

	Victoria’s eyes had those red rings again. 

	Red glowing rings around her eyes.

	Was Victoria doing this? 

	What was– Victoria– WHAT WAS VICTORIA DOING?

	“You can resist telepathy, but I can just knock you out and take you away.”

	Victoria mumbled that almost as if to herself. 

	Her eyes then returned to their normal blue.

	“I got over my infatuation with you. I am not here for that! I am here as your friend because I don’t want to see you killed by the Volkisch, which is what will happen soon Elena!” Victoria was screaming. Elena’s mind was a blur. What was Victoria screaming about? None of what she said made sense. It was almost like Elena was hearing it through a filter. Was she going insane? Victoria saw Elena’s blank eyes and fearful, broken expression, and moderated her tone. “Elena. In all of her graciousness and wisdom, my beloved mistress, the Grand Duchess Carmilla von Veka, signed off on my mission and gave me the resources to come take you to the east. She’s very powerful, Elena; she will keep you safe even if things continue to worsen.”

	Elena was not ready to hear that impassioned declaration.

	“What do you think is going to happen?” Elena said. She was stammering.

	“You know what Sawyer was like! She’s even more dangerous now, Elena!”

	“Sawyer?”

	It was unimaginable to Elena that not one, but two of her lost childhood friends could possibly return on the same day, with grand pronunciations about their newfound powers. It was so sudden that it simply felt impossible, fake, delusional. Elena would have been assured that she was dreaming, but when Victoria rent the earth next to her, a tiny peddle made a tiny cut on her legs. That cut itched, stung. It itched bad enough that it continued to drag Elena back to her flesh. She was not in a dream.

	She was sweating, her head felt airy, her vision was clouded with tears.

	Her entire world felt like it was collapsing right on top of her.

	“Victoria, you said Sawyer right? Sawyer is coming? Why? Why does she–”

	“She thinks Erich is here! Elena, please come with me. We’re out of time.”

	“Gertrude will come back– I have to be here for Gertrude to–”

	Elena’s mind twisted and wrenched in an entirely different direction.

	“She will not make it in time.”

	Victoria’s eyes turned red again.

	Something grabbed hold of Elena.

	She felt a strong, invisible power gripping her, pulling her forward.

	Toward Victoria; she squealed and resisted and was barely able to remain standing in place.

	It was like the force trying to drag her had an arm that Elena could somehow outmuscle.

	Frustrated again, Victoria cried out, “How are you this gifted, and still so powerless?”

	Elena finally fell to the ground. Unable to resist, or escape, but Victoria could not pull her.

	She started to weep openly, to cry and to scream where she sat.

	She was powerless! She could neither understand, deflect nor resist what Victoria told her.

	All of Elena’s static little world had made so much sense.

	It was the only form of control that she had. Understanding the falsity all around her.

	Everything was happening too suddenly, too urgently. Sawyer; Victoria–

	“Victoria, I can’t leave here. Gertrude is waiting for me here. Please just leave, Victoria.”

	Elena managed to say this between panicked little sobs.

	“I can’t leave here. Bethany is here. This is my home, Victoria. It’s safe here, it really is.”

	Victoria started to walk toward her. Her eyes were blue again. No red rings.

	“Elena you’ve always known this was a cage but you keep choosing to stay here! All of this was built to delude ourselves of what our world is, and now you can’t leave when you need to! But it’s not safe! Six meters beneath this soft bed of earth there is just metal. Maintenance passages for the climate control and water systems, cargo elevators for the port and warehousing, secret passages for your security detail. This place is not impregnable. I snuck in here and I can take you with me in the same way. Sawyer cares even less about this place than me. Sawyer will shoot her way in, Elena!”

	She finally reached where Elena was sitting, and physically grabbed her arm.

	“Come with me, now.”

	“That’s no way to talk to a lady.”

	From Victoria’s side came a rushing figure. 

	Fast enough it took Elena by surprise.

	She delivered a kick right to Victoria’s gut and sent her staggering back to the ground.

	Then she placed herself in front of Elena with an arm outstretched.

	“Thanks for the intel. If this place is unsafe, I will be the one evacuating her highness.”

	At first, Elena had a crazy thought that it was Bethany who rescued her.

	But nothing matched. Her defender was taller, with a head of black hair, partially in a haphazard bun, bangs partially over one eye. Messy. She was wearing a suit, it seemed. Pants, a sportcoat or a blazer, and a grey bodysuit that was translucent in the front. When she turned briefly toward Elena, her shirt and coat and suit exposed enough of her to see a scar on her chest.

	“Marina McKennedy, G.I.A. Princess, I know this will sound crazy, but I’m on your side.”

	She cracked a confident smile and drew a pistol on Victoria.

	Victoria slowly drew herself up, and wiped dust from her dress.

	She was winded, but those red-ringed eyes turned on Marina with the fullness of her malice.

	“That’s a cute look.” Marina said. “But you don’t scare me. I’ve fought 2-meter tall Pelagis who could snap my spine in half before.”

	“You have no idea. Get out of my way, republican.” Victoria said.

	Marine laughed. “I got here in time to catch the gist of the conversation. Let the adults handle it, little girl. If you want to keep Elena safe, all you have to do is leave her to me. But you’re not just here out of altruism, so stop pretending you have Elena’s best interests in mind.”

	Elena was so speechless. 

	She wanted to warn Marina that Victoria had some dangerous power that Marina was likely unaware of, and had not seen, if she arrived at the events unfolding too late. But her entire body refused to move, and her tongue was as trapped in her mouth as all of them were in Vogelheim. She was unable to say anything. All she could do was weep helplessly.

	Then, Victoria’s eyes flashed their deadly red again.

	

	

	Lieutenant Ionu Patrosku sat on the bridge of his Cutter with great trepidation.

	He was shaking but could not let anyone know. He was sure he would not get out alive.

	He was in command of a Cutter. A Cutter was all a Lieutenant could command.

	Cutters were torturously cramped. His command seat was only slightly raised above the gunner, helmsman and torpedo man. All communications and sonar went through his first officer on an adjacent seat. They sat as if in adjacent rows in a cramped little movie theater, but with the roof barely a meter overhead, and the screens not much farther out. It was maddening.

	It was a cage. He was going to die screaming in this cage.

	These were brand new model cutters too. There was no excuse. Whoever designed these ships simply wanted them to be this way. Armed with one gas gun, one 75mm light coilgun, and one torpedo tube. Barely 60 meters long in total, most of it taken up by the reactor, engines, control surfaces and weapons, carrying no amenities. They were staring down the barrel of an absolutely massive Cruiser and its 150mm heavy coilguns and all their conviction to fight was leaving them.

	And yet, the strength of the merciless training they received, was such that they remained rooted in place, knowing they could not hope to win and yet could not run. It was their sacred duty to defend the Palatinate, the holiest of the Empire’s domains. Vogelheim was a backwater, and what this Sawyer character was saying was absolutely insane, but they had to stand their ground.

	Patrosku, however, knew differently than most how sacred their duty was.

	The Lieutenant was one of the men directly in charge of Vogelheim’s security.

	He knew it was the home of Elena von Fueller.

	He had been specifically tasked by Erich von Fueller with his sister’s naval defense.

	Patrosku knew, more than anyone, that Erich von Fueller was not present to be arrested by these extremist nationalists. And he also knew why they might have such a suspicion. He was not a stupid man. He was putting together the details of what might be happening with Vogelheim.

	And he could do nothing anyway. He could only stand his ground in defense.

	Even besides the great authority such a man commanded, Patrosku knew firsthand how terrifying the wrath of Erich von Fueller was, and how far it could reach. He almost felt that the Prince would make sure he suffered in hell for failing him, so even if he died, Patrosku could not run from what was expected of him. He might even go after Patrosku’s family and friends.

	His compatriots had trusted him to open communications with the Volkisch.

	So he stared down their commander on his screen. 

	He had no choice but to appear strong.

	“Heidelinde Sawyer, if you are keen on a peaceful solution then turn your fleet around.” Patrosku replied, to the brown-haired woman on the screen with fiery eyes and words. “Erich von Fueller does not reside in this station. Starting a battle here will get you no closer to him.”

	“Of course you are covering for the traitor. You think my conviction is this weak?”

	Patrosku braced himself for her to fire. Thankfully, the Cruiser made no moves.

	Was she just giving him a chance to respond?

	“We are all proud citizens of the Empire. None of us want to fight you or any of our brothers and sisters here.” He said. He thought he had tapped into a font of eloquence and felt confident. “Soon our leaders will convene. Let them render justice and trust their decisions!”

	The Volkisch leader, Sawyer, looked thoroughly unamused with his answer.

	“Let them render justice? You suggest we allow the tyrant Fueller to convene with the foreigner harlot Veka and all those who have made a mockery of Imbria, and parcel out our homes among themselves, to continue to exploit us and guide us down into ruin? You and I are not both proud citizens! We are the Volkisch of Rhinea, and we will make our own destinies. You can join us, or you stand against us. We have been preparing to fight, and now we are here to do so.”

	At that moment, through sound-wave detection, laser imaging and other predictive methods, the computers aboard Patrosku’s Cutter began to yell about some kind of movement coming from the missile frigates. They were beyond visual range, but he did not need to be a genius to know what was happening: the hatches were opening, which meant the missiles were primed.

	Sawyer cut off her laser communications abruptly. Every computer sounded alerts.

	There was no avoiding it. Hesitating further would mean certain death.

	“All ships to combat speed! Target the frigates first, move to isolate the Cruiser!”

	Patrosku called out, and the Cutters advanced on the enemy fleet.

	Single-barreled light coilguns sought targets and began to fire. Light torpedoes leaped from the tubes at the front of each cutter. Because there were twenty cutters, they managed to whip up a brilliant fusillade for their side, and hundreds of rounds hurtled across the Vogelheim plains toward the enemy. The double-barreled 20mm gas gun turret on each Cutter readied to intercept incoming enemy missiles from the Frigates. 

	Battle had finally been joined for Vogelheim.

	Accelerating, the Cutters sliced the distance to the enemy flotilla.

	Before them, the Cruiser stood unflinching as dozens of rounds shot past its flanks.

	On the top deck, the main gun rose and adjusted its barrels.

	One pair of 150mm coilgun rounds loosed from the gun and punched through the water.

	In an instant, one of Patrosku’s allied cutters had its prow disappear in a vapor bubble.

	Between the massive forward damage and the shock of the impact, all of the stricken Cutter’s electronics would have failed and it is unlikely the crew inside could survive. As the Cutters advanced, their downed ally descended miserably, trailing bubbles and bits of debris.

	“Keep moving! Once we’re on top of it, it will have to surrender!”

	Mobbing was the only tactic they could count on against that ship, with their light weapons.

	The Cutters advanced in a snaking envelopment, like nineteen fingers trying to wrap around the enemy fleet from all directions. Each individual ship kept enough distance from each other so that no one enemy weapon could destroy multiple ships. They stayed in enough of an orbit to maintain laser communication and coordinate their attacks, while having room to maneuver.

	Meanwhile the enemy frigates responded quickly with their own barrage, peppering the Cutters with light coilgun and gas gun fire. Deadly vapor bubbles erupted around the Cutters, signifying the explosions of ordnance. Even being grazed by such a blast would put incredible stress on the hull and could compound into internal damage, and even cause slow breaches.

	Vogelheim’s plain took on the eerie characteristic of underwater war.

	A storm of vapor bubbles and lines of displaced water formed by explosive ordnance and supercavitating munitions stirred between the opposing sides as they advanced toward each other. Due to the dimness of the ocean, it would have been impossible to see the spectacle of it from afar, but their computers could see the ocean whipped into a frenzy amid all the barrages.

	Even with this horrifying chaos before them, the patrol fleet did not slow their charge.

	Taking a haphazard trajectory, the speedy little ships made themselves hard to hit, a quality that only they possessed in this engagement. Cutters’ only defense was being able to move around larger ships like the insects that they were. As they advanced they pummeled the enemy with a rhythmic barrage from their little guns. One round, a swift cooldown and drain of the gun housing, a second round; the Cutters sent over a dozen rounds flying at the enemy every minute.

	 While the Cruiser was cooling down, the Cutters cut the distance, to 500 meters, 400 meters, 300 meters, swerving and rising and making looping trails of bubbles in the water as they avoided enemy gunfire. Then the Cruiser’s heavy coilgun emplacement was once again ready to fire. Two massive rounds erupted from the barrels; two cavitation lines linked the gun to a cutter.

	Upon striking their targets, or even flying near them, the supercavitating rounds detonated.

	Underwater, kinetic energy was constantly lost. Even supercavitation designs had limits.

	Explosive force, however, was magnified through the medium of the ocean water.

	So even the kinetic rounds were rigged with explosives and made to blow.

	For a Cutter to suffer two direct hits and the two explosions that followed was unlucky.

	Nothing was left of the ship but piles of bubbling slag, sheared beyond recognition.

	All of this gunfire, death and mayhem had transpired in mere minutes.

	Patrosku barely registered the loss from his command pod. He was gritting his teeth.

	On the edges of the Volkisch formation, one of the gun frigates altered its elevation.

	“Any ships that can spare a torpedo, hit that Frigate! It moved out of place!”

	At his side, a pair of his allied Cutters were able to heed his command.

	Two light torpedoes burst from their tubes and soared ahead of the fleet.

	Guided by the torpedo gunners in each respective ship, the projectiles snaked through enemy gunfire and exploited a hole in the enemy’s interception fire that had opened when that one Frigate moved suddenly out of formation. In so doing, it had blocked a nearby Frigate’s vital covering fire from its top deck gas guns, and exposed the entire left flank of the Volkisch flotilla.

	Both torpedoes swooped past the Cruiser and dove into the sides of the raised Frigate.

	Two impacts blossomed into vapor bubbles that rent massive holes in the metal.

	More and more plates began to peel from the Frigate’s side due to the sheer pressure.

	An entire compartment disgorged crates and equipment and mangled bodies into the ocean.

	It was as if the torpedo was a hand reaching into the Frigate’s gut, pulling out the viscera.

	There was no more gunfire from that Frigate. It began to list, its engine firing off haphazardly and sending it on a terminal dive into the ocean floor. Around it, the Volkisch flotilla adjusted their positions quickly to avoid the stricken ship. And yet, an opportunity to rout them did not appear. Gas gun fire intensified, and the Volkisch returned to a disciplined formation.

	Once more, the Cruiser at the head opened fire.

	This time, the shells flew past their intended targets.

	Not too far past.

	Detonating right behind one of the Cutters, the vapor bubble grazed an engine.

	Patrosku felt his own Cutter shake, and for an instant thought himself dead.

	Such was the sheer explosive power of both shells detonating so close by.

	He survived; the Cutter on his direct right lost its engines and became a sitting duck.

	It was not long before the Gun-Frigates noticed.

	Relentless gunfire tore the stranded Cutter apart where it stood motionless.

	Patrosku thought claiming that Frigate kill would have given them momentum.

	In truth, the situation remained the same. And it was about to worsen.

	Within 200 meters, or two or three ship lengths of the enemy, the Cutters began to put themselves into position to sweep through the enemy formation, and come out behind them, around their flanks, and above them, ultimately enveloping the enemy. At this range, their instruments gave them a form of visibility using predictive imaging. Though they could not “see” physically farther than maybe 75 meters, their computers created a picture from other forms of sensory data.

	As such, when Patrosku “saw” what was about to happen next, it was all on the computer.

	And for an instant, he disbelieved it. Predictions were not flawless, and what separated a seasoned veteran of undersea warfare from a rookie was not relying on instruments but using them as a tool. So Patrosku trusted his gut that what was happening ahead of him was impossible.

	He was wrong, and the computer was right, and he discovered this very quickly.

	Objects began to appear as emerging from the hatches on the missile frigates.

	Though the computers identified these as Volker class Divers, Patrosku felt it had to be a glitch. Volkers rising out of missile launch bays was ridiculous.

	Would Volkers even fit inside them? 

	Obviously, those were the missiles. Missile Frigates carried slim, fast torpedoes powered by rockets that launched overhead and then arced down. They were not guided by wire, but they were fast and disruptive and provoked an answer whenever they were fired.

	So Patrosku answered.

	“We need a curtain of fire to intercept those missiles! Now!”

	“Sir, those are Divers, the computer is saying–”

	“I know what it’s saying! Curtain fire, now!”

	The Cutters responded to the predicted incoming missiles — until a squadron of five Volkers swam into their formation. 

	Just as a Cutter was lighter and faster than any other ship, a Diver was lighter and faster than a Cutter. Dashing through the water with a grace seemingly mismatched with their rounded chassis, the Volkers suddenly skirted the rapid-fire gas guns on the Cutters and brought to bear their 37mm Sturmgewehr assault rifles at shockingly close range.

	Disciplined, three-round bursts from the assault rifles punched holes the size of a fist into the armor of several of the Cutters. Alarms sounded, and exposed compartments were locked quickly, with the Cutters’ automated self-repair deploying emergency sealants to close the gaps and bind the armor together enough to resist pressure again. But Cutters were so small that these disruptions ended up disabling several systems and rendering the limping ships unable to fight.

	Suddenly, the battle was hopeless again as the patrol fleet fell into complete disarray.

	To think, the Volkisch contrived such a way to deploy Divers!

	Patrosku watched in terror as amid the barrage from the Flotilla, several Volkers charged right past the patrol fleet and headed straight for Vogelheim. His computer calculated at least fifteen Divers deployed, maybe twenty. There was no hope of stopping them anymore.

	

	

	Sturmbannführer Hiedelinde Sawyer stood on a raised platform in the middle of the bridge of the battlecruiser Greater Imbria, arms crossed, her chair empty right behind her. They had lost the Venable and who knew how many souls aboard, but the Volkisch were not deterred so easily by loss. 

	Once the battle was won they could mount a rescue operation. 

	Sawyer was confident in her plan. And she knew the leadership was behind her. Lehner had personally given his approval for her mission.

	Greater Imbria and its crew, as well as the two missile frigates Gladius and Spartan, had professional staff who had been turned to the side of the national proletariat by agents of the “Volkisch Movement For The National Awakening.” They had essentially defected from the Imperial Navy to join the Volkisch. But the gun Frigates were staffed by militia and the vessels were fresh out of Rhineland Shipyards.

	Sawyer knew who she could and could not rely upon.

	“Order the Divers to attack! I want a squadron to defend us, another to secure the station exterior and two squadrons to enter the station. All groups be careful when firing your weapons!”

	As she said this, one of the gun frigates discharged a volley of 75 mm coilgun rounds that flew straight through the enemy Cutters and past. 

	It was impossible to tell whether damage had been done to the station, but Sawyer grit her teeth. Telling them to stop firing was not an option, but the undisciplined gunners might do more harm than good. 

	She had to get a hold of the situation.

	“Tell the Frigates to mind their guns! We can’t damage the station!”

	“We should moderate our own fire as well.”

	Her yelling attracted the attention of the First Officer, returning from doing rounds around the ship to inspect the combat stations. She put on a little grin as she arrived. Sawyer glanced over to her when the door opened and then turned back around to continue following the battle on the monitors. She hopped up onto the island in the middle of the bridge and patted Sawyer on the shoulder. “We’ve taken minor damage, mostly to the armor.”

	“I knew I could count on you to move fast, but even I’m impressed.”

	Sawyer had sent her to check the hangar and weapons when the battle started.

	For her to have returned in a few minutes was extraordinary considering the ship’s size.

	“I didn’t have to go too far. I have these, remember?”

	Sawyer barely looked at her while she spoke, but that remark prompted her to glance at her first officer. Holding the rank of Untersturmführer in the Volkisch, her name was Rue Skalbeck. She was a fit young woman, blond hair decorated with red highlights, wearing a pristine, all-black uniform much like Sawyer’s. She was neither as tall, nor as strong as Sawyer but the closest physical match to her on the ship. Her most distinctive feature, however, were the cybernetics on her body, a pair of black antennae the width and length of a finger along the sides of her head.

	Those implants helped correct deformities in her brain, and allowed her to interface easily with machines, as well as perform some often-forgotten tasks of electronic warfare that were usually delegated to algorithms and subroutines of the computers automatically. There were some strains of Volkisch ideology that balked at people such as Rue being allowed to serve, or even to live; but for Sawyer, military power and potential was everything, and Rue was strong enough. It was the fact that she would kill for the National Proletariat that made her a peer member of it.

	Her relationship with Rue exemplified the essence of the Volkisch modus.

	It was the barest simplicity in the world. There were those who deserved, or indeed, who had to be killed, and those who would kill them, for the volk to survive. Other fringe theories aside, it was this strand of thought that unified the Volkisch. At the present, they agreed on who had to be killed to protect the future of the National Proletariat, and its core in Rhinea.

	Sawyer would end Erich von Fueller’s reign here.

	And perhaps commence her own.

	One step at a time; dialing back from that bloodthirsty series of thoughts, Sawyer merely smiled. “Sometimes I forget that you have those bits.” She said, looking Rue in the eyes.

	“That’s kind of you. I knew you were sweet for me.”

	Rue put on an antagonistically cheerful expression, full of mockery.

	Sawyer stopped looking at her at that point.

	Before joining the Volkisch Movement, Rue outranked her in the Imperial Navy.

	Within the Volkisch she was the equivalent of a Leutnant due to her “physical deformity.”

	Not that you could tell that cheerful, pretty girl was “deformed” without a lot of ideology.

	“Did you beam the instructions over to the entry team?” She asked.

	“Taken care of a long time ago. The Entry Team is already past the enemy fleet.”

	“Good. Do you think those blueprints were authentic?”

	“You’ve asked me this three times.”

	“Answer a fourth time then, Untersturmführer.”

	Rue rolled her eyes. She could do this precisely because of Sawyer’s constant tough girl act. She really wasn’t even looking at Rue and couldn’t have seen her expressions behind her.

	“Yes, I fully believe in their integrity. I know you’d punch me in the face if I did things half-assed, so of course I wouldn’t show you any bullshit. As soon as I scraped the contents of the leaks off the network, I compared similar station diagrams which are public. Vogelheim is just another NewType-Castle Mod. IV station. Since the similarities are so exact, the differences must be the real deal, or else, structurally, the diagram wouldn’t make any sense in comparison.”

	“I’m counting on you.” Sawyer said.

	“Yes, I’m the degenerate, subhuman brain to your ubermenschen brawn.”

	“Oh, shut up. You chose to be here.”

	“I do it all for you, my love.”

	Rue blew a kiss behind her back, but Sawyer didn’t see it.

	In the stations around them, the men and women looked briefly concerned.

	But it was far, far above their station to say anything.

	Sawyer sighed openly but gave no response to the love-comedy Rue was putting on.

	Rue took notice and sighed herself. She then changed the subject.

	“At any rate, you’re overlooking the piece of information that can’t be corroborated.”

	“The presence of Erich von Fueller, you mean?” Sawyer said. Rue smiled.

	“According to the leaks, Vogelheim has been the home slash prison of Elena von Fueller for the past several years. She could be anywhere, so it doesn’t really matter, but Erich von Fueller’s visit coinciding with her birthday is time sensitive. For all we know, he came and went already, or he never came at all. That’s information that we are basically just gambling on.”

	Sawyer hadn’t really thought of that name in a long time.

	Elena von Fueller.

	She remembered that bitchy elf girl from Luxembourg who drew together a band of other weirdos who fit in nowhere else. Self-absorbed, and stubborn, and sickeningly kind, never wanting to see the faults in others. And yet, she was not popular at the school. Nobody else wanted to deal with her and her baggage; everyone else was terrified of her. So she had no one in the world, but Sawyer; and her other two “friends,” Victoria and Gertrude.

	Gertrude: that bitch never saw eye to eye with her.

	Another nasty name to remember.

	Sawyer almost felt a grim satisfaction at being able to potentially snatch something from Gertrude.

	Elena was useless in and of herself but could be an asset with the nobles.

	Rue shrugged, continuing to speak. “So really, this could all just be tragically pointless.”

	“It’s not pointless.”

	Sawyer replied brusquely. Rue took note of her tone and checked herself.

	“Someone had to make the first move. We’re making an example. We can attack deep into the Palatinate’s territory. Those useless aristocrats will have to take us seriously after today and come to terms with our uprising. We will make them see that nobody can protect them anymore.”

	Rue grinned at her.

	“Will you break the taboo then? Take down the whole station as a show of force?”

	“Of course not.”

	Sawyer snapped back. Something like that was unthinkable.

	Living space in the Imbrium was precious. Destroying a station was an unholy act.

	For Rue to even consider it showed her utter morbidity of character.

	But also why Sawyer treasured her as a companion.

	Rue, ultimately, was her kind of crazy.

	“We’re going to claim this station, minimize damage–”

	“Then we should restrain our violence. Sawyer, the main gun–”

	At that point both of them were interrupted. Both by a shouting voice and a screen.

	“Heavy coilgun ready to fire again, Sturmbannführer!” shouted a gunnery officer.

	“What are you waiting for then? Fire at will! Destroy those patrol cutters!”

	“Sawyer, wait–”

	Before Rue could explain herself further, the main operations screen displayed a prow-facing camera that briefly showed high-definition footage of the main gun firing. Two projectiles launched carving neat, symmetrical lines into the water around them. Quickly the screen switched from the camera view to a broader view which was not possible underwater with cameras: it was an algorithmic reconstruction of the battlefield, rendered to enable them to “see” the battle.

	Water was displayed as a pale blue filter over a world of floating objects, and these objects were outlined within so that they were crisp and easy to perceive out to several hundred meters — if only real water was anything like that! In areas where an explosion had gone off the water was darkened or reddened, using sensor data to show the intensity of the explosion or how recently the water was disturbed in the wake of a fading blast. It was like watching the world through the eyes of a God with mastery over the ocean. Like seeing through air instead of water. Hundreds of lines split the water, representing the trajectories of the shells being exchanged. Divers rushing to destroy enemy ships at close range and enemy ships fighting them were all marked for the viewer.

	They could see the terrifying fusillade raging between their fleets in all of its glory. On camera, only the closest explosions registered. You could die before you ever saw what killed you. You might see the projectile a split second before it smashes into the deck. Sawyer and Rue were both used to staring at these screens, and so was anyone who was a veteran of aquatic combat.

	“Sawyer, the main gun sensor alignment is off! The computer isn’t calculating properly!” Rue finally said.

	“What? How did it–?”

	On the algorithmic display, the digital “camera” that was once placed so as to mimic a real camera watching the ocean from the prow of the ship, pulled out into an “overhead” view that was impossible with any cameras they had deployed. This view showed the topography, predicted trajectories of enemy and allied ships, divers, and of course, all of the ordnance travelling between.

	Both the rounds fired from the main gun appeared quickly on this view.

	An alert then sounded. Something had misaligned. A shot had “missed.”

	One round carved into the side of an enemy Cutter and split the ship in half.

	A red bubble was placed around the second round to alert Sawyer of the problem.

	That second 150mm round was predicted to fly past the enemy to strike Vogelheim.

	According to the computer it would climb and detonate on the station pillar’s outer layer.

	A breach was predicted: sizable enough that it would need a containment response.

	There would be no response. Wireless communication was short distance underwater. They could not contact their entry teams to tell them. And the entry teams would be fighting the guards and engineers at Vogelheim, preventing them from responding. It would be a disaster.

	At the speeds that they were dealing with, by the time Sawyer and Rue fully viewed the alert on the screen, if the prediction was correct, the munition had already hit Vogelheim. Every second precipitated calamity. 

	And this time, it was not something that they could see or confirm unless they charged ahead. Until they had an entry team tapped into Vogelheim, they could not contact them in any way. All of this had happened without them seeing with no time to respond.

	Silence fell upon the bridge for a moment.

	Everyone felt the vibrations of an intercepted torpedo, transferring through the floor. It was that silent, silent enough that all the things their loud lives hid from them were suddenly laid bare. There were explosions going off all around them. When they were engaged in work it was easy to forget the sheer hostility that was outside the ship. And yet, now, they were all transfixed. Nobody said a word, and everyone raised their heads from their personal screens to stare at the alerts.

	In that moment they had destroyed a station. It was starting to dawn on them.

	“Rue, connect us to the Socrates!” Sawyer said suddenly. Socrates was their engineering ship, which had been working on battlefield communications. “If they’ve got the groundline ready, you can tap into the station network and contact the entry team! Get creative, use whatever you can! We have to tell them to check for a breach. Emergency sealant can slow it down!”

	Sawyer was gripped in a passion, her eyes fiery, her words loud — but trembling.

	Rue could not muster such passion. Almost bleary-eyed, she saluted.

	It was an eerie, surreal feeling. To have destroyed a little world without even seeing it.

	That was the nature of war under the ocean.

	

	

	What did it mean when Victoria’s eyes turned red? 

	Elena could not figure it out.

	“I’m not in the business of shooting at girls. I’d like to think of myself as a friend to all girls. So, since you care so much about Elena, just turn around and go. She’ll be safe.”

	Marina continued to taunt her. 

	Elena wished she knew what to do to set things right.

	For a moment, there was tense silence between them. Marina had her gun out but wasn’t shooting. Victoria had fully stood up from the ground but was not moving. They were sizing each other up. Marina had obviously discarded any possibility that Victoria could be a threat to anyone but the weak and panicking princess on the ground behind her. She had no weapons to threaten Marina with, while Marina had a pistol. 

	Victoria was clearly clever; but was she outmatched?

	Then Victoria lifted her hand to Marina, who was puzzled by the reaction.

	“Stop right now. I’ll shoot your fucking knee. No ballroom dancing for you anymore. I said stop it–!”

	Victoria made a pulling motion with her hands, her eyes glowing bright red.

	“What the–? I’m not joking you little twerp, I’ll shoot–”

	Before Marina could get out another threat, the floor suddenly slipped out from under her.

	Something had struck at her feet and shifted the dirt she was standing on.

	Marina fell over backwards, almost on top of Elena, who scampered away in shock.

	Her gun remained in her hands.

	As she hit the ground she raised the weapon.

	Then her finger stopped right inside the trigger guard, unable to press down.

	Her hand tensed and shook. From a seated position, she had the gun trained on Victoria.

	Her hand wouldn’t fire. And it was not her own trepidation.

	It was if something was holding her trigger finger.

	Victoria twisted her hand in mid-air.

	Marina’s whole body tensed up. Her jaw clenched. She choked out words.

	“Stop– Stop touching me– Stop–”

	In that instant, Elena was suddenly bombarded with sensation.

	She understood what Marina was feeling.

	She could almost hear what Marina was thinking.

	Sparks were flying just under Marina’s skin. She hated being touched; she was afraid of it. So many people had touched her in terribly wrong, terribly painful ways. That traumatic sense of danger she felt whenever someone touched her started to flare up, but nothing was touching her. Elena was not, and Victoria was nowhere near. But something was grabbing her hair, twisting her wrists, squeezing her fingers, stepping on her feet, and forcing her mouth to grit closed.

	Elena could almost see it, like millions of little fingers all pressing on her at once.

	All of Marina’s senses were firing, screaming. 

	And so, in turn, did all of Elena’s.

	Elena nearly vomited. Her eyes were burning.

	She was overwhelmed with empathy for Marina’s overwhelming disgust.

	Her eyes started to weep. It wasn’t even her own tears.

	They were Marina’s. Tears for Marina’s own unweeping eyes.

	And when Elena looked at those eyes, physically, rather than mentally–

	Red rings appeared around Marina’s eyes, matching those around Victoria’s.

	She was shaking from the peak of her head to the tips of her fingers.

	Then, suddenly, Marina’s hand started to move, irrespective of her own wishes.

	Her arms and legs were used to stand her body up, despite all of her resistance.

	Slowly, trembling, she removed the magazine from her pistol and discarded it.

	There was one round in the chamber still.

	Victoria dispassionately watched with those frightening eyes as Marina lifted the pistol up to her head, putting the barrel over one of her eyes. Her struggling jaw and tongue made whimpering, terrified noises, but she could not speak, move or resist. She was completely helpless.

	Elena had to finally stand. 

	She could not endure anymore what was happening.

	“Victoria! Stop! Please, oh my god, stop!”

	Elena rushed from the floor and embraced Victoria, throwing her arms around her.

	She could think of nothing else to do. Nothing that would fix what was happening.

	She wept openly in Victoria’s shoulders, while the Shimii continued to glare past her.

	“Stop it! Please stop! I can’t– I can’t bear to see this! Please! Please! This isn’t you!”

	“You’re wrong. This is me. I have the fullness of my faculties.”

	Victoria swept her hand. Elena screamed and shut her eyes.

	Rather than a bang, she heard a dull thump.

	Marina was lifted bodily and thrown back against a tree, where she came to feebly slump.

	Victoria’s eyes turned a clear blue color again. Her voice was as cold as ever.

	She shoved Elena’s arms from around her, and then grabbed her by the wrist.

	“Are you finally going to do what I say?” Victoria asked.

	Elena, eyes swollen with tears, her body trembling, gave a despondent nod of the head.  

	“I’ll go with you. Please, just don’t hurt anyone here.”

	“Fine. For you, I’ll promise I won’t.”

	Elena tried to smile, but a sudden report shut out all of her senses.

	She heard a discharge so loud that the noise ripped through her stomach.

	Victoria’s head bobbed suddenly.

	Something splashed on Elena’s chest, on her cheek.

	Blood.

	A streak of blood.

	There was a clatter on the ground behind them.

	Marina dropped her empty gun, fell to her side, and started to retch and vomit.

	Victoria toppled over.

	“No. Please. No. No. No! No–”

	Elena sank to her knees next to Victoria’s body and tried to pick her up, to shake her. There was so much blood running down her forehead that it was impossible to see a wound, but Elena was sure she was dead. 

	Her fingertips could not feel anything anymore, but she was sure all the warmth was draining from Victoria as she held her. 

	Marina had killed her; she had killed Victoria.

	Little Victoria from school who loved books and was quiet and a little cold, and nobody could get along with– except perhaps the forgotten, useless princess, the brusque school bully, and the stuck-up aspiring knight whom fate had brought together and then so suddenly torn apart. 

	People who had overnight disappeared from her life. 

	And here, maybe she had a second chance and then– and then everything happened. It was so sudden that Elena’s life had gone from the stasis of her prison in Vogelheim, to recalling the day to day shocks of her school days with her rocky little group and having to reconcile it. 

	Why was all of this happening? Why now?

	What had gone wrong? What could she have done to avert all of this?

	You’re really hard to love— had Sawyer been right?

	Was all of this Elena’s fault? Her mind was racing through the horrible possibility.

	Behind them, Marina was starting to stand on shaking legs.

	She appeared almost as shocked at her own actions as Elena was with them.

	“God damn it.” She mumbled. She grabbed hold of her own stomach. 

	Marina stumbled. 

	She dropped back to her knees, holding herself up by her hands, gagging.

	Elena felt the ground shake.

	She nearly fell back herself, and she was just sitting.

	The quake transferred through her body, from deep in her gut to the tips of her fingers–

	Victoria stirred.

	Elena looked down at her, eyes drawn wide. 

	Fresh tears immediately followed.

	“Victoria! You’re alive!”

	Through the blood that had spilled over them, Victoria opened her eyes.

	Staring past Elena, up into the sky overhead.

	“It’s failing.” She said, breathlessly.

	Again the ground rumbled.

	Victoria’s cat-like ears twitched. She raised her hand toward the heavens.

	Elena looked up at the sky, following Victoria’s fingers.

	Bands of color began to break across the blue sky and its fake clouds.

	Something formed that split the firmament. A streak, a crack of visual noise.

	There was a brief flash as the sky fully lost its contours.

	What was once the sun was revealed to be a complex array of mechanical lights.

	All around them, the illusion of a horizon and a sky was fully torn down.

	Those massive panels that once created a sky now showed what was really outside.

	When the heavens came down, there was only the dim, endless blue of the Imbrium.

	Elena could not identify it, but what she was seeing was an algorithmic predictive image of the ocean. That was why she saw in all its vivid horror and glory the massive Cruiser Greater Imbria approaching Vogelheim, surrounded by the shattered and shattering remains of several other vessels which had failed to protect the station and flanked by many other ships and divers.

	Her mind was reeling from the sight of her little storybook world coming suddenly down.

	Victoria’s voice strained. “You can’t run from this anymore, Elena.”

	

	

	Unjust Depths

	Anthology 1: Imbria’s Death March

	Episode 4.7: The Day Her Sky Shattered

	If there’s a single stepping-stone left of the world you wish for — fight for it.

	

	

	 


4.8

	“I fucked it all up. God damn it. God fucking damn it.”

	Marina McKennedy had extensively compelled herself to think of herself in that way: to think of herself as “Marina McKennedy.” But that particular I was primeval in nature. It cut deep, to the most recessed parts of her very self. She was so full of self-loathing and disgust that she felt like vomiting — even more than she already had. Her whole body shook with that revulsion.

	A meltdown had been long since coming.

	Even when she was with Bethany–

	Maybe even because of that.

	She had let her guard down. 

	Because she had to play it cool; but also, because she fooled herself.

	Slowly, she staggered to her feet. Her skin burning and itching and shaking.

	When that Shimii girl grabbed her (did she? Was that her?) it brought to the surface a vortex of emotions that had been brimming under the surface of her skin for years now. She felt the fingers, felt the knives, holding her, by her arms, by her hair, pinning her down– it brought to mind the darkest rooms she had ever been in. She could even smell the blood.

	And while the timing was inconvenient, it was not the weakness itself that disgusted her.

	She had aimed and fired out of emotion, out of passion, out of panic.

	And she regretted immediately that she had done so. 

	She had hurt that girl; but also Elena.

	Elena. She had hurt Elena. 

	Maybe worse than anyone in her life, so far, had hurt her.

	Seeing Elena’s broken-down expression over the corpse of that girl–

	With a streak of her friend’s blood on her cheek–

	Bearing witness to the horrors of war–

	Marina got herself standing against a tree and averted her eyes.

	Her face reminded her of Leda. 

	It was like Leda’s, but softer, less mature. More vulnerable.

	“Leda could do that. She could– she could touch you from afar. Right?”

	For a moment, memories of rusty iron rooms with drains in the center and chains on the walls disappeared from her subconscious, slowly melting into a sunny vineyard balcony. She saw a towering, strikingly beautiful woman, with skin as unblemished white as porcelain and shining, indigo colored hair. She was dressed in a pure silk dress that clung closely to her body, and she moved as though a wind followed in her wake, swift and gracefully.

	Leda. Leda Lettiere. 

	She had so much power, will, charisma. 

	Maybe even– magic.

	“When I rule the world, will you leave the Republic and come with me?”

	Marina said yes. Of course she said yes. They were just flirting. 

	How could she say no?

	She couldn’t have known how suddenly everything would turn against them.

	Elena was feeling this now too.

	Just like Leda– everything crumbled for her, suddenly, brutally, with no time to process.

	“Protect her for me.”

	Marina had crawled out of the deepest pits of hell to do that.

	Her eyes stung; she found herself weeping.  

	She tried to move toward Elena, and Elena briefly looked back at her.

	For a moment, for one painful instant, she did see so much of Leda in her.

	She then tripped and fell.

	As Marina hit the ground unceremoniously the sky tore apart and the earth shook.

	Off in the distance, in the gaps between trees, she could see the Imbrium Ocean in place of the horizon. And in that cruel ocean, a flotilla of ships seemed to be approaching Vogelheim.

	I can’t protect anyone. God damn it. 

	Even in Leda’s paradise, even for her daughter–

	Marina forced herself to stand again.

	She had been forcing herself to move for so long. Just a little bit longer.

	Once Elena was safe. 

	She could give up on this whole dirty business of living.

	She took stock of the situation. There was no water coming in where she could see, but there was internal damage to the station. So it must have taken a sizable hit. Probably from the Cruiser looming enormously on the algorithmic projection. If the station were under attack from the exterior, there would be a boarding team coming in soon. Probably in Heavy Divers.

	If she could get Elena to her S.E.A.L unit she would have a chance to escape.

	“Victoria! You’re alive!”

	Marina snapped out of her contemplation.

	That girl she had shot, Victoria, started to stand back up. Elena helped her, gently holding her back and waist, taking one of the girl’s arms over her shoulder. Victoria reached into her hair and produced a tiny piece of metal, blunted into a flat circle and covered in blood. She gestured for Elena to let her go and was able to stand firm. She turned the piece in her fingers.

	It was Marina’s bullet. 

	Her tail twitched as she stared at the bullet that had not killed her.

	She turned it over in her fingers with one hand and touched her head with the other.

	With Elena watching nervously, she then turned to face Marina.

	“I don’t trust you. But can you actually get Elena away from Vogelheim safely?”

	Her voice was cold and unshaken as it had always been.

	

	

	Marina hesitated, as if not knowing what to say in return.

	Victoria van Veka narrowed her eyes and looked over the G.I.A. agent with skepticism.

	She could feel Marina’s surface level thoughts, mired in anguish and regret. She did not want to look too much further inside: it was nearly useless to read someone’s mind, as the thoughts were too complicated and abstract. And when they weren’t, they were too painful. Victoria saw what Elena went through when she empathized too strongly with Marina. 

	Victoria would avoid it.

	To think Elena had such a degree of power with no control over it.

	But there was not enough time to do anything about that.

	Surface level thoughts and emotions were more useful to read. When she first appeared, there was a palpable aggression to Marina that put Victoria on edge. Now, Marina looked spent. And though Victoria had tried to kill her, and certainly the animosity must remain, she seemed much more sedate now, having seen Victoria’s abilities. Victoria did not trust her, but she knew that at this moment, Marina’s intentions were not violent, and that was good enough.

	“I’ll keep Elena safe. I’ll give my life for her if I have to.” Marina said.

	She finally spoke. Was she trying to sound tough? It wasn’t a lie, however.

	Elena was shocked to hear such a thing and stared at Marina with her jaw trembling.

	Victoria shook her head.

	“Nothing but useless posturing that nobody wants from you. That said, I’ll believe you.”

	She felt a sting in her forehead. She had blocked the bullet. By exerting a massive amount of kinetic force against the bullet she blunted the impact. Her head had been stricken as if by a truncheon or a club, rather than perforated by a bullet. She was bleeding, and probably concussed, but not dead. In her state, she still fancied her chances in a fight if it came to it.

	However, she realized that if she tried to escape with Elena at this point, without any more assistance, Sawyer would likely catch them. So Victoria ran through a different possibility.

	“You have a craft you came in, right? Take Elena and escape. I’ll distract Sawyer’s men.”

	“You’ll distract them? How?”

	Marina crossed her arms, staring Victoria down in confusion.

	Elena balked at Victoria’s words.

	Her eyes spread wide with surprise and she put her hands on Victoria’s shoulders.

	“Victoria, no, absolutely not!” Elena shouted. “You’ll be killed!”

	“If Sawyer has to split her forces, we have a better chance of escaping.” Victoria said.

	“That doesn’t matter!” Elena said. “I don’t want anyone to– to get hurt defending me!”

	She couldn’t even say ‘die’. Maybe she thought it would jinx everything.

	There was something a little cute about it. Even Victoria had to admit that.

	But it was a fact that they had no other options.

	Victoria felt a grave anxiety toward the unfolding situation, but she did not show it.

	She had thought of her options and made up her mind that this was the best one.

	When she came up with a pragmatic solution, all she could do was execute.

	“Don’t worry. I don’t intend to die here. I have a lot of things I want to do.”

	Elena knew she was this way. Elena called it “stubbornness”, but Victoria did not see herself as stubborn. She was right; she made a correct decision. There was no sense, if she had found the best option available, to choose to do something else for the sake of anyone’s feelings. Her plan had the best chances of success, so she set her trepidation aside and committed to it.

	“What will you do? Can you use your weird magic on ships?” Marina said.

	“It’s not magic.” Victoria replied. “And I’m not strong enough to use it against a ship.”

	“Of course she can’t!” Elena shouted, almost as soon as Victoria answered. She did not know anything about Victoria’s psionic powers. Rather, she was just being emotional, so she just screamed an objection. “She’s just a girl, she can’t do anything to stop a whole fleet! That’s why she can’t go!”

	“That’s not fully correct. I have an answer to that hidden nearby.”

	From her dress, Victoria produced a small, square object.

	She pressed a button on it. “Reinhardt, please move the Jagd over here.”

	Marina drew back a step. “Wait, a Jagd?”

	From the woods, a small, hovering drone suddenly appeared and took Victoria’s side.

	“That’s not a Jagd.” Marina said.

	The drone, “Reinhardt,” was a hexagonal body on four air-jets for propulsion, a camera and a manipulator arm. It was pulling something. As it reached Victoria, the drone pulled far enough to reveal that the hazy object it was dragging was an active-camouflage tarp. Once the tarp was off, a large piece of equipment was revealed to have been in the woods nearby.

	That piece of equipment was a Diver unit that began to stomp its way out into the open.

	Marina blinked, her mouth hanging slightly open. 

	“That’s a Jagd.”

	Developed originally by Rescholdt-Kolt Heavy Equipment GmbH and produced with a license in Veka, the Jagd was among the Empire’s new 2nd Generation Diver suits and shared little DNA with the Volker. The objective of the Jagd’s design was to make a faster, lighter close combat Diver with built-in weapons, such that it could deploy quickly “unarmed.” Among Veka’s stock of Divers, the Jagd had become Victoria’s preferred machine.

	Throughout her rescue mission, it had been her hidden trump card.

	Among its design innovations was its “one-piece” sleek, loosely triangular hull, boasting a curved and flared shoulder design. Most of the suit appeared to be one contiguous piece because of this. Sloped armor plates over the chest peeled back into three separate elements to open the way for the pilot. Between the long arms and the shoulder armor on each side there was a 20-mm autocannon that fired from internal cylindrical magazines. The two guns formed a pair. Housed in the shoulders were a pair of jet anchors. The “head” sensor array was a subtle, dome-like “face.”

	This chassis stood on a pair of sturdy legs that economized space and weight with efficient shapes and vernier thrusters better incorporated into the design than they were on the chunkier Volker legs. Meanwhile the arms were just a bit out of proportion in length, such that the profile appeared more “slouched” than that of the Volker, but the arms ended in a weapon, rather than digits with which the suit could hold tools. One arm ended in a “jet sabre,” a vibroblade with a thrust booster, while the second arm was mostly taken up by the cylindrical launcher for a retractable coil-spike. These were the Jagd’s chief weapons, able to cut or smash her enemies.

	Volkers had been born out of labor machinery. 

	The Jagd was exclusively made to kill.

	Behind the back of the Jagd was its other major innovation. Rather than the four jets on a Volker, the Jagd had a slightly larger, more powerful housing for six Hydrojets. Rather than a few large intakes, the Jagd had multiple subtle intakes that channeled much more water (or air) through its turbines and allowed it to adjust the weight on any side of the hull on the fly.

	Both Elena and Marina were struck dumb by the appearance of this incredible machine. To think Victoria, and Veka, had acquired such things.

	“You can control that by remote?” Marina shouted.

	“Only simple commands. My custom drone ‘Reinhardt’ helps me with it.”

	Marina had her hackles up, but Victoria was not concerned.

	“I can hold off the enemy while you two escape.” Victoria proposed.

	“What’s with the change of heart? Did the bullet scramble your brain?” Marina said. “No offense, but I can’t trust someone who– who did that sort of thing to me. I can’t trust you with our safety as it stands.”

	Victoria had not meant to inflict as much psychological harm on Marina as she did.

	In the moment, the way she saw it, eliminating her instantly, humanely, with one bullet, was better than choking her to death, twisting her neck, impaling her on a tree branch, bashing her head in with a rock, slicing her throat, or any other way she had come up with to kill Marina. 

	It was only after she was already in the middle of the attack that she felt the complex feelings in Marina’s response. And at that point it wouldn’t have mattered if it violated her trauma — she’d be dead in a few moments.

	She had not counted on Elena being able to feel all of that too.

	She had not counted on a lot of what transpired.

	All of her plans were useless at this point. 

	All she could do was think on her feet.

	“I promised Elena I wouldn’t hurt you anymore.” Victoria replied.

	As far as Victoria was concerned that should have fixed everything.

	Unfortunately, people were more complicated than that.

	“Color me skeptical.” Marina said. “Time is of the essence here, but it’d be useless for me to try to survive with a backstabber in tow. Give me something useful. Prove that I can trust you.”

	This was starting to get frustrating.

	She realized how little time they had but she was still playing these cheap rhetorical games?

	Victoria sighed openly. Her tail curled around her waist from the stress.

	“As a gesture of good faith: my ability is known as psionics. Elena possesses the same ability. You, on the other hand, don’t have a shred of potential and are susceptible to it. I could make you do what I say, but as I said: as a gesture of good faith. I will not use my powers on you.”

	Victoria looked down at a rock on the ground.

	She saw a rock, and in her mind, she thought about pulling it toward her.

	That rock started levitating off the ground, rising higher and higher alongside Victoria.

	Marina flinched, as if expecting the rock to be turned against her.

	Elena watched, speechless.

	Victoria dropped it shortly thereafter.

	“A brief demonstration. We don’t have time for a full lesson. So, G.I.A., do you accept my proposal? I’ve shown you what I had hidden, and I’m not asking anything from your end. I want your cooperation, so I am asking you and not using my powers to compel you in any way.”

	“Having felt what it was like when you controlled me before, it’s obvious you aren’t now.”

	Marina looked past Victoria, over the tops of the trees, at the deep blue outside the station.

	“Fine. That works for me.” Marina said. “I will take Elena to the villa, and we will use the emergency escape there to get down to my escape craft. You do whatever you want, Victoria van Veka. If you want to shoot us in the back, I guess I can do nothing to stop you anyway.”

	What an absolutely frustrating woman. 

	“I will not. I made a promise. I already said this.”

	Elena looked between the two of them in disbelief. 

	She had been quiet up until then.

	She suddenly let out her pent-up feelings again. 

	She started to cry with renewed fury.

	“Stop it! Neither of you are considering my feelings here!”

	Elena grabbed hold of Victoria’s hands.

	“Victoria, come with us. If we have to run away, then come with us!”

	She looked at Victoria directly in the eyes, pleading.

	Years and years ago, god almost a decade ago, Victoria would have acquiesced. How could she ignore those bright, beautiful, innocent eyes?

	Even Sawyer could not deny Elena when she made those eyes in the past.

	Things had changed. Back then, the worst trouble they ever got in was ending up in places they shouldn’t be or sneaking off when they weren’t supposed to. They had some scary, close calls of their own stupid making, more than most noble kids. But they were problems within the scope of teenagers to solve. Everything had changed, but it seemed, Elena had not.

	Elena did not know the Empire was as broken as her little group of friends.

	That, just like them, it had crumbled overnight and could not be mended.

	Suddenly and terribly, without much hope of reconciliation.

	Victoria smiled, and reached out to touch Elena’s cheek.

	“Deep down, you’re still so selfish. You have to grow up, Elena.”

	Victoria was comforting her and distracting her.

	She could see what was coming.

	In the next instant, Elena’s eyes emptied, and she twitched forward, limp.

	From behind her, Marina scooped her up.

	She quickly holstered the stun gun in her hands.

	Stricken in the back of the neck, Elena had fallen unconscious immediately.

	“No objections?” Marina asked.

	“No. I was trying to do the same, essentially.” Victoria said.

	“Alright. Well. Godspeed.”

	Marina turned around, holding Elena’s unconscious body in both arms.

	Victoria stood there and watched her go.

	She allowed herself one last childish outburst of her own.

	“We will meet again G.I.A. And I will take her from you.”

	Marina said nothing in response.

	She began to pick up the pace, disappearing out of the wood.

	Victoria sighed.

	Why did she even say that?

	She wondered if Elena knew more than she let on and was using telepathy on her.

	Then, the cockpit of the Jagd opened to admit Victoria into the control seat.

	“I guess it’s our turn to meet, Sawyer.” Victoria put on a bitter little smile now that she was alone. Her eyes teared up a little. She tried to push those feelings out, into her aura, into the air. “Elena was half right. I did have a crush on her. Maybe I still do. But idiot that I was– I liked you, Sawyer. It was weird how we got along sometimes. I still remember that time– ah, forget it. No matter how much I project this, you won’t hear it.”

	Victoria raised a hand to her wound.

	What was she even feeling so sentimental for?

	 Her head felt airy.

	At her side, her drone was prodding her to enter the Jagd.

	The Diver’s claw arm moved to aid Victoria in climbing aboard.

	She leaped onto the arm, climbed into the cockpit and took her seat and the controls. Darkness closed all around her as the Jagd’s hatch shut.

	Vogelheim briefly disappeared, and the control screens lit up in front of her.

	RKD-004 JAGD appeared on the operating system boot screen.

	Beneath that text was the Vekan motto, “Our first gunshot sounds the hunt.”

	To some, it symbolized the duplicitous nature of Veka. 

	Shooting first from ambush.

	Victoria viewed it as a positive. 

	Sounding a horn, or crying out for battle, was just hubris.

	She reached beside her seat for a medicinal kit. Dispassionate, untroubled, she jabbed a dispenser full of “combat drugs” into her neck.

	“I will dedicate the first victory of this war to Empress Carmilla von Veka.”

	Pressing down on her pedals and forward on her sticks, the Jagd broke into a sprint. Her prey would soon hear the commencement of the hunt.

	

	

	Sawyer left the bridge of the Greater Imbria, headed for the hangar.

	“Rue; have the Panzer prepared for me.”

	She said this into an ear-piece. 

	On the bridge, Rue, who was left in charge, heard it clearly.

	“It’s already being done. But I’m against this. You’re our leader.”

	“That’s why I have to go lead. Don’t worry; everyone here will listen to you.”

	“That’s not what concerns me.”

	“I’ll be safe, don’t get fucking sentimental on me.”

	Sawyer rushed down the stepladder hatches to the bottom-aft hangar.

	There was no way to contact the entry team except to join the attack herself.

	She knew they still had time. 

	They still had a chance to save the station. They had to.

	Even if they only spared it complete destruction and not widespread damage.

	Sawyer’s head overflowed with macabre thoughts.

	She tried to focus on the physicality of running, on the mechanism of her steps, on the gray steel bulkheads and the regal corridors that they connected. She tried her hardest to turn the world into a fast-moving blur and become lost in its lack of definition. To avoid grappling with it.

	 Turn the pain into a muscle action. That was Sawyer’s coping mechanism.

	Aggravation? Hit something, hit someone. Break something.

	Depression? Run, jump, move. Leave it behind. Sweat it out.

	Confusion? Stab it; strangle it; kill it; bury it. Tangible things bled and died.

	Physicality was easy to understand.

	Emotion tortured her.

	She didn’t even want to think what her foremost emotion was at that time.

	When she finally got down to the hangar she spared no time for the engineers and officers working frantically to prepare the sudden deployment. Urging them to hurry, she climbed aboard her prepared Diver, a slightly larger, bulkier and more intimidating example than the rest, the Rhineametalle Group’s own 2nd Generation Diver, the Panzer model. 

	Unlike the Volker, the cockpit was placed in a rectangular chassis, though the sloping armor surfaces on the chest, as well as those connecting the shoulders and the legs were as refined as the complex surfaces on other Imperial Divers. Rectangular shapes were prevalent on the shoulders, arms and on the legs, giving the Panzer a much more distinctly humanoid silhouette. Even the sensor array appeared to be a heavyset, helmeted head.

	Sawyer soon found her weapons were loaded. 

	Her chute was also set up for her.

	Inside the cockpit, alone, surrounded by lights, soundless. 

	She was vulnerable again.

	In the midst of her stress high she felt a thought bubble up to the surface.

	Her other two “friends” had come to mind before. 

	She remembered the third: Victoria.

	That antisocial Shimii with a twisted personality.

	She remembered when they ran off and got stranded in an old station–

	Victoria had stuck with her when Elena and Gertrude couldn’t stand her attitude.

	As much as Sawyer wanted to take her anger out on her, Victoria stuck around with her.

	And she thought– she thought she heard Victoria say something to her back then–

	“You’re straightforward; you don’t hide anything. That’s what I really like about you.”

	“Fuck you. What are you even saying? At a time like this?”

	“I followed you because I like you best, Sawyer. That’s what I’m saying.”

	Sawyer punched herself in the forehead.

	In that restrained way that one did, where it was impossible to hurt oneself as badly as such a strike might hurt others. But enough that it shook her out of the train of thought that she had been following. Why the fuck would she be thinking about Victoria, and about their school years? What the fuck did it matter? None of them were those people anymore. None of it mattered!

	None of them were teenagers who were lost and confused and begging for attention.

	Sawyer certainly wasn’t. Not anymore. She was an adult; she had power.

	Neither Victoria, nor Gertrude, nor Elena, mattered anymore. Only Sawyer mattered here.

	And only the Sawyer that was here right now. 

	She had severed that past a long time ago.

	“Sturmbannführer, you read?”

	She heard Rue in her earpiece. There was a sense of urgency in her voice.

	As soon as she hit the water, Sawyer wouldn’t be able to hear her again.

	“Any last minute updates?” She asked, clearly aggravated.

	“Yes. We have a vessel coming in. Our spy drone picked it up a few kilometers away.”

	“What? At combat speed?”

	“They’re flooring it. It’s got to be reinforcements. Profile is Irmingard class.”

	“Rue, that’s fucking impossible! It can’t be a fucking dreadnought, Rue!”

	She was shouting.

	Sawyer reached out and punched the wall of the cockpit.

	Gertrude. 

	She commanded an Irmingard class. 

	Could she be coming here for Elena?

	“We knew the patrol fleet would call for reinforcement when they spotted us.” Rue said.

	“We weren’t prepared for a capital ship! We were prepared for more fast attack craft!”

	Rue sighed into the microphone.

	“What will you do, Sawyer?” She asked. “Come back to the bridge?”

	Was she stupid? There was only one thing to do!

	“Of course I’m still launching, idiot! I can’t just turn tail and run now.” 

	Sawyer was going to be seen as a mass murderer.

	Unless she did everything she could to stop the station from collapsing.

	Politically, it wouldn’t hurt her. 

	The Volkisch were ready to do anything for power.

	Despite herself, however, Sawyer did not just act out of power politics.

	There was more going on in her head than Volkisch ideology.

	“What should we do when the cavalry arrives?” Rue asked.

	“Slow them down, but–”

	She paused, hesitated. “Rue, prioritize yourself– I mean the fleet.”

	Sawyer misspoke. She had let out her actual feelings. Rue let it go, however.

	“Heard you loud and clear. But I– we won’t abandon you. So make it quick.”

	Sawyer sighed. She took the controls.

	The Panzer started walking toward the chute, dropped in, and closed the door.

	There was no escape from her thoughts, nor from offering Rue a final response.

	“I’ll try.” She said grimly. Rue’s signal disconnected.

	On the screen, the Diver’s OS was loaded up and doing initial checks.

	RMD-006 PANZER was prominently displayed.

	Below the model was the motto, Ein volk! Ein kampf! One people, one struggle.

	“Heidelinde Sawyer, Panzer Sieg. Deploying!”

	Beneath her, the way to the Imbrium opened. No more dwelling, no more doubts.

	Sawyer was ready to lose herself in the violence outside.

	

	

	Gunshots and explosions sounded in the distance.

	At the door to the villa, Bethany Skoll watched the path, gritting her teeth with anxiety.

	Marina had gone to get Elena. Neither of them had returned.

	And then everything to went hell.

	Bethany and Elena’s maids had been watching the chaos unfold, up until the breach.

	“All of you need to evacuate. Now. No talking back.”

	All of the maids were speechless. They were terrified, but they also, collectively, could not endure abandoning Bethany here. The Villa staff had a special evacuation route, and enough craft to get everyone out along with the Princess in an emergency. Surely, they could all stay and help, and they could all leave together. That was the argument cried back at Bethany.

	“None of you understand the situation. I want all of you out, now. Someone has to stay behind to secure the princess. I’m the only one of you with real security training. Please listen to me when I say you girls have to leave, now. I want no deaths on my conscience!”

	That speech seemed to imply Bethany had no thoughts of self-sacrifice. As such, it placated the maid’s worries, and the gaggle of them joined a miserable march down into the basement. Bethany would stay behind and bring up the rear, with Marina and Elena, once they arrived.

	“It has been a pleasure working with you girls. I hope you go on to better things.”

	Bethany said this mostly to herself, after the maids had left.

	All of them were well educated and hard-working and could ply their skills elsewhere.

	If it had just been a natural disaster they could have all left together.

	However, it was an invasion. 

	So someone had to delay and distract the invaders.

	“Ronda, Illya, Gwendolyn, Charlotte, Yennefer,”

	She started reciting to herself the names of the staff, hoping to bring them all luck.

	In this ominous hour in Vogelheim’s history, Bethany regretted that their relationship, despite working here for so long, had been so contractual. She knew their names and special skills and weaknesses. She was their management. But she had never truly been their friend. As much as she passively liked them as workers, and for all the good times they shared putting things together for the Princess, and taking pride in their skills, she just never knew them as people. It was the same between Elena and her.

	She had wanted to be like a mother to her. 

	But really, all she could be, was a maid.

	Just a maid, and the others, just her assistants and specialists.

	She had a thought that sent a chill through her body.

	There would not be a tomorrow where she could assuage these regrets.

	Even if they all survived, Vogelheim would not. Neither physically nor what it represented.

	There was a buzzing in the pocket of her maid dress. A security device.

	Warning her of a perimeter breach. An enemy, moving, coming closer and closer.

	Bethany sighed. Once she was sure that everyone was gone, she input a code into the side of a glass display in the foyer housing an old, reproduction flintlock and matchlock hunting guns. 

	In the Old Era, on the surface world, these weapons had been used, and like many other things they stayed in the imagination of humanity even after the Descent. As far as anyone knew, the codes would just allow the opening of the glass and metal case, and extraction of the repro antiques.

	Instead, the code Bethany put in caused the wall to slide open entirely. Inside, was a small armory with a modest, modern arsenal. There were light automatic weapons, chambered in 7.62 mm rifle cartridges. There was riot gear: vibroblades, gas grenades, bullet-shields, even a flamethrower. Those would be useless against Divers, so she did not even bother them.

	Bethany grabbed a pair of tube launchers from the wall, each loaded with a HESH missile.

	She set them down.

	She did not fancy her chances using them, even though they would be effective.

	Instead, behind the launchers, there was a console on the wall.

	Bethany stuck her master key into a slot in the console, turned it, and put in a code.

	Leda Lettiere.

	A name only Bethany (and Marina) would really remember her by.

	On the console screen, diagnostics were quickly being run on a Volker class Diver.

	She could neither hear nor feel it, but she knew at that moment the flower bed was stirring.

	Behind the Villa’s main building, where the gantry had been hidden away.

	She did not fancy her chances using this weapon either.

	But it was the only thing in the armory that could give her any hope of defending Elena.

	Bethany was all too aware of the current situation.

	The Villa’s security room was plugged in to the rest of the station’s communication network. When the patrol fleet sounded the alarm, she was alerted as well. Using the station’s own powerful computers she was able to watch in horrifying detail as the patrol fleet sank, and with it, Vogelheim’s best chances to defend itself. Reinforcements were coming, but not soon.

	The station was compromised: a blast caused a breach in the outer wall, and the impact and subsequent slow flooding had damaged the artificial sky. The situation could only worsen. Enemy Divers had seized the lower deck engineering and the public port. It was only a matter of time until they occupied the villa. And while they fought, the station was going terminal.

	All the while, her tiny portable buzzed, shaking with a warning for every alarm triggered.

	Bethany rushed back to the door, hoping to see Marina.

	There was still nobody on the roads outside. She heard another stray series of gunshots.

	But from where? Who was shooting? At what? How close were they now?

	“Betty!”

	In that instant, Marina suddenly appeared, jumping through the bushes from the east.

	Bethany was blindsided, and nearly fell back. “Marina! Wait–”

	She immediately noticed Elena unconscious in Marina’s arms.

	“What happened to her?”

	Bethany grabbed hold of Marina’s shoulders.

	Marina tensed up and pulled away suddenly, shaking Bethany’s hands off.

	Her reaction left Bethany feeling like she had made a mistake. Something had happened.

	“Marina, what happened? Is Elena going to be ok? Are you?”

	“I’m never ok, Betty. Elena will come around.” Marina sighed heavily. She regretted that she reacted the way she did. Bethany thought she saw shame in her eyes. “Look, I’m sorry.”

	She set Elena’s limp, feather-light body by the door.

	Then she threw her arms around Bethany.

	Bethany was surprised, but she returned Marina’s embrace.

	“Everything’s fucked. We need to get out of here.” Marina said.

	“I know. I’ve made some preparations. You can evacuate from that corridor.”

	“We can evacuate. I’ve got– I’ve got an asset. I’ve got an asset who will buy us time.”

	She had stopped briefly, parting from Bethany, who could tell that there was more to that.

	She and Marina locked eyes, standing apart on the cobblestones just outside the door, at arm’s length in physical distance, but their hearts and souls drifting as if in the endless ocean outside. Overhead the sky had been torn asunder, and it was grey and shifting as the panels went out or overloaded or glitched. A cold wind blew through the Villa, throwing Bethany’s long hair out and lightly rustling Marina’s messy bun and the bangs she combed over one of her eyes.

	To think– A maid and a spy! They made such an unlikely pair.

	Giving each other weary, tired looks under the collapsing skies of their future.

	Bethany felt strangely fond of Marina then. She reached out to her.

	“Can I touch you?” She asked. She had come to realize Marina needed it.

	“Yes.”

	She brushed Marina’s cheek, gently lifting her hair.

	“Why do you part it this way?”

	Beneath the bangs, Marina’s eye was a slightly different color than the other.

	Bethany saw tiny digits dancing over the surface of the orb.

	“Cybernetic?” She asked.

	“You don’t wanna know what happened to it.”

	Nodding, Bethany stepped forward.

	“Can I kiss you, Marina?”

	Marina looked briefly confused and wary, before nodding her head.

	Slowly, Bethany leaned in, as if the world were not collapsing around her.

	She took Marina’s lips and rather than smoke and liquor she tasted like iron.

	Bethany loved it. She would not have had it any other way.

	Because it was Marina– she could love it that way.

	She knew they both wanted nothing more than to freeze time on that moment.

	Well– perhaps the only thing they wanted more was to freeze a moment with Leda.

	When the two of them finally parted, it was mutual, as if they both knew it was time.

	“We have to go.” Marina said. She was so filled with determination.

	She picked up Elena once more and held her in her arms.

	Not once had the elfin girl stirred. She was peaceful, her chest rising and falling gently.

	Her face looked serene. She was untroubled by the world. Protected from it, even.

	Bethany, meanwhile, tried to ignore the buzzing in her pocket just a little while longer.

	“I wish she could stay like this. Things are going to be so difficult for her.” She said.

	“Well, we’ll be there to pick her up.” Marina said.

	Bethany hesitated. “Yes, that’s true.”

	“We’ll tell her about Leda together. No matter what our circumstances are going forward, we’ll be there to support her. She’ll be fine.” Marina said. She cracked a little smile.

	In the midst of everything, Bethany really wanted to hold on to that idea of the future.

	But she knew it was not possible.

	Marina walked inside the villa, Elena in tow, and Bethany followed them.

	From the foyer, the evacuation bulkhead was just ahead.

	A gaping maw of metal breaking up the beautiful wooden décor.

	That would be their escape from all of this.

	Their.

	Marina started explaining her plan as she crossed the bulkhead.

	“I snuck in here in a Diver, a Republic S.E.A.L unit. We should be able to get to it from the Maintenance access, according to the leaked station layout.” Marina said. “It’ll be tight, but we’ll all fit. It has a long-range travel unit attached. It’s almost spent, so we’ll ditch it as soon as we’re clear away from any enemies. Then we can go to Pluto station, then Serrano–”

	“Marina, I have one last task to do here as Head Maid.” Bethany said.

	Please don’t fight it. Bethany kept begging Marina, silently, over and over.

	While making an innocent smile at her, hoping to calm her.

	“Huh? Well, make it quick then.” Marina said. She was confused but not aggravated.

	“I will. I just have to send a command to the mainframe to delete all sensitive data.”

	“Is there anything there that an enemy force can use?”

	“Elena’s entire biological profile, including genetic, print, retinal–”

	“Ok, ok. Make it quick. Judging by the noises, my asset is hanging in there.”

	Sounds of fighting played out intermittently in the distance.

	Closer, and closer, or so Bethany thought.

	Marina turned around to start going down.

	Buzz, buzz, right in her pocket. She cursed everything; cursed the circumstances of her life.

	Marina was so close still. She could still reach out and touch her. Grab her; hold her.

	They were only separated by the open bulkhead, standing each on one side of a threshold.

	Bethany looked down at Marina, on the first steps to the descent down the evacuation route.

	She reached her hand to the side of the door and inserted her master key into a console.

	 Before her, the bulkhead slammed shut and locked tight. Only she could open it now.

	Marina disappeared near instantly from her sight.

	That was it. She had made her decision.

	Bethany turned her back on the door.

	“WHAT THE FUCK ARE YOU DOING?”

	A muffled voice, shouting loud enough to be heard through the steel when close.

	It gave Bethany pause. She wished Marina had not noticed anything.

	“Bethany! Open the door!”

	Marina started slamming her fist on the metal.

	“Save Elena! You’ll never make it out without a rearguard!” Bethany shouted back.

	Her back was still turned to the door. She felt ridiculous shouting at the Villa doorway.

	And yet, tears starting to fill her eyes, she felt Marina was owed this explanation.

	“No! You don’t need to! I’ve got someone distracting them already! Please, Bethany!”

	“Marina, there’s more enemies than you anticipated. I need to do this.”

	Whatever it was that Marina’s “asset” was doing, if such a person really existed, was not enough. Bethany knew, from the device in her pocket, and if she headed to the security room she could confirm the same thing. A force large enough to trigger all the alarms, everywhere, and nobody stood against it. They would be upon them soon — if nobody stopped them.

	“No, no, no! No! You can’t do this!”

	There was so much pain in her voice. Marina was utterly distraught.

	Bethany briefly questioned what she was doing. Would it make any difference?

	And yet– if she cost Marina and Elena their lives, she could never forgive herself in hell.

	Despite everything, she still denied herself heaven. Even if Leda was waiting there.

	The secret that only Bethany and Marina shared, is that they had both accepted Hell in order to protect their Leda. That was something that they had together, which Leda never had with them. Perhaps, that was part of the character of the unique love that they had for one another.

	“Marina, something I learned a long time ago was that, loving someone isn’t just having them for yourself in the moment. It’s also accepting what they want for their future. Loving someone is more than a night; it’s coming back, even years later, and having a home. What I did for Leda, I did out of love. What I’m doing for you now, I’m doing because I love you, Marina.”

	“You can’t say that! You can’t say that to me! Please come back! Please!”

	“Fulfill your promise to her. I love you. Despite everything– you really made me happy.”

	Bethany turned her back on the door and walked away.

	Marina’s shouting voice became more distant, muffled and impossible to understand.

	Down Bethany’s eyes ran bittersweet tears.

	Her heart fluttered with the declaration of love she made, but she felt such a deep and cutting regret that she did not say those words when she and Marina really had a chance together.

	Bethany accepted the finality of what she was doing.

	For Marina, and for Elena.

	And so, with the perfectly confident stride of the perfect maid, Bethany Skoll left the villa.

	Out in the flower bed, a suit of armor waited for her to resume her self-appointed role as Leda’s knight.

	

	

	Marina banged on the door, furiously, to no avail.

	“You don’t have to do this! You don’t! Please Bethany! Come with me! Please!”

	No answer.

	“Please don’t leave me alone! Please! I’m so sorry! I’m so sorry! Please come back!”

	No matter how much she shouted, how many tears she shed, no matter how much she punched and kicked and screamed that door would not open. Bethany was not coming back through. Marina put her forehead to the door, slumping forward, defeated. Broken. Empty.

	Teeth grit, eyes shut. It was settling in. She would never see Bethany again.

	She had lost everything dear to her. She had not been able to protect anybody.

	Marina wanted to slump beside that door and wait for death. She was shaking, sweating.

	But in the shadows of that hallway, she saw Elena. Helpless. Because of Marina’s actions.

	Marina felt like a ghost, wandering in a world with no evidence she had ever truly lived.

	Elena, however, was alive. Elena was alive and– and Marina had promised Leda.

	So, weeping, sobbing, groaning, she picked her up again. And she started her descent.

	Every step felt like she was taking it right through 96 atmospheres of the Imbrium itself.

	Or the thick, burning, shifting soil of Hell itself.

	

	

	 


4.9

	Entry Teams Anton and Berta forced their way to the main surface of Vogelheim through the cargo lift from the farm and orchard, which had a direct connection to the hydroponics gardens in Engineering. Ten Volker-class Divers took the lifts up in groups of two until they were all assembled on the hilly terrain. They did not marvel at the scenery for very long.

	With a ponderous gait, the nearly 7 meter tall machines began to stomp their way toward the villa and town. While remaining a cohesive unit through wireless communications, which worked through Vogelheim’s air far better than in the water, they separated about 100 to 200 meters from one another and began to traverse the fake countryside, moving into the forests, across the fields. On their arms, they hefted sturmgewehr assault rifles. These 37 mm guns fired explosive shells with enough firepower to demolish a two-story home in a single three-round burst.

	Moving through air was far different than water. They could make significant speeds in the water, but on land they moved at a few kilometers per hour. Though their turbines could suck in air for a little boost, it could, at most, stabilize their weight and balance during a 10-20 km/h sprint rather than the 80 or 90 or even 100 km/h that they could develop at full power when submerged.

	Between their speed, and the size of the machines, Victoria could easily see them coming. However, she knew that her chances were not optimistic.

	She was heavily outnumbered. She could count on no support. She was not significantly better armed, but the Jagd was faster and lighter, even on land. All of these facts quickly assembled in her head and gave her a practical course of action.

	Her objective was not to save the station. She hoped Marina and Elena were clear away from the battlefield by now. There was no way she would get all of them. But she would make a ruckus.

	She had enough drugs in her system to dampen the pain and heighten the adrenaline.

	Hiding in the forest, under her active camouflage tarp, she found herself in the middle of the Volkisch’ formation, when taking into the account the full width of the attack. Three Volkers were combing the forest near her, four were farther afield toward the false coast, and the rest were traversing the hills and fields downstream from the forest. In her mind, there were six Volkers that posed the most immediate threat to the Villa, and she would have to let the other four lie.

	“Get closer.” She whispered to herself.

	Her Dive computer, enjoying the luxury of scanning through air instead of water, gave her nearly flawless prediction of their movements and positions. On one screen she had the leaked maps of Vogelheim, which she marked with the real-time enemy locations. Second generation Divers could have electronic warfare packages, alerting them to her presence due to her scanning in the environment. Volkers’ computers were not so sophisticated. They relied on a ship to do any electronic warfare and scanning for them. And there was no ship looking at her position.

	In addition, the Volkisch, novices at fighting on land, were enamored with their radios. There was such a novelty to being able to speak wirelessly, with such great clarity. Nobody would shut up, and nobody was taught proper discipline. They did not understand the range at which anyone could pick their unencrypted voices up.

	“This is Anton-2, moving into the forest.”

	“Beautiful place. Weird damage in the sky. Should we be worried about that?”

	“Our orders are to capture the Villa. No one’s going to play engineer until we do that.”

	“Identify yourselves when you speak? Commander, where are you at?”

	“Fine. This is Anton-Actual, I’m in the middle of the forest.”

	“Okay, so I’m still by your side. Fighting on land is so weird! Keep me safe, Commander.”

	“Oh shut up, quit being a wuss.”

	“I’m the only girl here! Isn’t it your social role as big tough men to protect me?”

	“If you’re out on the front lines, you’re just a man to me.”

	“Hey Commander, do you believe the same thing about ol’ Fuhrer Sawyer?”

	“No woman here is more a man than that Sawyer. No man here, either.”

	Victoria cracked a vicious little grin in the shadow of her cockpit, listening to everything.

	She touched one specific unit marker on the screen. The one closest to her.

	“I’ve got you, ‘Commander’.” She said to herself, feeling a sudden rush of satisfaction.

	When she began her attack, she began from a position of near-perfect stealth.

	Twenty-five meters away, a Volker stomped through the gaps in the woods, knocking down any younger, thinner trees and ripping up any bushes in its way. Assault rifle at its chest, pointing at nothing. It moved directly into her field of vision. Victoria pulled back her sticks and striggers.

	Throwing off the camouflage tarp, the Jagd stood and fired off her jet anchors.

	From her shoulders, two unfolding hooks on steel cable flew toward the Volker.

	Before it could react, she hooked it between the arms, but the location scarcely mattered.

	“Contact!” screamed the Commander, “I’ve been hit by something–!”

	Motors inside the Jagd’s shoulder pulled on the enemy Volker. Rather than budge the enemy, what they did was help Victoria dash toward it.

	She sprang forward out of her cover and drove her jet lance into the back of the Volker.

	Her charge was so vicious she briefly lifted the enemy Volker onto her arm.

	A miniaturized cannon coil along with a solid fuel booster propelled the jet lance. Once engaged, the lance sprang instantly from inside the housing like a bullet. Extending a meter and a half from the wrist, the lance stabbed clean through enemy armor.

	Hot metal was punched into the cockpit with such force the front hatch blew open.

	Her lance perforated the backpack and cockpit so quickly it blew smoke out the other end.

	Victoria didn’t even hear a death rattle through the radio.

	Reversing the coil mechanism, the spike was retracted back into its neutral firing position. Upon returning, the lance point was caked in gore.

	The Volker dropped onto the ground, unmoving, bearing wounds the size of a human torso. All of this happened in scarcely seconds.

	“Commander! Commander!”

	“Contact! Contact in the forest!”

	The Volkisch descended into hysterical shouting over the radio.

	Without their commander they were in disarray.

	From the woods, two more Volkers lumbered into view, hefting their assault rifles.

	Sucking in air through her turbines, Victoria took the Jagd into a sudden sprint.

	Heavy footfalls scored the soft earth. She would have fallen, were it not for the air blasting out of the back of the machine. It had a small effect on the top speed achievable by the mecha on land but pulling in air through it and blowing it out the back kept the machine’s weight stabilized, preventing it from tipping over in any direction as it ran out into the open.

	As soon as she dashed out, the enemy had seen her. She adjusted her center of balance and hit a quick turn, trying to sweep around their flank.

	“Open fire! Open fire!”

	Sturmgewehr barrels flashed relentlessly. Bursts of 37mm rounds flew past Victoria, tearing up trees and turf, setting bushes alight.

	Her attackers did not count on the far lesser resistance of air against their bullets.

	They overcompensated, used to shooting in water, and shot everything but her. She quickly whipped back around and dashed toward the Volkers.

	Between the chassis and arms, wedged into the shoulders, her two machine guns swung on their limited horizontal and vertical traverse. All of the Jagd’s weapons were intended for close quarters to essentially hit whatever the Jagd was facing. Inflexible, but always ready to kill. So as she charged into melee, her own cannons burned, firing off a dozen explosive rounds.

	Unlike the Volkisch, Victoria had trained herself to fight both on land and in the water. Aiming almost instinctually, her own burst of gunfire peppered the Volker dead-on.

	One 20 mm round was in itself far less powerful than most Naval ordnance.

	Gas guns used this round to try to destroy enemy torpedoes and other soft targets.

	Victoria put dozens of them into the Volker in the span of a few seconds.

	Successions of tiny blasts pitted the cockpit armor then blew the hatch clean open; scored the shoulder and arm plates with round after round until finally one punched through the weakened armor and blew the arm right off; perforated the lean armor on the head and blew up the enemy’s all-around sensors, leaving them blind if they were still alive inside.

	Her enemy crumpled, slumping forward with no signs of life from the pilot.

	In the next moment, her sprint took her right past the corpse and upon the remaining enemy.

	“Oh god! Oh god no!”

	She heard the woman on the radio pleading and screaming.

	Dead ahead, the remaining Volker tossed its assault rifle and quickly drew a melee weapon. A vibro-machete carried on the backpack as a last resort. Her Volkisch opponent brought up the machete in both hands and swung.

	That machete had a depleted agarthicite flat and a motor that vibrated it to aid the monomolecular edge. Even this modest weapon was a feat of engineering and posed a threat if used properly. But it did not matter.

	Victoria confidently threw forward her lance.

	Before the weapons clashed, she engaged the jet-lance.

	Her point launched forward, snapping the machete like a twig. Such was the force of the thrust that the Volker’s arm completely shattered.

	The Diver fell helplessly backward, and Victoria pounced. Rearing up her own vibro-blade arm, she thrust between the Volker’s shoulder plate.

	She pierced the cockpit and twisted her sword toward the pilot.

	This time she did hear cries of anguish over the radio. A vibrating blade dealt greater structural damage when it clashed with a machine.

	That was its only effect on metal.

	For a flesh and blood human to be anywhere near an engaged vibroblade was a source of unbearable agony. Besides the heat, the thrumming would go right into the gut. It was horrifying. And soon, Victoria heard no further screaming from that cockpit. Whether the pilot had died of a heart attack, shock or choking, Victoria did not know and had no desire to confirm.

	She pulled her sword out of the Diver and retracted her lance to its neutral position. Three enemies down, and several more to go. She had to make up–

	“Entry teams! What is all this gibbering? Report on your situation!”

	A new voice over the radio.

	Sawyer.

	Victoria was briefly shocked.

	As much as she had characterized the events as a battle between her and Sawyer, she had thought it would transpire through proxies, rather than having to face Sawyer herself appear–

	“Advanced scanning coming from the woods! What the hell is going on?”

	In that moment, Victoria detected Sawyer as well. She was in a second-generation model Diver and just clearing the orchard hills. Her Diver counter-scanned Victoria, who was still actively monitoring everything.

	That red blip that represented her was charging into the forest, and fast.

	“Sawyer? Ma’am, an attack! An enemy in the forest got the Commander!”

	A hapless soldier started relaying the situation.

	“Sawyer let’s get this fucker! Let’s surround the woods!”

	“Fucking, no! We need to seal the station breaches, or everything’s fucked!”

	“Ma’am, we’re not equipped for repair duty–”

	“Then I’ll fucking do it! Advance on the Villa!”

	Victoria turned around to face where Sawyer was coming from.

	As soon as the blip got close enough, she sent out a laser request.

	“Wait– One unit? And you wanna talk? You’ve got some fucking guts–”

	Sawyer mindlessly accepted the laser request while berating her. In the next moment, their mecha both emerged onto a clearing in the forest.

	They were instantly connected by the lasers on their sensor arrays. On video in each other’s screen, they were finally able to meet, “face to face.”

	Sawyer was still the same as always. 

	An unembellished girl with striking cheekbones, an aquiline nose, pearl skin. Her voluminous brown hair gave her the appearance of a rustic sort of royalty, as wild and earthy as the barbarians from Veka that her Volkisch so decried. Her icy blue eyes were drawn wide, and that wonderful jaw was quivering with confusion and an obvious fury. She looked good in uniform. Victoria wished she would have never had to acknowledge that.

	“You,” Sawyer paused, mouthing expletives, “You are fucking kidding me.”

	Victoria felt a strong sense of anxiety and anticipation. 

	It might have been the drugs.

	“It’s been a long time. I didn’t come here to see you, but I guess it is fate.”

	“I don’t believe this shit. Victoria?” She laughed. “Victoria van Veka?”

	“I’m surprised Volkisch intelligence keeps track of the romantic dalliances of us savages. But yes, I am indeed Victoria van Veka these days.”

	“It’s that exact, bitchy tone of yours on that exact bitchy face. Oh my god.”

	Sawyer raised her hands to her face, letting out brief bursts of laughter.

	“I can’t believe it. You utter bitch. You absolute, complete fucking bitch. I should’ve put my entire fist up your fucking–”

	Keep talking, you stupid brute.

	Victoria quickly reoriented her priorities. She could not hope to stop the enemy anymore. Sawyer was piloting a new Diver, a Panzer unit. She did not know how Sawyer rated as a pilot, but that unit by itself spelled danger.

	Heavily armored, and heavily armed. Sawyer had a tube launcher of some kind on her backpack, she likely had a sword, and she also very visibly had an assault rifle. Her second generation backpack and turbines could develop much better speed than a Volker. And that armor could probably withstand a lot more punishment than a Volker. Victoria was given pause.

	Victoria’s mind was rushing, kept clear only by the chemicals. Her breathing quickened. In the water, she would have had a small advantage still, but on land? It was a desperate situation.

	“I never liked bullying you, Victoria, you were too pathetic. I’ve no idea what Veka’s witch has done to you, but I’m willing to forgive you if you will turn yourself in and be useful to me–”

	While Sawyer taunted her, Victoria made tiny, subtle adjustments to her machine guns.

	Consumed as she was with attacking Victoria verbally, Sawyer did not notice the gentle movement of Victoria’s shoulders, as her hands, just off of Sawyer’s view, turned her control sticks with tense precision. One wrong move and Sawyer would have noticed her sleight of hand.

	“It’s your turn to get bullied, Sawyer.”

	Victoria was finally ready. She opened fire.

	20 mm barrels flashed relentlessly, spitting bullets at Sawyer’s Panzer.

	“We’ll see about that, bitch!”

	Sawyer shouted, and the Panzer surged forward through the gunfire.

	Across its surface, dozens of tiny blasts left dents and dings on the cockpit armor, but there was too much metal and it was too dense to be blown off. Maybe in water she could have inflicted more damage, due to the pressures involved, but in the air, the Panzer was practically unharmed. Victoria hardly paid this any mind. Her intention had not been real damage.

	Instead, as Sawyer charged, Victoria engaged her thrusters, both solid fuel and her air jets. Using all of her thrust, Victoria threw the Jagd sideways.

	She launched past Sawyer’s flank.

	Before the Panzer recovered, Victoria turned and threw her momentum into a sword swing. Her vibroblade smashed into the side of the Panzer. 

	Metal debris went flying off of Sawyer’s Panzer.

	Victoria had expected to cut through to the cockpit. Her blade made a ghastly wedge-shaped wound in the side of the machine’s chest.

	There was still no breach.

	“You can’t do shit to me, Vicky! You never could and you still can’t!”

	Sawyer half-turned her bulky mecha to train her rifle on Victoria.

	Victoria pulled back with all rearward thrust, withdrawing her arm.

	She switched weapon control to her jet anchors and fired both.

	When Sawyer opened fire the spreading hooks on one of the anchors took three blasts. It exploded in mid-air, scattering shrapnel and billowing smoke from the explosive rounds. Victoria cut loose and ejected both of the cables. Her second anchor then smashed into Sawyer’s shoulder.

	Trailing behind it, the cable whipped across the Panzer’s head. 

	Between the jet anchor slamming it and the cable snaking over the cameras, Sawyer was momentarily distracted by the seemingly random carnage.

	“What the fuck are you doing? Are you that desperate you fucking gnat?”

	This was sufficient distraction for the Jagd to retreat out into the woods.

	Sawyer launched manic bursts of gunfire into the forest.

	Trees blasted apart, bushes went up in smoke, turf churned up everywhere. 37 mm explosive rounds were no joke, especially not in a half-dozen bursts of three. Victoria swerved from cover to cover, trying to put some distance between herself and the gunfire trailing her. She knew, at any moment–

	Click.

	Sawyer’s rifle ejected a spent magazine.

	“God damn it! Come back here!”

	The Panzer went charging into the woods after Victoria. She saw it on the rear camera, sprinting heavily while fumbling for a new magazine from those kept on stored on the waist. Victoria would not turn around and fight.

	She moved the theater toward the center of the forest.

	“Please be deep enough.” She mumbled to herself.

	There was a large pond that she saw on the leaked maps, and it was dead ahead. It was a gamble, but if the pond were connected the way she thought, it would work. Victoria took a leap of faith.

	She didn’t know whether it was her heightened senses or the drugs anymore. But she had to take a chance.

	The Jagd dropped into the water and immediately took off, swimming freely within a space larger than it seemed. That pond was connected to water circulation and acted as a reservoir.

	All the fresh water that was used to keep the forest ecosystem alive and irrigate the farms was filtered and collected here, and from here channeled to other places. As such, while on the surface it was a pond about the size of the farmhouse, below the water, the walls curved like a bowl and it was dozens of meters deep and wide. Had Elena ever tried to swim in it?

	She would have seen the artificiality of Vogelheim firsthand.

	But she was too delicate for that. She never jumped in the water to see the metal below.

	Victoria adjusted immediately to underwater movement.

	From an ungraceful sprint on land, it was now soaring with the grace of Veka herself. Her laser connection to Sawyer was immediately interrupted. On her monitors, the cameras adjusted to the water with filtered video.

	Suddenly the Panzer dropped right in behind her and began accelerating.

	In one hand Sawyer had her reloaded assault rifle; in the other, her sword.

	As it gave chase in the water, the Panzer opened fire. Three rounds, then six, then nine, sailed from the gun barrel with dim flashes. Supercavitation bubbles and lines traced the water between Victoria and Sawyer.

	Turning instantly, the Jagd swept away from the bullets.

	They crashed into the metal walls, harmlessly exploding into vapor bubbles.

	Victoria looped upside-down, soaring over Sawyer’s head.

	She circled behind the Panzer and engaged the jet on her vibroblade arm.

	Twirling like a dancer, using the momentum and the blade jet to overcome the resistance of the water, Victoria slashed the Panzer’s shoulder and kept moving, smashing and splitting in half the shoulder guard. When Sawyer turned and swung her sword, Victoria was no longer there to hit.

	Using the Jagd’s superior mobility she swam circles around the Panzer.

	“AGH!”

	Sawyer shouted with frustration that came across the scratchy video.

	Victoria was no longer paying it attention. She swerved around the Panzer, avoiding bullet and blade, always a half-step ahead of Sawyer’s attacks.

	When she found an opportunity, she closed in, turned and sliced.

	A perfect gash across the right side of the chest to match the left.

	A wide dent into the armored legs that exposed a battered joint.

	Leaping skyward, over and around the Panzer, under it, across its flanks.

	“No! No!”

	Sawyer began to swing furiously and helplessly.

	Victoria saw an opening.

	She went around the back and sliced vertically across Sawyer’s backpack.

	That tube launcher she was caring was split in half.

	Her sword caught in the armor.

	Using that grip for leverage, she pulled the Panzer toward her. Embracing her from behind, Victoria brought her jet-lance up against the Panzer.

	A shockwave blew through the water as the lance engaged.

	Victoria drove the spike up through the Panzer’s flank and out the shoulder.

	It was a testament to the Panzer’s armor that its entire flank didn’t explode.

	“You’re breached! Eject before you drown!” Victoria shouted.

	Had they been fighting in the ocean Sawyer would have died in moments. She was fortunate the water in this reservoir was maintained at the pressure it was. Her cockpit must have been slowly filling up instead.

	“Sawyer! Stop this! Eject! I’m taking you into custody!”

	“You stupid bitch. You– You fucked everything. Now it’s all ruined!”

	Suddenly, the Panzer engaged its jets, blowing torrents of water at the Jagd.

	Separating from the Jagd, the Panzer swung around just as suddenly.

	Victoria could not back off in time, she was caught well off guard.

	Sawyer’s vibroblade sliced into across the surface of the Jagd’s right arm. Pieces of the jet lance’s housing floated away, and solid fuel leaked out of the booster. Following up her attack, Sawyer fired off a burst of gunfire.

	While the Jagd easily avoided the shots, Victoria was shaken. Her concentration and speed lagged as she felt suddenly pressured. How had the cockpit not been breached? How was this monster that survivable?

	She was running out of options with which to fight back effectively.

	Despite the pitted armor, various slashes, and the hole in its shoulder and back, the Panzer was still running, and Sawyer was livelier than ever. 

	She was shouting, furious, near incoherent.

	“Victoria! That launcher was full of sealant! I was going to save this station! At every turn you have done nothing but make things worse! I’m going to make sure you never see light again, you bitch! I’m going to rip your arms off, put your eyes out, burn the skin off your tongue! I’m going to give your ears the last scritch they’ll ever get when I flay them both off your head!”

	Before Victoria could respond to that tantrum, the water began to stir.

	Her computers started sounding alarm.

	Shockwaves were being felt across the station.

	Both the Panzer and Jagd were put off balance as everything started shaking. Water was starting to rush into the reservoir.

	Flooding. 

	Victoria realized the station must have been flooding profusely now.

	

	

	A long, near-lightless corridor of steel and concrete connected the Villa to the mechanized underworld of Vogelheim, all Maintenance paths and tunnels connecting workspaces and devices together that kept this underwater haven alive when it should not be. 

	To Marina, this path was a maw to hell. Her every step was pained and hollow. Elena felt light as a feather in her arms compared to the burden that bowed her shoulders and scored a deep, black mark in her brain.

	There were periodic quakes that shook the steps down so harshly Marina bumped into the wall and had to watch that she did not drop Elena or strike the Princess’ head on the surrounding metal. While unnerving for their power and proximity, what worried Marina the most was how soundless the place was. She was afraid that at any moment she would find the path below blocked by water and find herself condemned to die uselessly after having accomplished nothing.

	Marina was in a daze. 

	She could not accurately tell the time anymore. Everything that had been palpable to her senses felt years removed. It was as if, between Bethany’s kiss and the last ten steps she took in the evacuation tunnel, hundreds of years had passed. She had wasted away, spending an eternity regretting events that transpired in seconds. How long had she been walking?

	And yet, that journey came to an abrupt end.

	Before she could ponder it further, the mechanical action of taking one step and then the next, holding the Princess up over her own shoulder, staring dead ahead into dark nothingness; all of it had carried her to a room that was dim but starkly better lit than the evacuation tunnel. At her side, there was a craft, aligned with a deployment chute. Yellow light from inside the craft shone too brilliantly in Marina’s face and made her squint her eyes, like a door to heaven not meant for a demon like her. Around the door, almost cherubic, were the group of Vogelheim’s maids.

	Not just them, but inside the craft, Marina could see farm-hands, an engineer or two, a bartender, a kiosk vendor. People from all of Vogelheim’s little attractions. Many of them had managed to flee here, and the maids appeared to be organizing an evacuation. Marina almost wanted to tell them to please get on with it. Tarrying any further was borderline suicidal.

	She was not going with them. She looked at them with a brief, vacant stare.

	Then, she continued her journey, step by step.

	“Hey, wait! Where are you going? Who is that–?”

	Suddenly, a maid appeared in front of her.

	“Oh my god! That’s the Princess! She’s got the Princess!”

	That maid who stood barring her path, sounded the alarm for the others.

	Several came out from the craft. Most of the girls were too meek, and remained at the door, but two of the bigger girls did run down to meet their friend, blocking Marina’s way. Behind them all, was the path from the evacuation chute into one of the Maintenance tunnels. That was the way to Marina’s Diver, the SEAL model she had snuck into Vogelheim with. 

	She had to get past them.

	“What are you doing with her? Where’s Lady Skoll?”

	None of the maids knew her. Marina had been sneaking around everywhere. Her face was void of emotion. Her eyes, distant, inexpressive. 

	“I have to take her. We’re evacuating.” Marina said, weakly. 

	It was barely audible.

	“What did you do to Lady Skoll? Why do you have the princess?”

	The maid approached. Marina was starting to panic. 

	“I– I– really I– I have to–”

	“I’m not letting you pass! The Princess is going with us! You can’t take her!”

	This was torture. 

	This was the judgment of the hell she had made for herself.

	Voices reverberating in her head, demanding to know why she killed Bethany. Not just because the maids may have suspected such a thing. But because in Marina’s mind her actions were starting to morph into that.

	She had killed Bethany and stolen the Princess. That these maids believed some version of that story too — it was pure agony think about.

	“I– I’m so sorry I–”

	“What the hell? Lady Skoll should’ve been back– Give her back right now–”

	That one brave maid, who had jumped in first, stepped too close, too fast.

	Marina focused too much, too anxiously, on the sight of her hand closing in.

	She had wanted to touch the Princess, perhaps, or maybe shove Marina gently. For Marina, that was a killing blow and invitation to receive one.

	In a snap response, the G.I.A agent slapped the maid’s arm away.

	Off-balance, the young girl could do nothing to avoid the kick that struck her. Marina connected right between her belly and breasts like a club.

	Screaming, brought down to her knees, the Maid slobbered on the floor, gasping for air.

	That moment sent all manner of emotions to Marina’s brain. She was reeling from it.

	A strange feeling of catharsis accompanied the attack. That kept her in the rush of events.

	At the door of the craft, the bystander maids covered their mouths in horror. Doubtless, Bethany shielded them from any sort of this violence before. Seeing their comrade go down, the other two bigger girls rushed without thinking.

	With her free arm, Marina drew a combat knife from her hip, flashing it at the girls.

	Both of the maids stopped dead in their tracks, instantly powerless at the sight. Teeth grit, eyes tearing up, the most they could do was stand in defense of their friend. They were maybe half Marina’s age. None of them had probably ever even thrown a punch.

	“Take your friend and go. Now.” Marina said. She could still barely speak above a whisper.

	She turned the knife over in her fingers, to hold it in a reverse grip, and raised it.

	Her lightless eyes, behind the glint of the blade, glared out at the two terrified girls.

	For a moment, Marina felt powerful. With that knife, she felt she could cut fate itself.

	Shaking with fear and frustration, they helped the other maid off the floor and back to the craft, comforting her the whole way about how brave she was, and swearing that they would find a way to do something to get the Princess back. Marina could hardly hear them after they left her orbit. All she could see, and acknowledge, was that the way forward had opened for her.

	She stepped out of the light coming from the craft, moving again into the shadows.

	Down another long, empty stairwell, alone with her thoughts.

	“God damn it. God damn it.”

	Marina grit her teeth. Weeping profusely, sobbing, enraged at herself.

	No one could be proud of beating down a helpless girl. But Marina told herself it was necessary. Everything she was doing was necessary.

	That was who Marina McKennedy was. A figure of scorn who lurked in shadows, sacrificing to do what needed to be done.

	That was who she told herself, over and over, that she was. As the accusatory voices pummeled her in her mind in the absence of other sounds.

	“I needed to do it. I needed to do it. There was no other way. I couldn’t have changed it.”

	Marina paused for a moment. She raised her sleeve to her face and wept into it.

	“Bethany needed to stay also. She needed to do it. There was no other way.”

	Her legs trembled. It was not a quake. It was just the weight of her burden.

	“Bethany was just like me. She did what needed to be done. Yeah; that’s it, huh?”

	She didn’t want to think that it was all pointless and out of their control.

	So, step by step Marina went into the dark, smiling through her broken heart.

	

	

	Behind the Villa, the flower field had split in half.

	A lift had brought up a gantry holding a bulky Diver, its shoulders burdened with two powerful 88 mm cannons and their internal magazine. Its legs had been thickened, and a pair of balancing anchors added to the back. There were a pair of missiles attached to the backpack for additional firepower. In all other respects, it was an old Volker model, awaiting a pilot.

	A newer Volker with cannons was called a Volkannon, and so was this one.

	Bethany Skoll climbed onto the legs of the machine and into the cockpit.

	She closed the cockpit hatch, sealing herself in the machine.

	There were no fancy computers on this model. But she had one amenity installed for the possibility of terrestrial warfare at the Villa.

	Plugging in a minicomputer into the side of the cockpit, she connected the Volker to the Villa’s security system. From the flower field, a quadrotor drone lifted off and climbed high in the sky, pointing a camera down at the world below it. Between the Villa’s security system and the drone camera, Bethany could triangulate on the main screen the positions of the enemies.

	From the northern road to the coastal town, there were four units moving in fast. From the fields further south, there were three units. All of them were Volkers. And in the forest, three enemies were reduced to a smoking heap. She could see smoke and fires and explosions rising around them.

	That must have been Marina’s “asset.”

	She had not been lying about having something up her sleeve.

	Some part of Bethany was shaken then. She had thought Marina had been lying in order to get her to leave with her. Out of pure sentimentalism, so she would not have to sacrifice anyone to escape. And yet, while Marina’s friend was not a fiction, she had not been an effective deterrent.

	Most of the enemy force was clear past her, and closing in.

	Bethany took a deep breath. 

	There was no turning back anymore, no running.

	She told herself, she had stopped being Bethany Skoll at that point. For Elena, for Marina, for Leda, she had become a weapon. Interred in a tomb of steel, the rangefinders and cameras became her eyes. And the guns were the only hands she had, and shooting was the only touch she had left.

	That was how soldiers lived their lives, right?

	That was how Knights lived their lives.

	Bethany released the Volkannon from the gantry. She took a few heavy steps away from the flower field, aiming downhill. In the distance, her computers made out the silhouettes of the southern group of Volkers.

	Gripping the control sticks, she allowed the computer to adjust her cannon’s direction.

	Once she had a target lock, Bethany pressed her triggers.

	The Volkannon shook as two 88 mm shells soared toward her targets.

	In an instant, a cloud of smoke billowed up in front of one of the Volkers.

	One of her monitors showed a diagram with shell impacts on the shoulder and chest. Her shells were was powerful as light torpedoes, quite able to tear into a Volker. That enemy unit was entirely disabled by the blasts.

	This was war; a desensitizing display of violence, viewed through cameras.

	From beside the downed unit, the other two Volkers pushed themselves forward in a sprint. They had noticed what had befallen their ally.

	After shooting, the Volkannon loaded the second pair of rounds into the cannon. It took four or five seconds to load both cannons, an eternity for Bethany. Sweat broke out on her brow as she waited for the computers.

	She tracked the Volkers rushing down the fields, coming closer and closer.

	Assault rifle fire flew toward her, shells crashing all around her.

	Flowers blew up into the sky and into the wind, a rain of red petals.

	Even if she had wanted to run, Bethany did not have the speed to avoid the gunfire. Resilient under fire, by Leda’s grace not a shell grazed her then.

	Bethany finally opened fire anew. 

	This time she saw the cannon shells touch her target, briefly. Before the explosions consumed the unit in fire and smoke, and made it vanish.

	Another long reloading period followed. 

	Bethany grit her teeth, watching her cameras.

	Sprinting toward her, the last Volker had made it to the Villa grounds. Growing larger and larger in her vision, reaching 200 meters, 150 meters, 100 meters. At that distance, the Volker suddenly stopped to aim at her.

	The Volkannon reloaded just as the Volker fired its first aimed burst.

	88 mm cannons flashed; two shells went flying over the assault rifle rounds.

	Bethany shook violently in her cockpit as shells crashed into the Volkannon.

	Around 50 to 80 meters away the enemy Volker was reduced to slag.

	Groaning, shaken up, Bethany brought up a screen with the damage. She saw a diagram of the Volkannon, two massive craters punched into the forward armor. Not breached. Yet. And that was what mattered in the end.

	Four enemies to go.

	With heavy footfalls, she turned the Volkannon away from the field, northward. The enemy hurried out of the forests and hills from the direction of the coast. All four Volkers charged toward her at a full sprint.

	Assault rifles in one hand, vibro-machetes in the other.

	Wild bursts of gunfire hurtled across the fields from the Volkers.

	Turf kicked up around Bethany, flowers burned, holes punched into the hedges. A shell hit a wall of the villa and completely collapsed the side storage room. Another shell struck the fountain and sent water spraying.

	“Record to the chronicle box, please.”

	One of Bethany’s screens turned into a microphone symbol, to signal recording.

	It had dawned on her that she never got to say goodbye to Elena.

	There was no way to guarantee she would get the message.

	But she wanted to leave it. Even if a Volkisch ruffian got it. Everything she had was on the verge of disappearing. She needed to leave a legacy.

	“My name is Bethany Skoll. I don’t know who will see this, or in what context. I am the head maid of Elena von Fueller’s household. I always loved her like my own daughter. And that was because, thirty years ago, when I was just coming into adulthood, I fell madly in love with her mother Leda Lettiere. I loved her like no other. I loved her like it was an obsession.”

	She pressed her triggers, launching a pair of shells at one of the Volkers.

	One shell flew past the target and sent streams of soil flying toward the sky.

	The second crashed into the mecha’s leg and sent it tumbling into the dirt.

	All three remaining Volkers started to swerve wildly to avoid her shooting.

	Their own bullets hit everything but the Volkannon as they charged.

	Bethany’s own computer-assisted aim was troubled by the movements.

	She switched off the computer assist.

	“Leda– I can’t begin to describe her. She was a student, but she mastered anything she wanted. Poetry, mathematics, singing, dancing, politics. I wanted nothing more than to marry her and make love to her every night for the rest of my life. But Leda’s beauty and magnificence brought the eye of Emperor Konstantin von Fueller. He took her for himself.”

	Bethany felt an ancient anger come bubbling back up to the surface.

	She took aim, fired.

	Her shells sent turf flying but did not slow down her opponents.

	“I– I could not suffer my fantasies to be ruined. Not even by the Emperor himself. Leda and I continued our affair in secret. I was an esteemed guest of her household. I had many opportunities to love her, to drink of her nectar. It was stressful, but I did everything in my power to be with her. I used every trick and cheat. I manipulated people, I lied to people– I even killed people. For Leda, for our love to survive. The Emperor only cared about Leda when he was– when he was using her. Elena von Fueller, the last thing I want is for her to feel ashamed of this. Her mother loved her dearly, despite everything. I loved her too. In my mind– Elena was my child with Leda. The Emperor was a cloud that sometimes darkened our sky, but we lived for each other, with each other, when we could get away with it.”

	Tears welled up in Bethany’s eyes. She found it hard to aim, amid the storm of bullets, and the storm of emotions that was rising in intensity within her mind. She felt a strange sense of clarity and freedom. In that moment she felt like a fool for never telling her story to anyone. It felt like such a relief, to cast out into the air those emotions that she had buried so deeply within.

	Her fingers absentmindedly pressed her triggers.

	Again the Volkannon rattled, launching two more shells. 

	These were manually aimed.

	She remembered briefly when she went “hunting” with Leda one time.

	Leda had taught her to shoot through the air. To lead her shots correctly.

	She put both rounds on a target. 

	One of the Volkers disappeared into a cloud of fire.

	Her computer put up a warning. Internal magazine critical.

	“Leda could no longer stand it. I fooled myself into thinking she wasn’t suffering, but who wouldn’t be in her situation? She was a plaything for the Emperor. Then a G.I.A. agent got close to her. The Republic wanted to assassinate Konstantin von Fueller. Leda wanted to usurp him. Not to work with the Republic, but to take over the Empire herself. We– all of us banded together for this. We used each other. Leda, Marina and I, we felt so powerful. In our love and our dalliances, our secrets, the nights I spent with Marina– the nights Marina spent with Leda, with so many others. We traded in lies, sex, torture, death– and still. We failed. We were never so powerful as we thought ourselves to be. We felt invincible and we failed.”

	Bethany sat back in the Volkannon’s chair, letting go of the triggers.

	She raised her hands to her face, covering up profuse weeping.

	“Elena was scarcely five years old. I was the only one who was uncompromised. Marina and Leda both fell in our battle against the Empire. I promised to take care of Elena. All of us had, but I was the only one who really survived what happened. I had to watch it all come down, holding my breath, unable to say I took part. I spent twenty years trying to hide this shame. Erich von Fueller, Elena’s teenaged brother, took me in as part of his household. As part of Elena’s new household. To protect her.”

	There was no reason to look at the monitors. 

	Bethany was fully consumed by the past.

	She pounded her fist against the side of the cockpit, over and over.

	“I was the only survivor.” She mumbled. “I was the only one. Only me.”

	It was so unjust. Why did Leda have to continue to suffer until her death?

	How was Bethany so stupid? How could she fool herself so much?

	All of those years, none of them were so blissful as she liked to imagine.

	Those were years that Leda cultivated a deep suffering.

	A suffering so great she sank all of it into Bethany’s bosom, between Bethany’s legs. Such suffering that it made that woman want to kill.

	“I was the only one. I survived. Leda was being punished the whole time.”

	There was another loud rumbling of her machine.

	Bethany peered up at her monitors.

	The Volkers made it up to the Villa and began to aim their shots. Several shells struck around her feet, across the shoulders and head of the mecha.

	One shell struck the side of the Volkannon’s cockpit.

	There was a red hole circle, the size of a fist, that formed inside the cockpit.

	From this circle, splashed a jet of hot metal the width of a finger.

	An enemy round had penetrated the armor.

	Bethany screamed. Her flank was slashed open. Her stomach was stabbed.

	Hot, searing, agonizing pain slashed across her body. Blood flowed copiously from her. She grew numb. She was in such a shock from the initial pain. It was as if her body could not possibly feel all of the pain.

	She clutched her wound but could not feel it anymore.

	Laughter escaped from her lips like the involuntary action of a cough.

	“I’m so sorry. I’m sorry, Leda.”

	She had never had enough rounds prepared for the cannons to deal with so many enemies. Not without being able to reload from the gantry.

	Bethany felt she had done an impressive job getting as far as she had.

	“Imagine. Continuing to live. After everything that has happened.”

	Marina would tell her all about those times. Elena had Marina. Marina had survived too. Somehow, despite everything. Marina was still alive.

	“I’m sorry. I could never be your hero Leda. I could never save you.”

	With the last burst of adrenaline in her stricken body, she engaged the backpack missiles. Bethany aimed straight up at the sky.

	Outside, the Volkers were moving cautiously toward her.

	Since the Volkannon had ceased firing, or moving, perhaps they thought she was dead. It was a good assumption. But she was not dead enough.

	Some part of her, somehow, survived so much worse than this pain.

	“I hope whoever is listening to this takes pity. Please treat this as you would the chronicle of a ship. Tell the world about the brave maid who took an Emperor’s wife and schemed against his Empire for her love. Farewell.”

	Bethany pressed the triggers.

	From the back of the Volkannon, the two missiles soared toward the sky.

	Enemy mecha, startled by the launch, resumed firing on the Volkannon.

	Bethany saw spectacular flashes. All kinds of colors, beautiful colors.

	Everything was flashing in all the of the colors of the rainbow.

	And yet it was gentle, and soft. 

	An aura, a pale curtain. A purple glow on the other side.

	A silken dress, indigo hair–

	“Leda. You look so beautiful. It’s just like when we met.”

	Overhead, the missiles perforated the sky. 

	There was a final, glitchy burst of video static.

	Two holes in the firmament slowly started to form massive voids.

	More and more of the sky would fall, and a deluge would fall with it.

	

	

	Vogelheim was dead.

	Between the 150 mm blast outside and various cascading damages to the interior of the structure, there was no way to save the station anymore. Water began to pour in unchecked. Pressure was being lost. Every hole that opened to the Imbrium expanded exponentially as more and more water forced its way into the structure. With its central structure compromised, the “ceiling” or “cap” of the Vogelheim pillar would soon collapse upon the biome it contained and raze everything beneath its rubble.

	A sudden deluge swept away mechas and any stragglers that had remained on the surface. The Imbrium laid its claim on the storybook landscape with terrifying speed. Everything was cast in the dismal blue of the ocean.

	Amid this calamity, Victoria van Veka soared through the flooded forest.

	At her heels, a roaring, rampaging Heidelinde Sawyer gave chase.

	Already submerged before the disastrous floods, they survived everything.

	Victoria knew they had to get away before the central pylons shattered. They would be crushed under the collapsing weight of the upper station otherwise. She did not know what was going through Sawyer’s head — other than violence. So she accelerated and began to flee from her enemy.

	Rising up the water, which had now flooded almost all of the biome.

	Bursts of 37 mm gunfire flashed incessantly from behind her.

	Vapor bubbles nipped at her heels and flanks. 

	Victoria swerved, ducked and spun away.

	All around her the landscape was eerie. Visibility had diminished entirely. Remnants of the land, like the forest, the hills, the orchard trees, they were flooded so quickly and terribly, much of it was ripped up or crushed down into the dirt, and yet much of it still remained, tinged blue but standing, rendered alien by sudden transposition. Those beautiful landscapes were cast in the dark, murky water of the Imbrium as if put inside of a toy globe.

	Since she did not know how compromised the lower structures were, her best chance to escape was through whatever hole had opened to the ocean in the central structure. Elena’s artificial horizon had shattered. If Victoria could find the source of the flood within this terrifying landscape, then she could escape through there without being blocked by debris.

	“GET BACK HERE!”

	There was an eerie flash that was picked up by Victoria’s cameras.

	Suddenly the Panzer started to accelerate. 

	Heat readings off its surface tripled in intensity.

	Was it a hidden booster? An energy recovery system perhaps?

	Psionics?

	“I’d know if it was that.” Victoria told herself.

	Regardless of what it was, Sawyer’s acceleration began to exceed her own.

	She was cutting the distance between her and Victoria’s Jagd unit.

	“No more running then.”

	Victoria turned the Jagd around in a shallow arc to meet Sawyer.

	Sawyer in turn lifted her vibroblade, engaging the booster on it.

	“You’re fucking dead!”

	They were only transmitting audio at that point. Water and their violent movements made the laser video connection difficult to maintain.

	So Sawyer did not see Victoria’s eyes go red at that point.

	She focused on the Jagd’s arm and pushed on it. 

	A sharp pain ran through her head. But she maintained her concentration.

	Her blade swung to meet’s Sawyer’s attack.

	And with a brutal parry, she smashed Sawyer’s arm aside.

	“What the fuck?”

	Training her guns on the Panzer’s center mass, Victoria unleashed a relentless fusillade. Dozens of vapor bubbles blossomed across the Panzer as exploding bullets crashed into it, peeling away parts of that tough armor.

	Without hesitation, the Panzer charged through the bubbles.

	“Why are you here?” Sawyer shouted. “Why did you come back now?”

	“To save Elena!” Victoria shouted. “From you!”

	The Panzer swung its vibro-sword and the Jagd’s vibro-blade met it. Both blades were designed to help overcome the resistance of water to breach armor. And the boosters helped deliver that final bit of punch.

	The two pilots clashed blades, sizing each other up, waiting for an opportunity. The Panzer was built much more solidly. Even applying an equal amount of force, in a protracted fight, the Panzer would survive.

	The Jagd’s arm would just fall off if it kept being slammed so brutally.

	Nevertheless, Victoria met Sawyer’s blade, and she met her with words too.

	She put on a grin, a battered, weary little grin. Her head was burning.

	Maybe the drugs were fading. If she could just hold on a little longer! 

	“I saw it in a dream! I saw you killing her! I won’t let it happen!”

	This wasn’t a lie and yet it was the exact kind of thing Sawyer hated to hear.

	“In a dream? Are you fucking crazy? You came here to say that to me?”

	“I came to save Elena, because despite everything, out of all of us, she’s the one who has only ever been a victim, Sawyer. All of us can fight and kill each other, but Elena shouldn’t! Elena has suffered enough in her life.”

	“Shut up! Stop holding her up on a pedestal! I fucking hate that!”

	I know, Sawyer. That’s why I’m saying it.

	Victoria felt like weeping over the whole situation, just a bit. It was surreal, to be encased in this metal machine, in her cute little dress. Fighting her old friend who was marching down a horrible path. Atop the ruins of another friend’s devastated home. As rubble began to come down all around them. As Elena’s beautiful little forest was submerged in the blue below them.

	“I already saved her, Sawyer. You’ll never have her now.”

	“I DON’T CARE! I DIDN’T COME HERE FOR HER!”

	Her swings started to grow sluggish. Her burst of power must have been an energy reserve system, and it was running out after her berserk rage.

	“We were all destined to come here Sawyer. To sever the red string.”

	She had started just saying things to rile her up.

	But with tears in her eyes, Victoria had made herself believe them too.

	All of those memories they had. That strange childhood that was neither idyllic, nor agonizing, because they shared it. It was so distant. No matter what happened, no matter who won out, they could never recover that.

	Sawyer would always be her enemy.

	Gertrude would always be an obstacle.

	Elena would always be the unattainable prize.

	She was the Empire they were all fighting for. 

	The Empire they would all destroy.

	“Shut up. Shut up! I’m sick of it. You’ve no right to judge me. No right!”

	Sawyer’s aura was palpable through the water.

	Furious, wracked with agony, tinged with sorrow. Victoria saw it. 

	She responded to it.

	“I’ve every right to judge you! You and your Volkisch want to expel me from my home!”

	“What was I supposed to do, Victoria?” Sawyer shouted. “To be a fucking saint like you?”

	She began interjecting words between ever more wild and furious swings of her blade.

	“Was I supposed to follow Elena’s tail all my life?” Swing. “Submit myself to be ruled by the nobles that gave as little a shit about me as you three did? Run off to sell my pretty little ass to the Duchess like you did?” Thrust. “I was never special like all of you! All of you got the power and skills! I was always beat down and all I could do was fight!” Her blade smashed over and over. “I seized an opportunity! You can’t judge me for that, you bitch!”

	Victoria endured the onslaught, blocking, dodging with her thrusters, clashing blades. Her Jagd’s arm was starting to overstress. 

	Alerts appeared on her status monitor.

	Chunks of the station ceiling started to come down all around them.

	It was nearly over. This was it; she had to make her move now or never.

	“You were as powerful as everyone at school! You were standing so high above the world you knew nothing of it, just like us! But you always had power Sawyer! More power than most. You chose the Volkisch!”

	“You don’t understand shit! I don’t want to hear your fucking voice again!”

	Sawyer threw her wildest, most violent swing yet.

	Her hatred, her anger, screamed out into the surrounding water.

	Victoria could see all of it. 

	Red and yellow and black contaminating the water.

	Rather than evade, Victoria thrust directly into the water in front of her.

	She saw something in that aura. She became lost within its space.

	A little girl receiving a beating from her mother and a scolding from her father. A young girl derided by both parents for being unable to speak properly. A bigger girl who could hardly see or understand what was up on the video board at school. A teenager who threw a punch unprompted and liked the sight of a body on the floor. A group of girls, who formed out of necessity, like wilting plants growing in the same patch. A young woman, standing in a line of soldiers, telling herself it was all she could do now.

	An adult woman, berated by a uniformed man, and slapped across the face.

	Two uniformed women, side by side, carrying sandbags as punishment.

	A woman listening to someone tell her that in spite all that, she was strong.

	Victoria saw shadows and heard distant voices and felt even when she could not see. Amid the color, amid two machines frozen in their violence, all those thoughts coalesced. Sawyer’s thoughts and Victoria’s thoughts.

	At which point was I able to choose anything?

	Everything was always set against me.

	I wish I could have helped you escape.

	I could have saved you.

	Victoria reentered the world. Full of emotion but bereft of understanding.

	She threw the Jagd’s arm in the way of Sawyer’s attack.

	Sawyer’s blade stabbed into the remains of the jet lance coils.

	She had swung with such force that she nearly pierced the Jagd’s head.

	Her blade stopped just short of Victoria’s cameras, lodged into the arm.

	Solid fuel and parts leaked out into the water.

	Victoria reacted near instantly.

	Pulling back her sticks and ramming her pedals. Thrusting up and back, the Jagd extended the Panzer’s arm and threw the mech off-balance.

	As she did so, Victoria swung her remaining blade at the Panzer’s arm joint.

	Her blade chipped, but it bit right through the metal.

	Sawyer’s arm split at the elbow with a crunch, hanging off the Jagd’s.

	Victoria then ejected the Jagd’s jet lance, losing an arm herself. Both Victoria’s lance and Sawyer’s sword drifted, joining the rest of the debris.

	The Jagd turned its torso machine guns on the Panzer and opened fire.

	One tiny burst crashed into the Panzer’s heavily-armored chest.

	Gashes and pits formed on the armor. The machine rose out of the vapor.

	Then the guns clicked completely empty.

	There was no barb from the Panzer’s pilot. The machine advanced silently, solemnly. Sawyer lifted her sturmgewehr rifle with her remaining arm.

	When she tried to fire her magazine was ejected by the feed system.

	It was empty.

	The Panzer stood, unmoving, threatening with its empty rifle.

	Sawyer must have been out of ordnance.

	Victoria lifted her sword arm and pointed it at the unarmed Sawyer.

	She looked at the screen. Since they were unmoving for long enough, their laser connection stabilized. Victoria could see Sawyer’s haunted face on the video, wide-eyed, shaking and weeping with fury, frustration, confusion. Victoria felt those feelings spreading into the ocean around Sawyer’s mech also. Her auras were never more visible nor easier to read than right there.

	“I– I– I’m– I can– still–”

	Sawyer was reduced to a furious stammer as she searched for any remaining weapons. That was a sight she had not seen in close to ten years.

	A flustered, helpless Sawyer, out of steam once her rage reached its peak.

	Victoria smiled. A bitter, pained smile that punctuated their shared agony.

	“Goodbye, Sawyer. I’m sorry. I couldn’t save you — I didn’t even try.”

	She turned the Jagd around and immediately fled.

	Her objective was complete.

	She distracted Sawyer. Elena got away (she hoped). 

	And now she had to flee herself.

	“No more tears.”

	Victoria grit her teeth. As the Jagd emerged from the teetering rubble of Vogelheim, her heart wrenched. She had decided what she would do a long time ago. Victoria had chosen her banner. And she had found someone dearly special to her. Someone she wanted to fight for, to elevate, to love.

	Someone who represented the future she realistically hopes to bring about.

	In that sense–

	Sawyer was just an enemy.

	Gertrude was just an obstacle.

	And Elena remained an orbiter, a helpless ephemera caught in the midst.

	She had made her decisions and held herself responsible for them.

	So why did it hurt so much?

	Why, as she escaped, did the young empath weep for Sawyer?

	

	

	Marina’s screens came to life and began to run diagnostics.

	Soldier of Enterprise And Liberty S.E.A.L 

	Below the S.E.A.L’s full model name, Marina had edited the boot menu to scrub out the Republic motto. She couldn’t bear to even think to uphold those ideals anymore. Dimly, she even wondered where the Republic ever stood for them in the first place. What even was all this liberty bullshit?

	Marina’s S.E.A.L. was a special model, but it fit the Republic’s ethos of highly efficient, cost-conscious, utilitarian design. An oblong cockpit surrounded by thick, shaped plates of sloped chest armor, to which two tapered off, square shoulders attached a pair of sturdy arms. A round, helmet-like head with a visor served as the primary sensor array. The waist was slightly thicker than that of a Volker or Strelok, because the S.E.A.L.’s backpack was attached lower, closer to the legs. This allowed for more direct intake of water straight through the center of mass to the jets in the lower back.

	She had an M480 37 mm assault rifle attached by magnet to the backpack, some grenades, and a boosted vibro-handaxe that was a result of Republic efforts to steal Imperial vibro-weapon technology, coupled with an inability of Republic industry to properly replicate the miniature form factor of Imperial blades. All of these weapons were capable but cheaper alternatives to Imperial designs, the pride of the Republic. Interesting as they all were, Marina had no intention to use any of them at that moment.

	Instead, she was more interested in the long-range travel unit on the back.

	Two hydro-jets with their own energy, designed to produce less sound. They had taken her from Pluto station to here and had enough energy to take her back. When she returned, the Pluto cell of the G.I.A. would disband, its resources spent. Then she would escape to Serrano, Sverland. 

	A mere skip and a jump to the Union.

	That was the plan. She had to keep the plan in mind.

	Everything was shaking. 

	Sometimes subtly, but increasingly, with great violence.

	She had laid Elena atop the storage space behind her chair.

	Once the SEAL was ready to go, Marina dove into the water.

	Vogelheim was an old station, with a major weakness in the size of its desalination and water treatment ducts and systems. Modern, efficient designs needed less water volume and thus did not have giant openings for Marina to go swimming in. Dipping down into this system, Marina guided her SEAL out of Vogelheim through chaotic, rushing water in the underground. She moved fast enough to avoid the collapse.

	Outside the station, with the structure between herself and her enemies, Marina had a moment of peace. The SEAL could simply hover in the water for a time, watching the place where she rekindled her love and rediscovered her sorrows crumbling before her, slowly, inevitably.

	Vogelheim’s biome was collapsing under the force of the invading ocean along with the weight of the station’s crown, housing all the mechanisms for the light and weather and sky that had so enchanted Elena. That sky under which Leda had given birth and tried to raise her. That sky that her brother Erich turned into a prison for her. It was shattered, coming down.

	From outside the station, in the blue vastness of the Imbrium, attached to the rocky seafloor and surrounded by the rising and falling stone of the ocean’s geography, the Vogelheim pillar slowly toppled onto itself. The eastern wall collapsed near totally, so the station’s cap fell lopsided over the biome. Perhaps there was some eerie, flooded place that still survived.

	Marina knew then that most of the interior was utterly destroyed.

	She prepared to turn and leave the scene when she heard a noise from behind her.

	“Where– What is–? Who are you?”

	Confused mumbling, the soft and helpless voice of a young girl.

	Marina felt her panic grip her heart. This could not be happening. 

	Not right then.

	“Elena please don’t look. Please just go back to sleep.” Her voice was weak, pleading.

	Elena paid her no heed. She sat herself up, peering around the side of the cockpit chair. She pulled herself forward. Her eyes were fixed upon the exterior camera screens.

	Fixed on the image of the ruined, collapsed Vogelheim that was on every video feed.

	“That can’t be it.”Elena’s voice started to crack. “Is that Vogelheim? That can’t be.”

	Her eyes filled with tears. Her lips quivered; her hands shook.

	“Vogelheim can’t be like that. It just can’t be. How will we go back inside?”

	Elena covered her own mouth. “Bethany? Where is Bethany?”

	She had not blinked or drawn away from the light in so long. 

	Her eyes wept and reddened.

	Marina felt so powerless, so helpless. 

	Helpless as she had never felt before in her life.

	Staring at Elena’s face, the blood fading from her cheeks. 

	At her drawn, horrified eyes.

	“I’m so sorry.” Marina said. There was nothing she could say or could do.

	It dawned upon the Princess then, what had happened. 

	Her whole body shook.

	She screamed. 

	Elena screamed until her throat was raw, until her lungs were empty.

	Until her voice gave out into heaving sobs. 

	Elena screamed with an agony unimaginable.

	

	

	 


4.10

	National Anthem For The Imbrian Empire of Nocht, 

	“The Sun’s Blessing.”

	Unite! Beneath the banner,
The shining sun above,
With fertile soil and honest toil,
A mighty nation grows

	Imbria!
Imbria!

	Sun’s blessings do abound,
The greatest land beneath the waves,
Thy enemies be drowned

Our Might! Beneath the banners,
Our glory to uphold,
Through sun-blessed reach, penumbral depths,
Our fleets His’s Peace protect

	Imbria!
Imbria!

	Sun’s blessings do abound,
The submarines of our great fleet,
Triumph o’er battlegrounds

	Sunlight! Beneath the banners,
God’s grace knows no bounds,
From Skarsgaard to Palatine,
The Sovereign’s honor crowned

	Imbria!
Imbria!

	Sun’s blessings do abound,
God’s grace and King’s prosperity,
With glory for eternity,
The Sovereign’s will resounds!

	

	

	Rue Skalbeck stood in the middle of the Greater Imbria’s bridge, arms crossed over her chest, teeth grit, waiting. She berated herself. If she had been able to communicate with the entry teams Sawyer would not have had to go out there herself. There was no helping the station’s age and lack of outputs that Rue could use, and the progress of the entry team. Nevertheless, Rue was ready to blame herself if anything happened to Heidelinde Sawyer, rising star of their movement.

	She was ready for the excoriating discipline she would receive for her failure.

	There was nothing she could do at this point. She felt completely trapped.

	Trapped by her own choices, trapped by the developing situation.

	“Forward movement is better than stagnation.”

	Rue murmured this to herself. She believed it. It was one of her ethos.

	Sawyer maybe shared that ethos with her. It was tough to say.

	“Captain, lets get closer to the Vogelheim pillar.” Rue said.

	From just below her position, the Captain looked up and over his shoulder at her.

	“Can you explain this course of action to me, Acting Fuhrer?”

	Rue did not quite like the tone of that question. She did not know whether he meant that he wanted to suss out her intentions or if he literally believed she could not explain it to him because she was a genetic inferior. She tried to keep her tone moderated when addressing him in return.

	“Closing in on the pillar serves two purposes. It makes it easier for us to extract our men and women when their mission is complete. And when the enemy reinforcements arrive, they may decide to stay their guns if the Greater Imbria is within the firing margin of error of the Station. I believe it is the best place to reform our fleet and prepare our escape route.”

	“Strategically, it sounds reasonable. But what about our rescue efforts?”

	That response dissipated Rue’s anxieties but brought others to the fore.

	Rue shook her head silently at the Captain in response. With a dreadnought coming, they could not hope to rescue anyone except by surrendering and throwing themselves on the enemy’s mercy, which they would never do. Engaging the Irmingard class in battle could be terribly destructive for the flotilla in their disorganized state. They could not hope to attempt it.

	The only choice they had left was to abandon the rescue effort.

	“Understood.” The Captain turned to his subordinates. “Relay all ships–“

	He passed on her commands to the communications officers, who made sure the orders were picked up by the rest of the flotilla. Within minutes the Cruiser and its retinue began to move toward the pillar. There was a new formation diagram on the main screen, and it showed the fleet’s progress toward forming up around the pillar. Rue briefly went back to worrying about Sawyer.

	Then, one of the communications officers stood up to face Rue.

	“Acting Fuhrer, we’re receiving a communications request from a civilian Frigate that is leaving the Vogelheim pillar through the port. Should I put them through on laser?”

	Rue narrowed her eyes. “Put them through. Tell team Dora not to fire on them yet.”

	She hid her surprise that the entry teams let anyone escape from the station.

	What was going on in Vogelheim? Was it a breakdown of discipline?

	Had Sawyer given new orders?

	On the screen, a young, foppish man with a heavily manicured mustache and golden hair appeared, dressed in finery. His eyes were red and tears stained his cosmetics. He immediately threw himself upon Rue’s mercy as soon as he saw her appear on the laser video feeed.

	“Esteemed commander of these brilliant forces, my name is William von Valwitz, and I was chosen to represent a group of fine gentlemen and ladies who have been caught in these extreme circumstances through no fault of our own. We will gladly sever all ties with the House of Fueller, which has insulted us greatly, in exchange for your mercy. There are fifty aristocrats of high standing on this ship, and their retinues, whom are innocent, and plot no violence.”

	Rue narrowed her eyes at him, but smiled at the end of the man’s plea.

	“On the mercy of the National Proletariat, I will free you from this predicament, von Valwitz. You and your company go where you will, and do not forget your encounter with the Volkisch Movement. I will require a transfer of your ship roster so we may know the indebted.”

	Von Valmitz did not see this as anything but a miracle and a blessing.

	“Oh, thank you commander. You are most merciful.”

	Within moments, Rue had the entire passenger roster of the aristocrats on her computers.

	Rue ended the laser communication with the aristocrat’s frigate.

	Briefly and with only vague interest, she glanced over the list.

	She then turned to the Captain.

	“The National Proletariat has no mercy for backstabbing aristocrats. Open fire.”

	There was no pushback from the Captain. He obediently relayed the order.

	On the screen, the aristocrats’ frigate appeared. It was close enough that the algorithmic prediction was nearly immaculate. A magnificent curved hull with large pale dome structures over several compartments, affording a view of the sea. It was the sort of beautiful plaything in which rich boys and girls gallivanted across the oceans. There was just enough metal between them and the ocean to protect them from the environment while letting them enjoy themselves as if at home.

	Sailing easily out of Vogelheim’s port, the ship turned its broad side to the Volkisch.

	This made it a much easier target. There was no chance to miss it and hit the station.

	At that moment, the flotilla obeyed its order to fire.

	Light gunfire from the frigates pummeled the side of the ship, smashing open the domes, scoring massive gashes on the metal through which water would easily enter. Then the main gun of the Greater Imbria put both rounds on the center of the ship. Enormous vapor bubbles tore open the entire flank of the ship and expelled ground flesh and blood into the Imbrium. There was nothing recognizable of that beautiful ship. A twisted heap of metal descended to the ocean floor.

	“There’s the political victory we sorely needed from this excursion.” Rue said.

	“Oh? How so?” asked the Captain.

	Rue grinned.

	“Erich von Fueller will condemn us for attacking a living station, but we will argue that he was unable to protect the Houses who entrusted their heirs to him for political alliance, and tout our own strength. He might act like a great humanitarian in criticizing our actions, but his infallible mystique will take a blow with the aristocrats, who only care about protecting their own skins.”

	“I see. I wonder whether the Sturmbannführer would agree.”

	“I believe her actions would have been the same even if her rationale could be different.”

	“Yes, I suppose that is ultimately all that matters.”

	The Greater Imbria neared the Vogelheim pillar, and the flotilla formed up near the port. While the gun frigates screened the flank, the missile frigates began to extract their divers, who dove back into the missile pods from where they had launched. It had been Sawyer’s idea to use missile frigates in this fashion. They could get the frigates from the collaborators at Rhineland Shipyards but acquiring missiles was a different story. Divers, however, they had a surplus of.

	All they needed to do was shave a bit of armor off the rotund Volkers to fit them in.

	“Ma’am!”

	In one of the stations forward of Rue’s podium, a sonar operator hailed the Acting Fuhrer.

	“What is it? Any more surprises?” Rue asked.

	“There’s a Diver leaving Vogelheim through the engineering deck. Based on the acoustic signature, I think it’s the Sturmbannführer’s Panzer unit. But ma’am, there’s more. We’re getting a lot of shocks out into the water from the Vogelheim pillar. It sounds like a mess in there.”

	“Run an active scan, update the predictive imaging. See if we can get the interior.”

	Rue turned from the sonar operator to the Captain with great urgency in her movements.

	“Captain, the Sturmbannführer is returning. Focus all efforts on recovering her.”

	“Of course.”

	Once more, the orders went out. A recovery craft was sent out from the Greater Imbria to meet Sawyer and see if she needed a tow or an energy recharge. Meanwhile, some of her bridge personnel began scanning the Vogelheim pillar. They could use its collapse to make an escape.

	Rue, who was just standing on the bridge, could not really do anything but give orders. She was not unused to it: she used to be higher up the chain of command than Sawyer, until she joined Sawyer’s mutiny. That was ages ago. But she preferred being the subordinate because she liked to take action. A part of her simply did not trust important business to someone else. Sawyer was a true-blue aristocrat, even as much as she denied it. She found it easy to tell people what to do.

	Where she differed, is she would throw a punch too after asking you to throw a punch.

	This is why Rue loved– esteemed her greatly, despite everything.

	She thought of connecting herself to the cameras outside when an alarm went off.

	On the main screen, an algorithmic prediction of an approaching vessel grew larger.

	Two objects flashed from the vessel.

	By the time they were identified as projectiles, it was too late.

	An Irmingard class had fired its main guns at the flotilla.

	The Greater Imbria shook. Even in the command pod they felt the ship rock.

	“Status report!” Rue shouted.

	“Minor breach over Commons. It was automatically remediated, and the area is sealed.”

	On the screen, one of the cameras showed an allied frigate sinking, a massive hole through its center. The Greater Imbria had been merely grazed, and the explosion was still bad enough to cause a breach. This was the 203 mm main gun on an Irmingard class. Firepower unlike any other.

	“Acting Fuhrer, the Iron Lady wishes to speak with us!” The Captain called out.

	“Has the Sturmbannführer been recovered?” Rue replied.

	Both the Captain and Rue turned to the communications officer, who stood up in alarm.

	“Yes! She’s aboard!” 

	Rue sighed with relief.

	“Ignore the requests for a hail. All ships escape in formation!”

	Below her the Captain put on a grim expression.

	“Acting Fuhrer, at the moment, the militia frigates are exposed to the enemy’s gunfire.”

	“They will die valiantly for the cause of the National Proletariat.”

	Rue’s reply silenced the bridge, but nobody pushed back.

	The Greater Imbria and the two missile frigates began to round the Vogelheim pillar.

	On the exposed flank of the formation, the Frigates, having been given unbearable orders, began to break discipline, and started to move out of formation in whichever direction they desired. This attracted the Iron Lady’s fire even more, as the two Frigates in an unlucky coincidence decided to go separate directions, and thus appeared to be trying a clumsy pincer maneuver.

	In the background of the Cruiser Greater Imbria’s retreat, the mighty Irmingard class Dreadnought, The Iron Lady, traded devastating fire with the remaining Frigates, scouring the Volkisch militias off the face of the Imbrium with its unmatched main guns. There was no looking back to it for Rue and her crew. She had planned from the beginning to sacrifice them.

	“Any moment now–”

	Pinned on one of the screens was the visible condition of Vogelheim.

	As the Greater Imbria made its escape, the pillar began to collapse, with the cap sliding down through the broken eastern wall that was unable to bear its weight any longer. This was an event of monumental force, as thousands of tons of metal displaced water and kicked up debris. A vast underwater wave spread out from the pillar and scattered the remains of the frigates, the patrol cutters, and any other surrounding structures. Even inside the stabilized rooms of the Greater Imbria the disturbance was readily felt, and it was as if there was an earthquake within the ship.

	“Status report!” Rue shouted, clinging to Sawyer’s chair behind her, nearly falling.

	One of the bridge girls shouted back at her, holding on to her station monitor.

	“Some electronics and sensor damage, propulsion is still 100%! Hull is holding up!”

	Within seconds, the shaking stopped. Collectively the crew breathed sighs of relief.

	“Set a course south! We need to escape pursuit!” Rue shouted.

	She spared no more time for the bridge. She wanted run down to the hangar.

	She wanted to see Sawyer.

	When she turned to leave, however, the Captain of the ship stood up.

	“Unterführer Rue Skallbeck. I wish to say something, ma’am.”

	A thrill of anxiety ran down Rue’s spine like electricity. She turned around to meet him.

	“What is it, Captain?”

	He looked serious at first. But then the older gentleman smiled at her.

	“There are people within our movement who would view you as an inferior. But your will to survive and your ruthlessness in battle are second only to Fuhrer Sawyer herself. It has been enlightening to serve under you.”

	Suddenly, the Captain saluted her.

	“For all our comrades who gave their lives for our great cause! Heil!”

	Everyone watching, who was not involved in an essential task, joined the salute also.

	Rue did not know how to feel about it. She felt a pang of horror, but also satisfaction.

	Which of the disparate things this “movement” stood for did they all believe?

	All Rue believed in was moving forward. That the world needed to change.

	To her, the Volkisch dream was completely amorphous and borderline incoherent.

	All she wanted was the force of their arms. And she had finally wielded it today.

	To push the stagnant, dispossessed people of Imbria to some kind of end of this history.

	Nevertheless, she saluted them back, told them to be at ease, and left the bridge.

	She had a bitter taste in her mouth. She knew she had plenty of blood on her hands. There was nothing she could do but move forward. Rue had made her choice during Sawyer’s mutiny.

	Down at the hangar, she found a curious scene. There were medics and engineers around Sawyer, extracting her from the Panzer. Her Diver had taken an enormous beating. Sawyer herself looked undignified. She was still and unconscious but with wide, blank eyes and a clenched jaw.

	Rue joined the side of the medical team, who had her stabilized in that strange condition.

	“It’s so unfair of you to check out and leave everything on my shoulders.” She murmured.

	She sighed, and bent down, between the medics. She reached down to close Sawyer’s eyes.

	“You started this whole mess. But maybe I’m the bigger fool for following you into it.”

	Rue thought she saw the corner of Sawyer’s lip curl into a little smile at her touch. 

	For this woman, and the violence she wrought for her ideals, Rue made her choice.

	

	

	“An unfortunate amount of time has passed without word from her.”

	On a mission far from its home, the Cruiser El Dragon meandered through the waters on the borders between the Palatinate, Bosporus and Rhinea for hours, swimming in a circle at maximum velocity and keeping an eye for enemies. Commercial traffic was stalled. News was getting out about Vogelheim; the waters were dead silent. Careful to avoid the verboten Khyber Mountain region, they waited for the ship’s commander to return. Hopes were beginning to dim.

	On the bridge, the captain, an older man with a heavy white beard, was quite pessimistic.

	“Our spy drone saw the station in ruins. It’s crawling with Inquisition forces too.”

	“Have faith in her. She’s special. That girl will always, assuredly, return to her beloved.”

	At his side, his First Officer, a certain young Lieutenant, tried to keep everyone cheerful.

	“Nephew you’re too romantic. I think you picked a losing horse in this race.”

	“You’ve always had a poor aptitude for picking horses. At any rate, if we return without the duchess’ favorite, your gambling debts will be pardoned by having you drawn and quartered. So, I suggest you keep a cheerful mood, as I do, since our lives depend on a cheerful outcome.”

	“Mijo, do you really think she would do that? To an old man like me?”

	“Is her rise to power not predicated on egalitarianism? That’s why I follow her. I would not expect her to have mercy for you based on such outdated norms. I would die by her hand as a young man and you would die by her hand as an old man. Maybe even Seneca, a woman in her golden years, will also be struck down as an accomplice. It is what I would call justice.”

	At that point, the communications officer raised her head, having heard name spoken.

	“Keep me out of your ridiculous discussions! And I’m only 34, so have some decency!”

	In this way, she inadvertently joined the ridiculous discussion in the center of the bridge.

	They whiled away their time in this fashion, waiting for their special charge to return.

	Finally, the computers sounded the return of their brave little hope.

	 “Captain, we have detected an object approaching. Its acoustic signature matches a Jagd.”

	The Captain’s sleepy expression suddenly lit up. 

	“Confirm it’s her, and bring her in!”

	No rescue mission was launched, however.

	The Jagd was moving under its own power and made its way to the underside chutes.

	Unable to climb up due to a missing arm and dying battery, the Jagd sought assistance. Once it entered the chute, and the opening was closed, drained and pressurized appropriately, a group of engineers lifted the machine up with a pair of cranes and deposited it on the appropriate gantry in the Diver hangar. Due to damage it had suffered, the cockpit hatch was also stuck.

	The First Officer came down from the bridge in time to watch the engineers deploy and engage a massive pneumatic arm to pry open the Jagd’s hatches using one of the chassis handholds. When the hatches finally opened, a girl tumbled out of the opening and into the waiting arms of medics who had been instructing her as the engineers worked out how to open the hatches.

	She was a young Shimii, olive-skinned, brown-haired. Soaked in sweat, one side of her head was caked in blood that had run just below one ear, down the forehead and over her cheek. She had a bruise in her neck that was the precise shape of a punch-injector of stimulant drugs. Her eyes were hazy and distant, her movements clumsy. She was disheveled: her hair was half done up in one pigtail, and the rest shaken loose, not of her own accord. Her dress had a rip in it, perhaps where it caught on something in the cockpit.

	Though she could barely stand, she saw the First Officer approach, and saluted.

	“Victoria van Veka has returned.” She said weakly.

	“Welcome back.” He said, smiling at her.

	“I am afraid the mission was not a success. Vogelheim has been destroyed.”

	“We saw it for ourselves. That said, I wouldn’t declare it unsuccessful.” He looked over the machine. “I wager you gave them a black eye, didn’t you?”

	Victoria felt prompted by him to look at the Jagd as well. “Perhaps I did.”

	She turned back to him, feeling slightly appreciative of his words.

	“Thank you, Lieutenant. Might I have your name?” She asked.

	“Of course!” 

	He ran a hand through his blond hair, beaming broadly. 

	“Raul von Drachen.”

	“Von Drachen. I appreciate your kindness towards a girl at a low point.”

	“I like to think of myself as an ally to girls.” He said. “You should hurry to the infirmary and rest.”

	Victoria had been holding up admirably since coming out of the Jagd, but still fading.

	Perhaps it was the relief of going home, or the fact that she was among friends, but Victoria began to teeter almost as soon as von Drachen suggested she rest. One of the medics had been watching her, and quickly swooped in and grabbed hold of her when she looked like she would drop completely. She was utterly exhausted, and the medics took her away quickly after that.

	Raul von Drachen remained in the hangar, staring at the broken-down Jagd for a moment.

	“These are interesting times we find ourselves in.” He said, with a grin on his face.

	An ominous wave was sweeping through the oceans. 

	He could feel it.

	

	

	Though she could not let herself voice her horror, there was only one word running through Gertrude Lichtenberg’s mind at that point. 

	No, no, no. 

	Her face drained of color, and her eyes drew wide. 

	She was not alone. Captain Dreschner was also horrified at the state in which they found the Vogelheim pillar. On the main screen, the imaging computers showed them dreadful sights before they had even come close. Behind the battered remains of the cutters and frigates floating eerily.

	That beautiful sanctuary where Elena von Fueller led her storybook life was ruined completely. There was a cloud of debris that had been thrown into the surrounding water by the shock of the pillar half-collapsing on itself. She could not describe it as anything but rubble. Her beloved Elena’s home had been reduced to rubble. Gertrude’s heart caught in her chest.

	Her head felt airy, her brain in a fog, as though everything was a bad dream. She felt like she was piloting her own body like a diver, rather than being present. Noises felt like they were being filtered. Her vision was foggy.

	At all times, however, she was conscious that it was real. All of it was real.

	Because she could not ignore the cold, squeezing pain she felt in her chest.

	She could not cry. Not in front of the men. 

	But she wanted so dearly to break down.

	She wanted to blame herself, to beat her head against a wall bloody, to scream and punch until her fingers broke. She wanted to say she was so stupid to have left. That she should have just taken Elena. That she should have known that the Imbrium could not return to order after all that had happened. She had been so naïve, and now Elena was– no, she would not say it! She refused.

	“Captain, launch a search party. Now.”

	Her voice trembled. It felt distant, like it was coming out of the floor.

	“Of course. Right away.” Dreschner said.

	She can’t be dead.

	Gertrude could not conceive of it.

	Elena could not have been dead. That would have meant she failed her. She left her alone to face annihilation. She turned back as fast as she could, and she could not have been too late to save her. Gertrude refused to believe that Elena was buried in that rubble due to her own failures. She had promised to protect her. She had made herself into a soldier to protect her.

	All of her life, Elena had been her star, her sun. Her idol of warmth and comfort.

	Gertrude’s breathing quickened.

	It was not possible that everything would end so pointlessly.

	So suddenly and senselessly. After they had finally consummated their love.

	It couldn’t be that, in what seemed like the blink of an eye, Elena could be gone forever.

	Her fists, curled tight at her sides, started to shake.

	She could not control the tapping of her feet, the clenching of her jaw.

	It was all she could do to fight the tears welling up in her eyes.

	Gertrude had been shot and stabbed. She’d been caught in explosions and gas attacks.

	All kinds of pain, she had withstood it, to protect Elena and her ocean.

	She had wounds on her body that were fresh and healing even as the two made love.

	Telling herself that if she could get back to Elena for even a moment, it would be bearable.

	That this was the only way she could be with Elena for any amount of time.

	Now she was wracked by the greatest agony she had ever felt.

	She wanted so badly to cry that despite all of her effort tears began to flow.

	At her side, Captain Dreschner said nothing, but pulled his hat down over his own eyes.

	“Järveläinen and Clostermann have deployed in the Jagd and Grenadier.” He said.

	Gertrude said nothing. She did not wish to speak. She did not wish to be seen by anyone.

	She stood in the middle of the bridge like a statue, staring at the monitors, silent.

	One of the sensors personnel spoke up to the Captain. She had a professional tone of voice. There was no shouting and panicking on their bridge. That was part of what kept Gertrude mum.

	“Moving vessel on sonar and ladar, Captain, Lady Inquisitor.” She said.

	“Track it. We’ll get closer. Any algorithmic predictions?” Dreschner asked.

	“An older model of civilian ship. Maybe a shuttle. Could maybe hold 40 people in some measure of comfort, or 80 if they just crammed bodies.”

	“A shuttle? Let us pray it is friendly, and not more Volkisch chicanery.” Dreshner said.

	Thus, methodically, with neither hope nor dread, the crew of the Iron Lady sailed their vessel stoically toward the source of the signature, around the Vogelheim pillar. The closer they got, the more accurate the picture of the devastation they could see. It was very rare to see damage to a station to this degree. Some among the bridge crew wiped tears from their eyes or covered their mouths as they beheld the extent of it. Stations were built extremely tough, even backwater art projects like Vogelheim. 

	Survival under the sea depended on a degree of mechanical reliability and routine maintenance, coupled with exhaustive training of dedicated engineers, that made such devastation vanishingly rare. If it happened, it was never a deliberate tragedy, but a series of unlucky circumstances. All of Aer’s civilizations had a shared taboo surrounding station damage. Terrorists and saboteurs killed and hurt people; military forces fought people, and if they had to, they occupied their homes to control them.

	Nobody would just shoot at a station. 

	Nobody would just destroy a station deliberately.

	Not even that animal Sawyer could have been so bloodthirsty.

	Sawyer.

	Heidelinde Sawyer.

	The Volkisch flotilla themselves had not accepted her communications.

	However, they had talked with the patrol fleet.

	That information was disseminated following the patrol fleet’s call for reinforcements. Gertrude was fully aware of the culprit of this tragedy.

	Her old schoolmate Heidelinde Sawyer. Their relationship was characterized mainly by the word ‘almost.’ Sawyer was almost as tall as her, almost as strong. She was almost Elena’s crush in school, for reasons that still escaped Gertrude. She could almost see something in her worth that attention, but not quite. All the times they came to blows; Sawyer almost got her before Gertrude knocked her down. She was almost her friend, and she thought, before they were separated, that they had almost come to an understanding. When she left them, Gertrude almost felt pity for her.

	Everything she had done since then, however, was not almost, but fully monstrous.

	Gertrude squeezed her fists so tight she thought her fingers might go through her palm.

	From grief, Gertrude’s thoughts immediately flowed into vengeance. She thought of all the things she would do to Sawyer in some dark, desolate room at the bottom of the ocean. If Elena was dead (she could not be dead), she would make Sawyer unrecognizable, nothing but a lump of meat screaming soundlessly in agony for as long as it took before she wasted away to hell–

	“We’re at the site! I’ve got a drone set up. You won’t like what we see.”

	On the main screen, Ingrid appeared in her pilot suit. Her ears drooped; her tail twitched pathetically.

	They had gone out in Divers. They must have entered the Vogelheim ruins.

	“Broadcasting now.”

	They had taken a wired drone with them with a direct connection to the ship.

	As long as the cable didn’t snag on anything, it let them connect via laser back to the ship.

	That drone’s main body was also equipped with a suite of sensors and imaging equipment. It could send them predictive pictures of the Vogelheim landscape in a way the mechas could not. This made it a valuable addition to the reconnaissance team. Soon, they got those pictures moving.

	When the drone began to broadcast, Ingrid vanished from the main screen. Replacing her was a camera feed from the drone. Clostermann was holding the drone with the arms of his Grenadier model. At first the drone was pointed at Ingrid’s Jagd, but then Clostermann moved it, sweeping slowly across the sunken landscape of Vogelheim. It was eerie. In many places the earth had been moved, massive gashes cut into the hills and plains where water had flooded directly through. In other areas, it was preserved underwater. Sunken trees swayed their arms to the gentle flow of the water around them. A field of roses and tulips now cast in dim blue and green.

	Wreckage, of several mecha it seemed, shattered and scattered about the landscape.

	And the rubble that remained of the Villa, distinctive in its ornate style.

	“No survivors so far.” Ingrid said.

	Dreschner nodded solemnly. Ingrid could see it through her video feed.

	“Continue searching. We want as much footage as we can collect of this tragedy.”

	“Yessir. I’ll go poke at the remains of the mechas. There might be a sealed cockpit.”

	Ingrid was taking things in stride. She did not look too troubled by the situation.

	“If you find any Volkisch, remember they are under arrest.” Dreschner said.

	“Of course, I won’t kill ‘em! Getting drilled into is too good for them. We gotta get ‘em nice and slow, Captain. You leave me with them, I’ll make them sing the anthem.” Ingrid said.

	Dreschner sighed. “Duly noted. But enough chatter. Carry on with your orders.”

	In expressing her own quiet fury, Ingrid almost comforted Gertrude.

	At least Gertrude was not the only one whose head was filling with vengeful atrocities.

	Once the drone’s video feed departed the main screen, and Ingrid and Clostermann returned to their exploration, there was another familiar face, appearing on the central island of the bridge. Security Chief Vogt appeared on a smaller screen attached to the Captain’s position but angled so the Inquisitor could be part of the call as well. He was in the hangar surrounded by his forces.

	“Captain, Inquisitor; we’re securing the shuttle that was detected earlier.”

	“We’ve received no communications from them.” Dreschner said.

	Vogt nodded. “If they were near the pillar collapse, their comms gear may be damaged. Judging by their course, they have been drifting around the pillar without much real power.”

	“Alright. Be careful.” Dreschner said.

	“I’d appreciate the Lady High Inquisitor’s presence at the hangar.” Vogt said before the Captain could end the call. “If it turns out to be a Volkisch escape craft, I’m afraid the lads may need a figure of authority to remind them of their discipline. Emotions are at their peak in here.”

	Gertrude grit her teeth behind closed lips. 

	She would not be the one telling her forces not to rip apart any of those conspiracist psychopaths they got their hands on. But nevertheless, she quietly acquiesced, turning her back on Dreschner so sharply her cape swung behind her. Though Dreschner seemed like he wanted to say something to her, Gertrude barely heard as she departed.

	Alone, her head filled with a mixture of sorrows and furies, Gertrude walked the corridors of the Iron Lady, taking the elevator down, imagining what could be in that ship. Maybe Elena had managed to escape (she could not be dead). Maybe it was full of Volkisch, and the moment her men rioted and began to brutalize them, Gertrude would join them in breaking the norms bloody. Maybe it was entirely unrelated, and she was building up to absolutely nothing.

	Once she was alone in the elevator, Gertrude let herself weep.

	She hugged her arms around herself, and she sobbed, and cried into her own gloved hand.

	Thirty or forty seconds worth of grieving. That was all she let herself have.

	When those doors opened, Gertrude took a deep breath and wiped her face.

	Down in the hangar, Vogt had a dozen men with him. Vogt himself had brought an automatic shotgun that was armed with pellet shot, deadly to a crowd but fairly harmless to the instruments inside the ship. Six of his men had riot shields, four had vibro-batons and two had vibro-blades. He had not trusted any of his rank and file with firearms themselves.

	Shuttle craft were uncomfortable and poorly hydrodynamic but built to carry many people. A Dreadnought could bear a few of these vessels. The very back of the hangar was built for it. Like a Diver, a shuttle would swim into a hatch on the Dreadnought’s underside, where it would enter a deployment and recovery chamber that would be drained and pressurized. Then it was safely raised onto its place in the main hangar space.

	For extra security, a dreadnought’s hangar had a sectioned glass divider that would unfold from the roof and clamp into the floor between the shuttle bay and the rest of the hangar space. It could stop water from flooding anywhere else. Once the shuttle was recovered, Vogt had the glass lifted, and Gertrude and the men approached the craft. She waited for the rear hatch to open, wondering whom she would see escaping from it.

	Instead, however, one of the side bulkhead doors to the shuttle clanked open. From the craft emerged several girls, breathing heavily, crying with joy at being rescued. All of them were dressed in black with white aprons. 

	They were the Villa’s maids, shaken, but whole and alive.

	Gertrude’s heart exploded with sudden relief.

	She rushed from the side of the men over to the girls and past them. She looked inside the shuttle craft herself with a desperate urgency. She climbed one step into the shuttle compartment. There were all kinds of people inside, huddling, many exhausted from lack of oxygen.

	Not one lilac hair, not one pair of indigo eyes. 

	She found no trace of Elena.

	In that instant her heart sank ever deeper. As high as it had soared, it crashed. Then, she heard a voice. A series of girlish voices, calling her. 

	“Lady Lichtenberg! Inquisitor Lichtenberg!”

	Dazed with shock and grief, Gertrude looked behind herself, her eyes distant, her mouth hanging a little. There were three maids. One had a dirty apron; she looked like she had spat up on herself. She had two others supporting her. Together, the three of them approached Gertrude. At first, they stared just as dumbly as Gertrude stared at them. 

	Then they gained the courage to speak.

	“The Princess is alive! She’s alive, we know it! We saw her be taken!”

	“We know you were her dear friend! We helped you at the party. When you came running, we understood. We know you must be hurting now. Please do not despair! A strange woman took her! She was not in the collapse!”

	For a moment Gertrude could not comprehend what she was hearing. Then, her heart alight with sorrow, fury, brief and elation all together, she put her hands gently on the shoulders of one of the maids. She could contain the tears in her eyes or the shaking in her hands anymore.

	“Tell me everything you know. Please.” She said desperately.

	

	

	“Rootless children of Imbria! Throw your bodies before the fires of war!”

	“For what else are you good for? What other value do you hold?”

	No voice said this that the people of the Imbrium ocean would recognize.

	But overwhelmingly this was what the world was screaming at them.

	A wave swept across the Imbrium Empire that began as the pillar of Vogelheim collapsed upon itself from a Volkisch gun. News of the attack began to trickle out, first from the panicked cries of the patrolmen, then from the stories of survivors, and finally the official condemnation from Erich von Fueller, heir apparent to the throne of the Imbrium Empire. 

	Each territory of the Empire knew the status quo could no longer be maintained by the delusion of a shared history.

	And so, as invisibly as they were first created, the boundaries of the Empire were dissolved.

	Rhinea became a “National-Socialist Republic.”

	Skarsgaard styled itself “The Holy Empire of Solsea.”

	From the Imbrium’s eastern borders rose the “Empire of Greater Veka.”

	Bosporus’ youth led a wave of anarchist upheaval on lands stolen from the Shimii.

	Icy, impenetrable Volgia closed its borders hoping to withstand the tide of history.

	Militarily beheaded, Sverland gathered misfits and refugees from all over.

	Buren shocked the world by declaring its intention to join the mordecist Union.

	Only the Palatinate, mourning Vogelheim, still dubbed itself “The Imbrian Empire.”

	Across the Imbrium, a people whose food grew scarcer, whose shelter they stood to lose, whose hard work earned ever more meager dividends, who saw nothing ahead of themselves already, now lost the last measure of security their lives had. Quietly, despondently, they watched as the very nations and institutions they were trained to exalt above all else simply disintegrated around them. For the average Imbrian, it was impossible to connect all the dots and truly grasp what was happening. To them, war was a thrumming under their skin, a creeping dread in the back of their heads. Life seemed to go on all around them with an eerie shadow across their sky.

	Somewhere battles would be fought and won and lost that decided matters unknown.

	Sometimes resources grew scarcer and the list of materiel sacrifices grew longer.

	Sometimes bodies that were once people disappeared, for one reason or another.

	Somehow the simple inertia of organic needs kept life moving on with surreal normalcy.

	Ships came and went. Goods were bought and sold. People lived, played, and loved.

	

	

	While the status of the borders was unknown, cargo continued to move quietly along its prescribed routes. Owing to the invisible momentum of corporate profits, a ship could still travel from Bosporus to Sverland, ferrying industrial goods to Serrano station — and one unmarked crate. An unmarked crate that, at its destination, would be quietly moved to a new ship by the organized dockworkers who knew what they were doing with it. Dockworkers who quite well did what they pleased with Serrano’s port on threat of stalling Sverland’s teetering economy with a strike.

	At least, that was the plan upon which Marina McKennedy’s escape hinged.

	As she sailed with the cargo ship, stowing away with a complicit crew, she remained in the cargo bay looking out onto the ocean through a digital window. She was no longer in the Imbrium Ocean but in the southern reaches of the world, known as Nectaris. That name had been given to this Ocean by the Imbrians who settled massive resource colonies there using slave labor, that would render them the sweet nectar of profit and cheap goods that would usher in a new golden era for the Empire.

	Her destination was the Union. An aberration of the Empire’s invincible history.

	Perhaps even the spark that precipitated the utter undoing of the Empire’s contiguity.

	A nation a third of the size of the broader Empire that still stood in brave opposition to it.

	Though, of course, more than a week out from the tragedy of Vogelheim, and more removed than that from the death Emperor Konstantin von Fueller, the idea of a “broader Empire” had become pretty blurry at that point. There was all sorts of mess happening that she could barely keep up with on the news. But cargo ships were still running, so it must not have been so terrible, she supposed.

	Everywhere she looked, however, the ocean still seemed the same.

	Dark, blue and green, and impossible to see through.

	“I’m going to go pace around or something before I go crazy.”

	“If you need something to do, lets go over the plan one more time–”

	There was no response from Elena von Fueller as she stormed off around the crates.

	Marina had dyed Elena’s hair black and given her a matching gray pantsuit to wear in order to disguise her. When anyone complicit asked who she was, Marina told them she was a G.I.A. analyst just like herself. When they had to talk to civilians, she was nobody. She had not even picked a fake name, despite ample time and multiple suggestions, much to Marina’s vexation.

	“How about Leda?” Marina suggested.

	“Go fuck yourself.” Elena shouted back.

	That had been the result of the last such conversation.

	They had not spoken much and every time they did, Marina hardly knew what to say.

	So, most of the time, they said nothing to each other.

	Elena continued to follow her. And Marina was content enough with that outcome.

	When they finally had some peace and could settle down, Marina would try to fix things.

	That’s what she told herself whenever Elena had one of her furies.

	Until then she just needed to move on. Marina had moved on; she had to, for Elena’s sake.

	“That’s an interesting ship.”

	As they approached Serrano station, Marina caught sight of a ship anchored to one of the lower docks as their own cargo ship searched for its own anchor point. It was an old hauler, she thought, the kind of ship that had a lot of character, and had probably taken a beating across the decades. That thick, unadorned prow was a bit odd — maybe it had been an icebreaker in Volgia in a past life. That angular profile probably suggested fairly expedient construction.

	“You get all kinds down here, huh? I guess Sverland is an island of peace right now.”

	An island of peace amid the storm of brewing civil war.

	And only because its own government was just too weak to have any ambitions.

	Or maybe because nobody had figured out how to conduct this war quite yet.

	Marina thought it would’ve been morbidly funny if they needed another catalyst now.

	Vogelheim wasn’t enough — the next provocation will tip things over.

	She cracked a dumb little smile and she didn’t even know what for.

	When the cargo ship docked into Serrano, a member of the crew ushered Marina and Elena into a crate. In silence and darkness, the pair waited, while their environment shook around them. That crate, along with the crate carrying Marina’s S.E.A.L, was moved to a warehouse in the port by labor suits. Once everything was properly warehoused and discretely inventoried, they cracked open Marina’s crate and let her out. With that, she and Elena had just illegally entered Serrano.

	“Thanks for the help.” Marina said.

	In the warehouse, she met a member of the crew and one of the dockworkers.

	Both of them looked briefly around themselves then got to business.

	“You’ll be leaving again today, with your cargo. We just need to know the ship that you’ll be taking. We don’t organize any of that, but we got a guy. He sets the itinerary. You go to him, you come back here, you tell us where to move the cargo, and then you’re out again. Nobody knows anything they don’t need to, and nobody messes with each other’s business.”

	Marina nodded. “Where’s this guy located?” She asked.

	“He’s in Long-Term Warehousing No. 6. It’s on this tier, deeper into the city. Call him Benny, he runs the front office. He’ll know you. Just tell him the last station you were at before.”

	There was no tension between anybody, despite the nature of their business. Everyone was professional, direct, and their heads ran cool. It was almost chummy. Marina got the sense that this was pretty routine for the dockworkers and the crews they smuggled with. They had been running this operation for a while and had everything down to a science. Unless there was a big shakeup in security or someone made a grievous mistake, these guys could just keep doing this forever.

	When she walked out of the warehouse it was with a renewed confidence.

	Everything was going to be just fine.

	“How are you feeling? Ever been to a Station like this before?”

	Marina glanced sideways at Elena, who was staring up at the sky with wide-eyed wonder.

	“Of course, I’ve been to them, but–”

	“Never to the lower level?”

	“Well, no.”

	Serrano was a tiered, pillar-type city. Unlike Vogelheim, they did not waste real estate by simulating a massive artificial sky. Instead, up above they could see the bottom of the next tier of habitations, maybe 80-100 meters up. Serrano was an enormous station, and had three tiers of habitat and two ports. With its base some 1200 meters beneath the Nectaris, it rose up to around the 800-meter line to the surface. Still perfectly safe, but thoroughly massive.

	Light was provided mainly on the street level of each tier, with some hovering fixtures farther above simulating a slightly broader “daytime” light that still held no candle to the idyllic brightness of Vogelheim. Marina supposed the upper tiers were probably nicer and brighter than the lower. On the bottom tier, outside the port, the layout took the form of a somewhat crowded urban core. There were hundreds of streets and alleys that wound around rectangular buildings of nearly identical, mass-produced construction that loomed overhead like concrete and steel giants. Video signs were plastered everywhere to advertise shops and businesses small and large, shining colorful lights and singing catchy slogans. Everything was so busy. There was nowhere without a crowd.

	Elena looked quite ridiculous with her innocent, gawping face paired with her pantsuit and tie.

	“Try not to stare quite so much.” Marina said, as they walked through the crowd.

	“What do all these people do? Where do they go?” Elena said, overwhelmed by the sight.

	“What are you asking me for? To their jobs. To go buy food. To get out of town.”

	“I’m asking you because you’re my escort! Because of your own schemes, you bastard!”

	In response, Elena turned her head away in a huff. At least she didn’t take off running.

	Marina sighed a little bit. She did not know why she had gotten so impatient.

	“Hey, look, I’m sorry El– Ellie, I’m a little bit on edge about everything–”

	Elena shot her a furious glare.

	“Go to hell.”

	She said nothing the rest of the way to the warehouse.

	Breaking up the landscape of looming eight and ten story buildings was a park full of very wide warehousing buildings that were fenced off and lower to the ground. Marina found the one with the “no. 6” label in big yellow letters and made her way to its front office. It was a sleepy place. There seemed to be a few workers outside the other warehouses, but almost nobody at the sixth one. There was a labor suit parked outside that looked like it was collecting dust.

	“Good morning! We’re here from Pluto station, to see about a ship?”

	Marina walked in through the front door. Elena despondently followed.

	Warehouse No. 6’s front office was entirely plain. A boxy room with a few chairs that folded out of the wall, a single long desk, a poster on the wall that explained the “cargo cycle” as if it was an organic, circular process. A tantalizing door into a dark room. There was nobody at the desk until Marina called out, then an unassuming older man in a work vest walked out to the desk.

	“Pluto station? Yeah, I was expecting you. I’m Benny.”

	He reached out a hand and gave Marina a firm shake.

	“You got a strong shake for a lady! Ever thought of giving up all the subterfuge and going into logistics? It’s honest work, nobody bothers you, and you get to see all kinds of stuff come in.”

	“Not interested.” Marina said quickly. She didn’t want to chit-chat or listen to an old man’s jokes. “I’d like to move quickly, if that’s alright with you.”

	“No time for a coffee?”

	He smiled affably. Marina narrowed her eyes at him.

	“Who’s that back there? Want me to explain the poster?”

	Marina glanced back at Elena, who was deep in contemplation of the poster of the wall. Benny smiled at her and tried to direct attention to her.

	This was much too obvious.

	“She’s fine.” Marina said bluntly. “Benny, why are you wasting my time?”

	As collected as he looked, Marina saw through the façade immediately.

	He was clearly stalling. She reached her hand behind her back for her gun.

	“Whoa, whoa!” Benny said. “Okay! Look. You just have to wait a bit– There’s been a bit of a change of plans– but you still have a ride out of here. You just need to wait a bit longer, and I’ll get you out of here, I promise.”

	“Change of plans?”

	Marina reached across the desk and grabbed Benny by the neck.

	“What changed about the plans, Benny? Go over it with me.”

	Elena looked taken aback by the sudden violence.

	“M-Marina! That’s a bit much isn’t it? He said he still has a ship for us!”

	“Don’t call me that!” Marina shouted back at her.

	Elena flinched.

	In that moment, squeezing some random warehouse worker’s neck while screaming at the Princess really made Marina hate herself. Not that she could do anything different. This just seemed to be her lot in life; already, nothing was going according to plan. Her heart was drumming to a frightening beat. She needed to know what had gone wrong and how.

	“Benny, talk!”

	Marina shoved him back against the wall.

	“Okay! Cooler heads, please!” Benny grabbed hold of his neck, breathing rapidly. “We had a ship lined up to smuggle a bunch of stuff to the Union including you. We do this all the time. All kinda people want to get down there or up here. But the ship got stopped on the way. That also happens all the time! It doesn’t mean anything to you, they don’t know who you are!”

	He was trying to calm her down, and Marina did not believe any of that.

	“Benny, what do you mean the ship was stopped?”

	“You sound so dangerous! Look, there’s a lot of security with the present situation. All our crews know what to do when they get inspected, and the ship is clean. It’s when it gets here that it gets dirty, so all it is, is that it’s late. I’m getting you a new ride, that is gonna be here on time. I promise you!”

	Marina breathed out. 

	If it was just that, then maybe she had nothing to worry about.

	“I paid a lot of money for professional smuggling down to the border.”

	“These guys are more than professionals, okay?”

	“I’m really skeptical right now, Benny.”

	Benny had a nervous excitement in his voice that Marina didn’t like at all.

	“Listen, you won’t regret this one, ok? This is fresh information, so you’re in luck. Just listen here: there’s a Union ship that just arrived at the port, and you can get on board, no extra charges. That’s how communists do business, you know? Everything already got worked out between us.” He said.

	Marina crossed her arms. “I thought the smuggling here was all done by private ships?”

	“Sometimes the Union sneaks themselves across. They got spies and such, you know?”

	“Okay, so these are Union spies?”

	“These are some real deal Union commissars. Forgive my language, but real spec-ops motherfuckers, you know? You won’t meet anyone more elite.”

	“Why are you marketing them to me? How do you even know all of this?”

	Benny looked briefly taken aback at Marina’s constant skepticism.

	“I’m trying to get you to calm down so you won’t do anything crazy!”

	Marina moved on to the next phase of intimidation and took her gun out.

	She slammed her hand, with the gun, on the front desk. She leaned forward.

	“How the hell am I supposed to trust you? The ship that was SUPPOSED to take me south has suddenly disappeared, but just as suddenly you’ve got a new ship, that just came in? Just what the fuck is the Union doing down here, Benny? What kind of operation are YOU running out of this dump?”

	Benny raised in his hands in his own defense.

	“Look, I’m just one part of a chain, ok? I don’t have all the answers. I’m someone’s guy, and someone’s my guy. I’m telling you all I know, because it’s all I was told. That’s how we do business here. Now me, I’m here because I’m good at de-escalation. So, I’ll tell you this: if you want to get out of here, today, or ever, just sit tight and wait for the nice commies to show up.”

	Elena stomped her foot on the ground at that point.

	Both Benny and Marina looked over to her with surprise.

	“Mari– Mary–” Elena began.

	Marina groaned. “That’s not even the right–”

	“Mary, please stop fighting with the gentleman, it’s getting us nowhere.”

	Benny pointed at Elena with a grin.

	“Listen to the girl. Good head on her shoulders, that one.”

	Marina ignored the interruption. 

	“Why are Union special operations coming to this trash heap?”

	“They’re picking up something!” Benny said. “They can pick you up too!”

	“What something are they picking up? This makes no goddamn sense!”

	“I’m not gonna tell you about their business! Ask them when they show up.”

	“Stop fighting!” Elena shouted.

	At that moment, the office door opened again.

	“Good morning! We’re here to pick up?”

	Through the door entered three women in the same uniform, a teal half-jacket over a button-down shirt and long pants. One was clearly in front of the pack, a tall, dark-haired and dark-skinned young woman with an awkward smile. Behind her, unsmiling, was a younger woman with long white hair, and a third inexpressive woman with a spiraling silver ponytail and a pair of thick grey antennae. All three barged into the office quite suddenly, stopped, and stared at the occupants for a few moments.

	“Um. I’m Murati,” the taller one said, “I mean– I came from Cyril station!”

	

	

	 


Arc 1 Intermissions 

	I.1 “Obsession”

	For fifty seconds the image was unclear. Predominantly cut through by bands of grey static. But there was color; tantalizing color. Whether the color was a result of the video’s degradation or smeared because of it, unknown, but there were a few stray bands of color. There was audio, wind gushing, metal rattling. Something like a rope and chain clanked periodically. The algorithm tried to sort out the colors.

	Once the algorithm ran, the video began to play anew.

	Fifty seconds.

	This was the buried treasure in the coffin. Nothing organic had withstood the brutality the coffin was subjected to, nothing but the most trace amounts of fluid that might have contained some DNA. 

	Nevertheless, the technology was magnificent, and some of it had survived.

	Nothing but seconds. Fifty seconds from a mythical time and place.

	Some grain was removed from the video.

	Was that a blue sky?

	Could she trust the picture of that blue sky she had never seen in the flesh?

	There was no sense in being skeptical. She had nothing to lose by believing.

	She ran the video against the computers, again and again.

	Obsessively.

	Obsession characterized the Sunlight Foundation.

	Obsession characterized her.

	In a past life she had spent several painful decades working to repair the first ever bit of Surface Era footage ever recovered by the Foundation. She acquired a good solid chunk of silicon storage, full of data marred by a tongue of purple agarthic energy. She had worked so obsessively to make that footage visible that she gave herself a second problem to solve, absentmindedly, while she was at it — how to keep living long enough to somehow, sometime, finish repairing that piece of video.

	Both of those endeavors made everything that followed so much easier.

	That fifty seconds of video, garbled beyond recognition, was run against recovered video from several other sources. Heavily trained computers began to sharpen the image, to undo the damage that had been done to it, to replace elements according to what she knew to be correct. Soon, she could see it again. That beautiful, sunny sky. There were clouds, distant, licking the earth with tongues of glowing purple lightning. 

	There was enough sky that she could place it.

	She had divided the history of the Surface Era into a few broad periods.

	Those clouds told her that this video was situated just before the end of that world.

	Much of that video was a blue sky, a beautiful blue sky.

	A portion of the picture was taken up by a close gray object. Like a concrete pillar.

	She imagined the context. A concrete pillar, flying in the sky? Chains and ropes?

	Perhaps it was the camera of an ancient station. About to be dropped into the Ocean.

	Her curiosity peaked. Her mind filled with questions out of that unconfirmed assumption.

	Who dropped it? Where? Why had this camera ended up in their Imbrium Ocean?

	She was so excited that it flooded over into a different emotion: frustration.

	How was it that they collectively forgot about something so magnificent?

	She knew the answer to that last question, of course. Why did they forget? That one was the easiest mysteries to solve even if she did not account for her own biases. After their descent into the oceans, Humanity were just homesick monkeys who turned to religion and war and ruined everything beautiful. That was why these ocean-bound degenerates had forgotten the utopia that they had come from. Somehow, around the time she was born, they had already destroyed so much of their heritage. And for what? 

	For control of these dismal prisons within the Ocean?

	They destroyed so much, lost so much, forgot so much, that she had to stand in a cold room under the Ocean scrobbling a fifty second video over and over, like a starving woman gnawing–

	No. Not that metaphor. Any other metaphor but that one. She held her head in pain.

	“I should do something about that memory. I don’t want to think about that again.”

	It didn’t matter. It didn’t matter why the ocean-dwellers lost this knowledge.

	All that mattered was learning everything they could and reclaiming their knowledge.

	Reclaiming and using the secrets of the Surface Era to return where humanity belonged.

	She looked through the video again, frame by frame.

	At one point, she saw something moving, something fast and metallic.

	 She paused the video. She focused the computer’s attention on that frame, that object.

	Her eyes drew wide with excitement, and she put on a child-like smile.

	Once the object in the image was enhanced, she understood what it was.

	“A jet fighter! That is a jet fighter! So, they were flying! Flying in the sky!”

	She waved her hand at one of the screens, and a dossier on the Surface Era objects known to the Foundation as “jet fighters” appeared. A sleek vehicle used to deliver explosives to a target. Flying through the air, without the density and resistance of water to slow them down, they were faster than anything that could ever live underwater. A testament to the Surface Era humans’ superiority. Divers did not even slightly compare.

	“I’m coming in.”

	Sovereign “Yangtze” of the Sunlight Foundation looked over her shoulder.

	The door to the laboratory opened, and a woman walked calmly inside.

	A woman of ageless beauty, pearl-pink skin and soft features frozen in young adulthood. Blue hair, very slightly curly, reached down just below a sleek jawline. Extremely tiny digits danced over her bright blue cybernetic eyes calculating something or other. Her clothes were simple, a sleeveless vest over a button-down shirt, a suit jacket and pants, over which she wore a white coat. However, in the pathetic societies of the Ocean-dwelling, the all-organic suit and shirt were worth a king’s ransom.

	Only the coats were synthetic. They got dirty or broken often. It was easier that way.

	Real clothes helped remind them of their stature, and of the things they coveted.

	But Euphrates was different. She lacked Yangtze’s obsession. In fact, she criticized it.

	An absolute fool; her brain must have been addled after being alive too long.

	Euphrates turned that familiar unfriendly face at Yangtze.

	“I’m back from the Northern Imbrium. It was a bigger nest than we thought. I’ll be heading to the Southern Imbrium next. Just wanted to report back before I went.”

	“Welcome back. How kind of you. Did the abyss provide a stimulating challenge?”

	“It was nothing we couldn’t handle; the problem is the nests are gradually growing faster and more diverse.”

	“It’s good, isn’t it? Someday they’ll repopulate this dreadful Ocean.”

	“Yangtze, those things are practically anathema to natural life. I know you like them, but–”

	“Do you ever think about how this world has lost such a ridiculously large amount of life?” Yangtze said. She was trying to get Euphrates to think of things in a different way. And yet, she began to lose herself in the middle of her rhetoric as well, to the point that she could only distantly hear herself speak. “Billions of humans died in the recent memory of those who mourned them. Don’t you think it’s insane how little we care now? Our biodiversity here in the Ocean utterly collapsed. Ninety percent of the species that were alive are dead. Maybe that’s why the early years of the Ocean-dwellers were so chaotic and destructive. We worked out the insanity of our grief back then.” In the end, she knew she had not said anything effectively convincing.

	Maybe she needed more than a few memory edits to keep her brain going.

	Euphrates narrowed her eyes, perhaps frustrated. Yangtze sighed, feeling bullied.

	“You don’t have to be quite so strict; you know?” She finally said.

	Euphrates shrugged.

	“If we’re going to talk about lost life; Vogelheim station was destroyed.”

	“So?”

	Yangtze had spoken a bit thoughtlessly, but she genuinely just did not care.

	Euphrates, putting her hands in her coat pockets, shot her a sharp glare.

	“They’re still working out the casualty figures, but the fact remains–”

	“During the Strife, some seven or eight hundred years ago, 40% of all standing stations were destroyed.”

	“Does that make it fine that habitations are being destroyed right now?”

	Yangtze shrugged. “A single station was lost, but the Republic and the Empire can both build new kinds of stations. Yes, they are smaller than the stations they inherited after the strife, and not as sophisticated, but they can. Even the Union can build agri-spheres! If you’re worried about the extinction of humanity, then you should be here helping me. But I don’t begrudge you that. I just don’t really care about stations.”

	Euphrates lifted an eyebrow.

	“You care about life, but not stations. Is your brain doing okay? Did you do your cognitive exercises lately?”

	Yangtze put on a weary expression.

	“I maybe dissociated a little today. I will have my memory checked soon.”

	Euphrates nodded with understanding, maybe even compassion.

	“Why did you have me leak information to intervene in Vogelheim?”

	Euphrates liked to use the phrase ‘intervene’ casually. The Sunlight Foundation was not supposed to ‘intervene’ in foreign affairs. They were supposed to do their best not to ‘intervene’ with the ocean-dwellers. Yangtze had far different criteria for what ‘intervening’ meant. After all, they were citizens of this Ocean too. It was inevitable they would have to take action sometimes.

	They had already taken action before. Euphrates even participated.

	That hypocrite, getting self righteous and emotional far after the fact!

	“It wasn’t for the station. It was returning a favor to someone.” Yangtze said.

	“How did you come to owe some G.I.A. agent a favor?” Euphrates said.

	“It wasn’t for the G.I.A. agent. It wasn’t even for the Princess or anybody there.”

	“I don’t follow.”

	“It was for someone who died.”

	Euphrates smiled a little. “I didn’t take you for someone with respect for the dead.”

	“It’s not really respect, and it was not I who really felt it. I saw a chance, due to the situation, to assuage some irrational feelings. Let’s call it pity. Pity that an earlier version of me possessed. Or perhaps, if it strikes you as more authentic, we can say I did it purely out of personal whimsy.”

	“I suppose I would call this version of you whimsical.” Euphrates said.

	Behind Yangtze, there was a ding, as the computers recovered something new in the video.

	She turned around to monitor, and saw a series of numbers.

	Her eyes and smile spread wider and wider.

	“Yes! These could be coordinates! Or some other kind of metadata! Oh I must decipher this!”             

	Euphrates watched with a perplexed expression, as Yangtze returned to her obsession.

	“She wasn’t always like this, was she?” Euphrates murmured.

	

	

	 


I.2 “The Queen”

	Polity:  Empire of Greater Veka

	Naval Strength: Grand Eastern Fleet (1200 ships)

	A succession of events precipitated the de-facto, if not strictly legal or official, partitioning of the Imbrian Empire into its constituent ducal states. Chief among them was the death of Emperor Konstantin von Fueller, but this only provided the gasoline. Vogelheim withdrew a match from the box; and the uprising in Bosporus lit the match and threw it. While the Volkisch’s violence had the aristocrats on edge, it was the leftists who truly terrified the upper classes into organizing.

	To protect their own interests, the ducal governments sought the loyalty of military and industrial leaders within their own territory. What followed was a time of logistic flux, where ships defected, enterprises fled to their preferred states, and assets shuffled between the various territories. There was a state of war that was both open and public, and unacknowledged and subtle. Loyal military vessels would set up “defensive patrols” in stations to occupy them for “their” side; corporations based in multiple nations began to “transfer” their assets to the side they picked, as fast as they could; stocks of food, weapons and ammunition were bought up, stolen, lost, taken.

	In this preamble to war there were only two military forces that suffered no defections.

	First was Erich von Fueller’s Grand Western Fleet.

	Second, Carmilla von Veka’s Grand Eastern Fleet.

	The Vekan state held together strongly while other nations fell into their organized chaos.

	In Veka, all enterprises were state-owned. Food and jobs were essentially state-subsidized.

	In the decades before the Emperor’s death, the Vekan state’s free market experiments ended in the collapse of many of its native industries. Wracked with corruption and inefficiency, Veka became characterized by the broader Imperial culture as a failing state that was gobbling up Imperial money into the coffers of incompetent and hedonistic oriental lords. Quietly, and slowly, Veka’s ducal government “bailed out” its failing enterprises and managed them directly.

	For years, Veka lived up to its negative image. While Rhinea’s industrial monopolies grew to post profits unmatched by any other state, production and growth in Veka lagged behind. Veka was important to the Empire as a bulwark against what they saw as the savagery across its borders to the Mare Crisium in the east. Especially the warlike Kingdom of Hanwa and the collapsed, chaotic state of Katarre, a massive territory whose people were trapped in a perpetual civil war threatening to spill into Imbria. For this reason alone, Veka was propped up with military spending and deliveries of state of the art hardware. The House of Fueller refused to open its purse strings for Vekan agriculture or industry, however, due to its history.

	Slowly, steadily, with patience and diligence, largely unacknowledged, Veka recovered. Within the past five years, while Rhinean workers saw their standard of living decline as the profits of the monopolies soared, the Vekan people saw gradual improvement in their caloric intake and wages. More people were employed, food prices slowly stabilized, and trade in luxury goods rose.

	When this first, phony stage of the civil war began, Veka remained highly stable.

	Its military forces were by and large composed of ethnic Vekans, with the odd foreigners here and there such as Yunnese or Katarran. Unlike the more complicated ethnic and state identities of the Imbrians, Vekans in the Imperial Navy could all reasonably claim to be serving in and thus defending their own homes. Therefore, the Grand Eastern Fleet easily became a “Vekan” fleet at the outset of the civil war, and not one man in the fleet had any reason to flee outside Veka.

	All of Veka’s important industries were owned by the House of Veka and managed by the state. While they were more modest in size and scope than a firm like Rhineametalle, they could produce enough goods at a decent enough quality standard to sustain the Imperial art of war as Veka practiced it. They could produce in every key sector from energy, to weapons platforms, to ammunition. There was no economic upheaval, because the firms could not just decide to transport all their plants to Skarsgaard in exchange for preferential taxation or cheaper labor. In essence, for the past few decades, Veka had somehow stolen a march on its civil war rivals, and nobody had even known that these conditions would have prepared Veka so well.

	Compared to the rest of the Empire, Veka had a particularly tolerant culture that also helped prevent widespread social chaos at the start of the civil war. Leftist uprisings fizzled out quickly in Veka, finding little grassroots support. Most people simply did not live poorly enough in Veka to be convinced to fight the government that by and large employed and thereby fed and clothed them. And those who did try to organize against the ducal government were crushed brutally. One place Vekan cruelty did greatly exceed that of its rival states, was in its carceral culture.

	By and large, however, most people felt somewhat comfortable with their lot in Veka.

	One of those tolerated transplants who had come to enjoy Veka’s hospitality, was a Shimii from the north, who had been given the name Victoria van Veka. She had sat out the first days of civil war aboard a ship, with scarce access to news or intelligence. Once she arrived at the Vekan capital of Ulan, she was happy to see the city life continuing as she remembered it before.

	There were crowds, bustling in the streets. Government trucks ferried raw materials such as metal and raw foodstuffs to be processed into goods, or in some cases, to sell the raw material for the use of craftsmanship. Shops of all sorts flanked her as she walked down the main city street. Most of them sold government goods at a small profit, but the economy was liberalizing slowly, and many shops began to sell goods that were made by small private groups with raw materials.

	Up above, flat panels projected a very false blue sky that still gave Victoria some comfort. It was nothing like the sky over Vogelheim in its artifice, not even close. And yet, the falsity of it was what reminded her of home. She was home, and it was safe. Her wounds had almost healed, she had rest and clean clothes. Vogelheim was far behind her, but her hands brimmed with nervous energy nonetheless. She was still coming down from the fight, somewhere inside herself.

	Victoria was a student of history, so she was not expecting Ulan to be in disarray.

	She was still impressed, judging by how the situation appeared in other places.

	And perhaps, she was impressed, because having been in chaos, she expected no reprieve.

	“No more tarrying, then. I will go see her. Then I will definitely feel better.”

	Victoria made her way to the white and brown, palatial manse of the House of Veka.

	Like the rest of Ulan, the Vekan ducal estate had an earthy, lived-in atmosphere. Unlike the Villa at Vogelheim there were no wooden walls. There was no wood anywhere. But the metal was painted and textured so it seemed like varnished wood. Dark umber, gold and pearl were common colors and surface patterns in the décor. Thin trailing green vines rose up in the interior in certain places, such as the side of the main staircase, the columns on the second-floor landing, and various walls. They grew small, pretty white and gold blooms. These were genetically modified “designer plants” that were fed by the misting systems that periodically cleaned the walls.

	While the Estate was vast, it housed few people these days. Government functions were now hosted in a bunkered office beneath the center of town, and the Estate was exclusively housing the Duchess, Carmilla von Veka, and a small coterie. There were two maids who helped her with cleaning and clothes, an Estate purser who managed their goods and the Duchess’ personal finance, a personal doctor, and a few security guards. And then, Victoria herself also lived there now.

	She was home. These were the walls she had known for many years now.

	From the landing on the second floor, she followed a long hallway, flanked with portraits.

	All of the grandiose men and women who had ruled Veka looked down at her.

	When she first entered this estate, she was twenty, and terrified of this gothic scenery.

	Now she was twenty-five, just like Elena, and the portraits struck her far differently.

	She would not be crushed by their grandeur. In fact, their brand of rulership was obsolete.

	At the end of the hallway, behind a set of double doors, there was an office.

	Victoria hesitated for a moment.

	“I’ve returned, ma’am.”

	She had not hesitated out of fear. She just wanted to have the perfect greeting.

	Soon as the door opened, she found herself scooped up into a woman’s chest.

	Picked up, with an arm around her waist, a second behind her head, stroking her hair.

	Carmilla von Veka pushed her against a wall and took her lips into a passionate kiss.

	Overwhelmed with emotion, Victoria let her defenses down in the other woman’s warmth.

	She was tall, strong, safe. She was Victoria’s home, and Victoria gave back the passion she was given.

	Their kiss lasted precious, healing seconds where neither of them had to be on guard.

	They parted and locked eyes. The taste of that kiss lingered on Victoria’s lips.

	A kiss that tasted like fragrant tea. Carmilla had taken that kiss and many before.

	She stood before Victoria in the throes of a passion. Her golden eyes wept with joy.

	“My precious jewel, you’ve returned safe and sound! I’m so relieved to see you.”

	Had anyone seen the two women in such a state of vulnerability they may have found it ridiculous.

	That cold Shimii and the Empire’s own “Queen of the Eastern Wilderness.”

	Thankfully they were very much alone.

	Victoria was so happy; she was nearly moved to tears herself.

	“I’m home.” She said, taking in the sight of her lover, her heart beating wildly.

	She could do nothing but drink of the sight of that woman and think, she’s perfect.

	Carmilla von Veka was a statuesque woman, as if a mythical figure that had been carved from pale gold. Victoria would have composed poetry about the sight of her body, even though creative pursuits were not her strong point. The Duchess was lithe and long-limbed with an excellent figure, visibly fit with slim muscles on her shoulders, stomach and limbs and yet a warm, ample bosom soft enough for Victoria to sink into. She was taller than Victoria by over a head.

	She was ten years her senior, but Carmilla had a beauty that Victoria could only call eternal.

	Among the Vekan court she was once complimented by saying she was “built like a horse.” Such a compliment would have meant death in any other part of the Empire, but in Veka it referred to her grace, beauty and strength, found only in those rare and legendary animals which they raised only for their magnificence. In Victoria’s fancy, she sometimes compared her to a fertility idol.

	Her face had an arresting majesty that Victoria could never forget, no matter how separated they were. A soft-featured but striking profile with skin a gentle olive-brown, and she wore makeup just as gently, a touch of red on her lips and a touch of blue around her eyes. She had what Victoria considered to be perfect facial features. High cheekbones, but gentle cheeks that gave her jaw a good angle, neither too gaunt nor too round. An elegant nose with a gentle brow. Her hair was a magnificent dark golden-brown, voluminous and falling in silky waves. While much of it tied back into a business-like ponytail that day, there remained several long locks framing her face.

	She could wear anything, from a formal suit, to a military uniform, but on that date, she wore a long-sleeved, black outfit ornamented with patterns of gold leaves. It was stark, grandiose. While the top looked much like the fancy bodice of a dress, below the waist, the outfit seamlessly became a pair of tight pants. There were gaps along the hips and back, and the completely exposed shoulders and collarbone, that revealed the white bodysuit she wore beneath that dramatic one-piece. Complex, geometric, translucent heels cheekily exposed her feet.

	Victoria was moved further and further to tears the more she looked over Carmilla.

	She was perfect; she was perfect! Beautiful, smart, compassionate.

	She was hers. She was her Carmilla. And she was Carmilla’s precious Victoria.

	Nobody ever made her feel so wanted, so supported, so safe.

	For Carmilla, Victoria could sink a fleet. She could exterminate an army.

	This was the profundity of the love that Victoria felt in the arms of that woman.

	A depth of emotion swelled in her breast that she could feel for no other person.

	“You were this worried about me?” Victoria asked.

	“Of course, I was worried!” Carmilla replied. “I’m well aware of the danger you were in.”

	“But despite that, you let me go?”

	“Of course I let you go!”

	Carmilla put Victoria down, her feet gently touching the floor again.

	She let go of her, and looked at her with a serious expression, no petting or fussing.

	“I respect you and I trust you! I won’t belittle your convictions. But I will worry.”

	“Thank you. That means a lot to me.”

	Victoria looked her in the eyes again, this time looking up at Carmilla.

	She averted her gaze. “I– I failed, ma’am. I don’t know the status of Elena von Fueller, but Vogelheim was destroyed. The Volkisch Movement were the perpetrators. Like in my dream.”

	“I know, dear. You’ve been through so much. Sit down with me. Please.”

	An invitation to sit was an invitation for Victoria to let down her guard and relax.

	Sighing gently, her heart beating strongly, Victoria followed Carmilla’s lead.

	Carmilla’s office was spacious and comfortable. In the back of the room she had her desk, mainly taken up by a keyboard, touchpad and a monitor installed on an adjustable arm. The actual mainframe was buried underground, and everything they used on a daily basis was a thin client that made use of its computing power. Aside from the computer, Carmilla had little on her desk. All of her reading, review and signing was done digitally.

	There was a much larger monitor installed on an adjustable arm attached to a rail in the ceiling. It could function as a display for videoconferencing, or it could be tuned to the 24-hour broadcasts by the state network. Carmilla used a small remote control to set it to the state music channel, which played soft, relaxing folk tunes most of the day. It created a comfortable ambiance in the room. As the network had expanded so significantly the past few years, Carmilla could have possibly conferred with her counterparts in other nations through video calls from that monitor.

	Finally, there was a large couch along the left-hand wall, dark red, firm but plush.

	Carmilla sat on the couch, and patted her hand at her side, urging Victoria to join her.

	Smiling, Victoria took her place beside the Duchess. It was rare that she felt so comfortable.

	She relaxed against the back of the couch and let her body lean against Carmilla’s side, feeling her warmth through her tight clothes. Victoria felt the Duchess’ hand settle on her shoulder first, and then glide up the nape of her neck, behind the back of her head, up to the base of her fluffy brown cat ears. 

	Victoria’s tail swayed contentedly as Carmilla’s fingers traced the firm cartilage.

	Her fingers were so slender, so soft, brushing over the ear flap from the base to the tip.

	Victoria’s whole body stirred as the duchess stroked her so gently.

	She closed her eyes. From her chest, she let out a soft purr.

	“How is this?” Carmilla asked.

	A trimmed fingernail scraped where her ears met her head, delivering a rough sensation.

	At first teasingly, but then with a firm and continuous rhythm.

	Victoria’s hands kneaded on the couch. Her hips trembled. Tiny, almost surprised gasps escaped the Shimii’s lips. Carmilla teased her ears in the exact way that drove her mad. 

	First a scratch, then a firm rub from the fingertip, bending the ear; draw back for another scratch; repeat. Faster, building up heat each time. Victoria pressed her body against Carmilla’s, moaning gently.

	“That’s what I love to see. My precious Varisha, in the glow of happiness.”

	Hearing the Duchess’ voice cooing her secret name while scratching her ears, while feeling the warmth of her body and the firmness of her grip. It sent a thrill through Victoria’s chest and down her body.

	“Call me by my special name, Varisha.”

	In the midst of her passion, Victoria murmured it. “Mishagh–”

	She felt Carmilla’s finger moving faster. “Beautiful. Such a good girl.”

	Victoria’s tail shot straight up, quivering. She started to bow her head under the intensity of that touch.

	The Duchess’ finger slid down Victoria’s ears a final time before lifting off of her head.

	Victoria’s eyes drew wide with surprise.  Carmilla took her by the waist, pulling her close.

	“You’ll get more scritches soon. In the royal bed, next time.” She said, winking.

	Carmilla’s finger traveled down Victoria’s cheek. 

	She lifted the Shimii’s chin and bent down to kiss her. Gentle, brief, but reassuring.

	As their lips parted, Victoria’s head felt airy with contentedness.

	“Soon.” Victoria cooed. She was letting herself be vulnerable. Letting herself savor it.

	“Soon. Right now, I want you up and by my side. A historic event is about to unfold.”

	Victoria obediently sat up again.

	Carmilla’s gentle smile faded into her queenly mask. She turned a serious look on Victoria.

	They stared at each other for a moment, before the Duchess put on a little smile.

	“Don’t worry, it’ll be an amicable chat. But this is someone who can’t see my gentle side.”

	Carmilla leaned back, and stretched one arm around Victoria’s shoulder.

	Her other hand reached out to her desk. 

	Red rings formed around her golden eyes.

	A long, thin vaporizer pipe with fake wood finish rose into the air out of an open drawer.

	If she focused, Victoria could see the tiny threads of power lifting the pipe like fingers.

	That pipe hovered all the way to the couch, to be held tantalizingly in Carmilla’s other hand. A woman in one arm, a smoke in the other. She looked strong; business-like. It was the aura of the Empire’s “Queen of the Eastern Wilderness.” Victoria could feel the transformation occur.

	“We’ll begin shortly. Please watch me, Varisha. I’m stronger with your support.”

	Victoria nodded her head silently.

	She sidled closed to Carmilla, keeping her hands on her own lap.

	Soon after, the office’s main screen came down in front of them with a countdown.

	At the appointed time, a video call bridged a divide that had been broken decades ago. Through fiber relays and laser networks stretching many kilometers, Ulan in Veka connected with Mt. Raja in Solstice. It was the first Union-Imperial video conference between national leaders.

	In front of them, on the screen, two women with dark skin and hair appeared. They were both wearing military uniforms. Premier Bhavani Jayasankar was dressed in an ornate green uniform with numerous decorations. Beside her stood her own attendant, Commissar-General Parvati Nagavanshi, in a black and red uniform. Comparing attire, Carmilla looked downright casual. It was as if the Union was trying to project an image of pervasive militancy to them.

	Carmilla leaned forward, grinning. “Greetings, Union. We can speak; so, let us talk.”

	Premier Jayasankar returned a similar expression. She seemed to ignore the presence of Victoria in the room. “When we received a request to reestablish the trans-national network, I was quite ready to blow it off if it was traced to Skarsgaard or Rhinea. Those two hives of Imbrian supremacist thinking would have nothing to say that I wanted to hear. I’m only on this call because I am aware of the Empire’s attitudes toward Veka, historically. Therefore, you should talk first.”

	“Are we hoping to speak as equally racialized subjects then?” Carmilla said sweetly.

	“Let’s just say I have a small amount of sympathy for your position, but only that much.”

	“I understand, Premier. As a sign of my hospitality, I have an offer that will cost you little.”

	“We’re listening.”

	Carmilla lounged back in her seat and took a breath of her vaporizer.

	She blew a gentle-smelling smoke. Victoria likened it to the scent of fragrant tea.

	“Recently, the Empire changed its categorization of Union citizens, from ‘runaway slaves’ to ‘bandits and rebels’. It was part of a push to abolish slavery and slave-like legal conditions, mind you, but it still constituted a positive change in the Union’s status here.” Carmilla said.

	“Wow. Color me grateful for such generosity.” Premier Bhavani said, laughing.

	“I am ready to give the Union official recognition as a peer nation of the Empire.”

	“Well then. I suppose that is no small thing for you. And in exchange, you want–?”

	Carmilla smiled, and she leaned forward again as if whispering to the two communists. “I want a ceasefire, mutual intelligence cooperation, and recognition of the Empire of Greater Veka.”             

	Premier Bhavani’s face stretched into a broad grin. “Consider my interest piqued.”

	

	

	 


I.3 “Election Night”

	Polity: Duchy of Rhinea (“Rhinean National-Socialist Republic”)

	Naval Strength: Rhinean Defense Force (In flux), Volkisch Movement (~400 ships)

	As the night wore on and the votes were tallied, the crowds marching through the streets of Thurin station grew ever volatile. Protesters and counter-protesters clashed in each borough. Because it was a square arcology-type Station, the upper classes of Thurin had no “upper level” to fleet to that would have seen nothing of the fires and riots. Instead, the police presence was stretched thin guarding the gates to the government district and to the wealthy properties north of the city.

	Much to the anger of the protesting crowds, the authorities gave a clear preference to “right-wing” figures, defending them from crowds with high security including riot forces and even Divers at their homes and neighborhoods. Meanwhile, just that morning, a “left-wing” member of the Constituent Assembly was assassinated by a member of the Volkisch movement. There was no official protection for people who were known supporters of the “left-wing” agenda in Thurin.

	Philosophically, both sides claimed that what was at stake was the soul of the nation.

	Concretely, the night’s vote for Governor was taken as a referendum.

	Rhinea’s hereditary Dukedom had become politically and economically powerless over the years. Increasingly, private industries became fiefdoms of their own, particularly large institutions that made key goods, like Rhineametalle and Volwitz Foods. Enterprises began to provide the lion’s share of employment and standard of living and in turn commanded a greater share of the nation’s wealth. Aristocrats invested in Enterprises and ignored their dues to the Duke.

	While in other Duchies the governing aristocracy, the Duke and his closest Lords, had used personal investments, political alliances and military threats to remain firmly in control, in Rhinea, Duke Pfefner had inherited young and was too timid to spare himself becoming a figurehead. The moneyed class had de-facto control and the nation liberalized around the rule of the Purse. Contract and profit took over for blood. Rhinea was increasingly bourgeois, rather than aristocratic.

	They paid dues to the Imperial crown and enriched their own coffers; who would care about the Duke?

	Rhinea’s upper class made a gesture of sharing their economic control by allowing the population of Rhinea’s stations to vote for a chief executive to manage “ducal” affairs, as well as voting for members of the aristocracy and corporate boards to serve as politicians in a legislative Assembly. It was this system that brought the acrimonious situation in which the station found itself.

	Everyone knew the election was a referendum based on the three candidates available for Governor. Ossof Heidemann, a stakeholder in Volwitz Foods turned political activist, ran for increased democratic reform and liberal, Post-Imperial government. Adam Lehner, a right-wing politician from a bourgeois background, assembled a coalition of military, academic, religious and middle-class people with a message of nationalist populism. Karl Schlieffer stood for status quo; an aging ex-Admiral who sought rapprochement and to continue the unity of the Empire in some way.

	As far as the streets were concerned it was a contest between Lehner and Heidemann.

	“It is time for the people of Rhinea to stake a claim on that which the idle, the ennobled, and the ignorant demand to take from them! For far too long, our land, food, labor and treasure have supported the lives of bloodsucking parasites! Real Imbrians rise to retake Imbria!” shouted Lehner.

	“Rhinea has more than enough food, fuel and shelter for all of us! But the Empire is a relic of darker times and inefficient governance! We need greater democratic control of our resources! We should, all of us, give and get our fair share, so we can prosper together!” said Heidemann.

	Everyone agreed that the Empire’s days were numbered in Rhinea. Konstantin von Fueller was dead and Erich von Fueller couldn’t protect Vogelheim. Pure-blooded aristocrats were fleeing the state, afraid of populist violence no matter the political winner. And yet, history had two paths.

	Heidemann courted the nascent liberal political awakening. He received the begrudging support of more radical left-wing forces inspired by the student anarchist wave in Bosporus, but he did not acknowledge them for fear of inciting the average Rhinean into Lehner’s arms. So, with dark irony, there were anarchist riots essentially happening for him, sans his actual support.

	Lehner, meanwhile, was known to be a darling among the Volkisch Movement. They were a motley collection of violent people. Conspiracy theorists, free-market capitalists, pseudo-science believers, militants and patriots, and an odd contingent of “leftists” who had been swayed to the rather different conception of “the working class” that was at the crux of Volkisch populism.

	This was Lehner’s “National Proletariat,” the Volk for whom he enthusiastically fought for.

	These were the “counter-protesters” exchanging blows with the “rioters” on the streets.

	Above these demonstrations, video screens blared up to the minute election updates. Voting had begun that afternoon and was essentially completed before night. One particular detail that had agitated the rioters was how long the tallying was taking. Everyone voted by machine. Results should have been tallied very quickly. Both sides accused the other of vote fixing.

	Thurin’s streets raged with protests. Beneath the large, looming broadcast screens and the pale light of false star-lamps on the black steel sky, lit by the dim pink and blue neon of shop video-signs and the red and yellow of holographic directional signs, street markers and pedestrian warnings. The two sides waved signs, screamed slogans, and made sudden, opportunistic attacks.

	Particularly ferocious were the confrontations in Hertha Park. Atop the grasses and around the trees there was enough open space for a massive battle line to form. A sparse force of police stood with the Volkisch “counter-protesters.” Across from them, the leftist “rioters” had fashioned shields out of chassis pieces of overturned vending machines, lids ripped off the tops of municipal cleaning robots, and any other boards of polymer or thin sheets of metal they could scrape together.

	For weapons the leftists had anything they stole or scavenged that could be swung, as well as balloons full of paint or, for the craftier and more resourceful people, makeshift incendiaries. Meanwhile, it was no secret that the police had simply handed the Volkisch riot shields and vibro-batons in matching quantities and essentially deputized them to contain the “rioting” in Thurin.

	Heidemann himself made no comment disrespecting the integrity of the election, or police conduct.

	From the Lutz Hotel south of the central district, closer to the heart of the insurgency but not so much as to become directly involved or associated, Heidemann urged the rioters to calm down and return home a single, solitary time. This was his only communication with the rioters, delivered at the end of an election night speech thanking Thurin’s elections committee.

	“I admire their courage and professionalism on this occasion.” He said about Thurin’s authorities.

	This did little to assuage the crowd. Skirmishing continued to flare up across the city.

	Hertha Park in particular remained on the verge of exploding.

	Everyone who wished to remain uninvolved hid in their apartment rooms.

	At the doors to the hotel, the small amount of police officers there were given an order to relocate to Hertha Park, officially to shore up reinforcements since the Lutz was away from the violence. A small group of liberal protesters and a token presence of leftist militia replaced them. Not at all at Heidemman’s orders, but because they collectively thought they knew better than the old man what he needed at the moment, and conspiracist thinking was at all time high among them. They essentially became the only security detail Heidemman had beside his campaign staff.

	Midnight neared, and Hertha Park continued to deteriorate. Amid the dim, ethereal scene of Thurin’s nighttime cycle, the protest lines that had been jockeying for position finally and irreversibly collided. Shields smashed into unguarded bodies, pipes and vibrobatons swung and clashed. Scant firearms, stolen or smuggled in by both sides, went off in the distance. Cops within the rioting fired gas grenades that went up into green and yellow clouds among the warring sides.

	There was blood, there were bruises and broken bones. Both sides took terrible wounds.

	At first, the leftist side outnumbered the right-wing. They had an enormous crowd, and whenever someone was pushed back, clubbed, pepper sprayed, gassed, or otherwise routed, they had helping hands who could surround and protect them from further attack, if not with fighters then at least with supporters. Even when the only opposition was unarmed, the numbers were so out of proportion that individual right-wing attackers could not penetrate the left’s ranks. Because they themselves had no better organization than the left, they went on the defensive very quickly.

	Police prepared to escalate their presence as the violence started to grow out of control.

	Fighting went on inconclusively for what seemed like hours to the protesters. Fires started to rise and spread, police vehicles were captured and overturned. From many wounded, the night managed a few dead. Then, with blood still pooling on the ground in Thurin, the results came in.

	45.4% Heidemann.

	49.1% Lehner.

	Lehner was broadcast widely as the projected winner of the election.

	He was winner beyond any margin of error.

	Due to the chaotic situation, this information took some time to disseminate to the crowds.

	As the realization set in, the rightists started to grow emboldened.

	And the massive crowd of Heidemann supporters began to falter.

	Those who had been only chanting slogans or carrying signs for Heidemann stumbled first. They had been buoyed enough by the confidence of their peers to stay in the crowd, not engaged in fighting but able to bolster the leftist presence. These people started to peel away from the press of bodies, demoralized by the turn of events and unwilling to join a greater uprising. They had made themselves believe that the chaos of this night was permissible because it would end with Lehner’s defeat. Anyone on their side throwing a punch was throwing it for Heidemann.

	Unable to see a world where they could resist the Volkisch without their political leader, they retreated. Only the militant leftists remained, a front line left without hope of reinforcement.

	When the rightists saw the thinning of the crowds, they capitalized on the fear and disorder and pressed their attack. Now that they had the advantage of numbers, they could throw themselves into the leftists without fear of being overwhelmed. Cowardly as they had been when outnumbered, they grew ferocious against weakened prey. Those right-wing attackers who had individually been powerful grew more so, and rightists who didn’t dare throw a punch before now joined the fight.

	That night would be bloody for the leftist remnants in Hertha who stuck with the uprising.

	Once the night turned in the Right wing’s favor, police activity dropped dramatically.

	Open murder was essentially sanctioned in Hertha Park by the retreating authorities.

	Soon as the news reached him, Heidemann moved to announce a concession.

	“If I can’t change the outcome, I can at least try to stop the violence.” He said to his staff.

	He came down from his hotel suite, hoping to deliver a speech in the street outside.

	On the way down, he met with the grim-faced crowd of leftists who had come to the Lutz.

	Heidemann could not look them in the eye. He started to move through them.

	They had nothing to say to each other. It was farcical for the anarchists to remain there.

	However, the weight of history was dropping on all of them. Nobody knew what to do.

	Then into the flagging fire of their wills, a young woman spilled a tank of gasoline.

	“Drop your weapons and back away from the old man, now!”

	From around the corner, a small group came running in to confront Heidemann.

	Those accursed black uniforms awakened the spirit of the anarchist defenders on sight. They immediately formed a protective ring. Heidemann’s supporters grabbed him and pushed him and his staff back up to the door of the Lutz as the anarchists positioned themselves on the street to protect them. On the landing from the door to the Lutz, a confrontation suddenly brewed.

	A squad of Volkisch had arrived at the Lutz: led by a recognizable young woman.

	Heidelinde Sawyer, sporting a riot shield and a vibro-baton, stood at the front. She was flanked by a skinny, red-headed young woman holding on to a large weapon. And around them were four men in uniform. Likely they were all former Navy. Like Sawyer herself, a lot of the Rhinean Defence Force had defected to the Volkisch. Very few Navy defectors joined the leftists that night. It came to pass that one side had riot gear and the other improvised weapons.

	“We’re taking Heidemann into custody. Drop your weapons and leave.” Sawyer said.

	Before her stood at least fifteen leftists, armed with makeshift shields, knives and clubs.

	“We’re not giving up shit to you.” Said one of the leftists. “You bastards aren’t the law to us.”

	At Sawyer’s side, the young woman accompanying her put on a sadistic grin.

	“Listen to the boss lady, unless of course, you wanna show me a little red tonight.”

	Sawyer grunted. “Make yourself useful and apprehend Heidemann.”

	Her companion stepped forward. In her hands, she held what looked like a miniaturized Diver weapon. Though it resembled a jet lance, the pole did not appear to be coil-driven, since coil weapons had not been produced small enough for a human to wield. Instead, it had a thick handle like a vibroblade and trigger, attached to a magazine at the base of the spear. Those magazine-fed cartridges fired unfolding, arrow-like stakes. It was a Jet Harpoon, an expensive military weapon more common to K-9 boarding units, intended to shred humans without damaging ship interiors.

	 Her opponents shook at the sight of it.

	Unlike Sawyer, who wore riot armor and padding over her black uniform, sans helmet, this woman menaced the crowd in nothing but a black Volkisch uniform and peaked cap. A playful, mocking expression played about her lips, and her wine-red hair was collected into an ornate bun with two little brown sticks made to look like wood. But on a military salary, they had to be fake.

	As she stepped in front of the crowd, she swung her weapon to scare them.

	Sweeping in a harmless arc between herself and the anxious mob around Heidemann.

	Seeing their terrified reactions made her titter with joy.

	“Who do you think you people are?” Heidemann yelped, sweating bullets.

	Again, the woman accompanying Sawyer put on a grin.

	“Ever heard of the Samurai?” She laughed. “Ancient warriors who could cleave opponents in half with a swing of their sword? It’s an old Hanwan legend. I’m like a Samurai of the streets.”

	At that moment Sawyer rolled her eyes, instantly regretting her command decisions.

	“I’m not letting this crazy bitch scare me!”

	One of the leftists took a swing with a crowbar.

	“Hazel!” Sawyer shouted.

	In the next instant, Hazel caught the crowbar with her Jet Harpoon, blocking the swing. She pushed against the man who had attacked her, holding her weapon with both hands, pressing him with the blunt surface of the thick, cylindrical pole structure. Her speartip was pointed elsewhere as the two of them struggled, the man trying to push her back, her trying to push forward.

	Two other leftists in the formation moved to support him, hoping to throw the woman back. At first the confrontation appeared almost juvenile, like the false blows of a random street brawl.

	Then Volkisch Rottenführer Hazel Streichter pressed the trigger.

	A stake went flying past the man Hazel grappled and stabbed through two leftists in the wings of the phalanx. It went right through their shields. They must have been polymer or plastic boards with no way to withstand the jet-driven stake. Blood spilled onto the steps of the Lutz.

	Blood sprayed onto Heidemann’s staff and a speck upon his coat.

	He looked at it with widening eyes and his body began to shake.

	At the sight of his fallen comrades, the man grappling with Hazel fell back, shaken.

	Hazel retreated a step and pointed her jet harpoon confidently at the rest.

	“Anyone else want a taste of my steel?” She said coyly.

	“Oh my god, Hazel, shut up! Just shut the fuck up and go grab him for fuck’s sakes!”

	Sawyer stepped in front of her companion and swung her shield in a wide, brutal sweep.

	That blow knocked back the remaining few leftists in front of Heidemann and his staff.

	One more desperate phalanx cracked by the Volkisch that night.

	Sawyer stood before the cowering crowd and two dying people.

	She set her boot into an expanding pool of blood.

	Her eye had developed a twitch, and the arm she had swung with was shaking.

	Whether she was angry or mentally affected by the violence, no one knew.

	“Listen. None of you are worth my time. You can return to your lives tomorrow like none of this crap ever happened if you leave my sight right now. Otherwise, I’m going to break every last fucking bone in your fucking bodies. Do you understand? All of you lost. Step aside. Now!”

	“We can be more persuasive than that, Sawyer.”

	Over Sawyer’s radio, a third female voice spoke up.

	Around the corner, a sudden rumbling made the stones on the pavement shake.

	All of the leftist crowd lost their will to defend the failed politician in that instant.

	“Diver!” They shouted. “It’s a Diver! Disperse! We don’t have shit against that!”

	Sawyer put up her shield and Hazel raised her weapon to guard, but nobody took a swing.

	Rather than fighters, the people in front of them became panicked pedestrians.

	Everyone suddenly abandoned Heidemann and ran in different directions past the Volkisch squadron. Even the press and his secretary had fled along with the leftist militants. They left behind nothing but Heidemann, and a pair of discarded corpses that had once been their comrades.

	From around the same corner where the Volkisch squadron had come from, a Diver ambled over the cobblestones. A black and red Jagd model with a pair of black antennae sticking out of the head. This Diver resembled its pilot somewhat, as the voice on the radio was none other than Rue Skalbeck’s, coming from inside this machine. Nobody would dare stand up to this machine’s jet lance, and the machine guns on the shoulders also presented an insurmountable challenge.

	After the peak of violence and emotion that it had seen all night, the Lutz was silent again.

	“Ugh, what a drag. That was barely a proper fight at all.” Hazel lamented.

	“Strip off your uniform and go to Hertha Park if you just want a fight, dumbass.” Sawyer said. She jabbed hard on Hazel’s chest with her baton, asserting physical dominance. “You’re not in a fucking gang anymore. I don’t care how much you run your stupid mouth while carrying out my orders, but when I tell you to do something, you do exactly that without fucking theatrics.”

	Hazel raised her hands up. “I followed your orders! I was trying to disperse the crowd–”

	“I didn’t tell you to fire your weapon!” Sawyer shouted. “I told you to apprehend the old man! He’s standing there listening to this fucking tirade, so go do it! Or is that so fucking hard?”

	“Fine, fine, fine!”

	With an exaggerated sigh, Hazel walked over to Heidemann. Since the Jagd appeared, the old man backed up against the Lutz’ locked doors. Employees must have closed the doors behind him when the confrontation began. Everyone had abandoned him to the claws of the Volkisch.

	She grabbed hold of him brusquely with one hand, much stronger than she looked.

	“Old man, if you don’t want to die, cooperate, ok?” Hazel said.

	She lifted the tip of the jet harpoon to his face, grinning violently at the defeated man.

	Sawyer shouted again. “Watch your trigger discipline you stupid fuck! We need him alive.”

	At Sawyer’s continued, very loud insistence, Hazel dragged Heidemann over to the group. Their men grabbed hold of the old man and cuffed him, and put a black bag over his head, muffling his protests. If he said anything coherent, nobody was listening. At that point, he was an object.

	“We’ve got him. Rue, get us a ride out of here.” Sawyer said into the radio. She then turned to the men. With some disgust evident in her expression, she pointed a shaking finger at the bodies. “And someone clean that up. I don’t care about the blood, but dispose of the bodies immediately.”

	On the radio, Rue’s voice sounded again.

	“Roger. City seems to be quieting down, judging by police radio chatter.” Rue said.

	“Good.” Sawyer said. “Keep your eyes on those sensors of yours.”

	“I’ll keep you safe.” Rue said. Betraying perhaps a bit more emotion than intended.

	Soon a boxy electric coach arrived. Hazel nonchalantly stuffed Heidemann in the back.

	Sawyer took control, leaving behind their men to take care of the scene as they drove off. In her Jagd, Rue followed as best as she could. Their destination was not too far off. They were going to the Rhinean News Network’s main building, a tall, daunting spire in the city’s southwest.

	Lehner’s family owned R.N.N., and it was there that he awaited the delivery.

	When the bag next came off Heidemann’s head he was in a twentieth-floor office.

	Sawyer, Rue and Hazel stood alongside the night’s ultimate victor, Adam Lehner.

	Blond-haired, flashing a smile full of white teeth, a lithe man with a delicate complexion.

	He hardly appeared the militant type in his silk suit, black tie and shiny shoes.

	He seemed like just a different kind of dandy than the hedonistic aristocrats he hated.

	He was Governor of Rhinea. And he was the unifying mind behind the Volkisch.

	Flanked by black military uniforms who carried out his will all through the night.

	He had Heidemann seated across from his desk. There were a lot of model ships in the office, in cases, in bottles, atop the desk. They were all old models. There was a certain exhibited fondness in the decorations for the old Koenig-class Dreadnought, with its beaked prow and winged fins. It was one of these models that Lehner picked up and turned on his fingers.

	“What is the meaning of this, Lehner? Does winning a vote put you above the law?”

	Heidemann broke the silence first. His voice was desperate, pleading. Defeated.

	Lehner shot a glance at him from behind his desk. He was still fixated on the ship model.

	“It’s so funny to me that I beat you in the vote. It’s convenient, but so funny.”

	He set the model down on the desk, and turned a bemused expression at Heidemann.

	“All this time, you’ve been thanking the electors, talking about running a clean race and having pride in our institutions. You had so much confidence in our institutions, our fucking institutions, and look where you are? It was so incredible to me how much we weren’t even playing the same game. I was on an entirely different board, and there you were, going on video every day talking about decorum and respect. Thinking that you would stop me with votes? By voting?”

	Lehner burst out laughing. Heidemann could not muster up a retort.

	The Volkisch leader turned to his subordinates as if expecting them to laugh with him.

	Sawyer and Rue made no expression. Hazel cracked an uncomfortable little grin.

	Lehner quickly turned back to Heidemann with a shrug.

	“That’s the difference between us. I’m a go-getter. I’m an innovator. You left your entire future up to others to hand you. I went out, I put together the plan, the money, the people, the gear– I made it happen.” Lehner circled around to Heidemann’s chair and gave him a mock sympathetic pat on the shoulder. “It’s funny that I won the vote, but it wouldn’t have changed anything. Wow! Bag him up again.”

	Lehner turned his back and began to pace near the broad glass wall at the back of the room.

	When Heidemann started to protest, Hazel put a black bag over his head again.

	This muffled his voice, but he started kicking, and trying to swing his cuffed arms.

	“Sawyer, can you please?” Lehner said, clearly starting to become irritated.

	Stepping up behind Heidemann, Sawyer pushed Hazel aside and knocked the old man in the back of the head. He slumped forward, his bagged head hanging. He struggled no more. He was out cold. That one strike wouldn’t kill him alone, but it had knocked all sense out of him.

	“Thank you.” Lehner said. He turned to his retinue, putting his back on the gorgeous view of the city at night, that they had from such a high place through such expansive glass walls. “Everything is working as planned. The nobles have fled from Thurin, Weimar and Bremen. Some of the old-school Navy went with them, but we got about 400 ships on our side. A majority in the Constituent Assembly declared themselves for the Volkisch. We will motion to refuse to sit non-Volkisch members for supporting the riots or the nobles — whatever makes sense. So now what I want, is I want this guy to vanish like the nobles did. Nobody can find a trace of him.”

	“Understood.” Sawyer said simply.

	“I don’t care if you kill him, frankly, but you should. You’re going to, right?”

	Lehner crooked an eyebrow at them, waiting for a response.

	Sawyer did not even blink. “I have no sympathy for him. We’ll dispose of him.”

	“Solid. Love that response. I’m pleased with you all, you know? I’m gonna make you all big deals here. So much of the Rhinean Defense Force has been running around like their dicks are on fire; leave it to the militia women to be the most trustworthy fighters I got.” Lehner said.

	“We’re all behind you, Fuhrer.” Sawyer said. Her characteristic passion was missing.

	Despite her seeming lack of enthusiasm, however, she followed orders to the letter.

	At the moment, that was the best that Lehner had access to.

	He had defectors and militia, and he would have to cobble them together into a new Navy.

	Just after the destruction of Vogelheim, Rhinea’s aristocrats began to flee. Sizable portions of the Rhinean Defense Force, the territory’s contingent of the Imperial Navy, fled too. Half joined the Volkisch Movement outright. Whether the rest ran away as individual ships, organized under the fleeing aristocrats or outright defecting to other territories, the fact of the matter was that the new Volkisch government had lost many troops without even engaging in any hostilities. Sawyer and her flotilla were one bright spot amid this chaos. They seeded the fear that routed the nobles.

	Lehner turned an amicable grin on Sawyer.

	“We’ve got the gear, the discipline, the training, the morale. We just need people. And you three are a great starting point. Sawyer, you already have many achievements under your belt. I’m keeping a close eye on you. That’s why I wanted you in the city while all of this happened.”

	He walked close to her and poked her in the chest playfully.

	At that moment, his eyes settled on Rue Skalbeck, standing inconspicuously with Hazel.

	He looked at her with a crooked little smile.

	“And this one is interesting to me. Hah, some of our guys would be pissed. Name?”

	Sawyer stiffened up.

	“Rue Skalbeck.” Rue said. She replied in a strict monotone.

	“She’s with me, Fuhrer.” Sawyer said. She was starting to raise her voice. “She’s fine.”

	Lehner ignored Sawyer’s remark.

	He eyed Rue’s antennae.

	“Why did you get these installed? Did you need them? Are they an augmentation?”

	“Hartz Syndrome, sir.”

	Anyone paying closer attention to Sawyer than to Rue would have seen discomfort in her face. She was unsettled by Lehner’s sudden attentions on her subordinate, but there was nothing she could say about it. Lehner continued to hover around Rue. Rue herself stayed expressionless. Her hands could be seen to shake slightly, but she mastered herself well under interrogation.

	“Tell me about your condition, Skalbeck. What brought you here?” Lehner asked.

	He was testing her. He had to already know what it was. It was impossible not to.

	Hartz Syndrome was an uncommon but well-known neurological development issue that afflicted many people in the Empire. While it was extensively studied, there was no biological cure that could prevent or revert the symptoms. There was simply something in a certain percentage of children that caused poor development of the brain and audiovisual senses. Cybernetics were the only way to save those children. Brain cybernetics were extremely dangerous. Hartz sufferers had an appalling death rate under the knife. That Rue was standing before them at all was a miracle.

	She described that miracle directly and without emotion.

	“Rhinea Medical College used me as testing material to develop new surgery methods, so I was able to get my corrective augmentations that way. I received cybernetic lobes; biosynthetic eyes; and the antennae act as cybernetic ears in a sense. They help me maintain my balance and allow me to pick up sound. My cybernetics help process audiovisual data that my brain alone lost the ability for. Due to Hartz, I was not able to complete my studies as a teen. So, after my recovery, I joined the Navy, and I studied part time so I could complete my schooling there.”

	Lehner was nodding his head all along as Rue described her ordeal.

	He clapped his hands together once.

	“So, you studied while completing your training? What prompted you to do that?”

	“After I regained the fullness of my faculties, I wanted to make up for the time I lost.”

	Her response made Lehner clap his hands even more.

	Sawyer sighed with relief.

	“Amazing. Wonderful. Inspirational, even. You gave your body up for science! Holy shit. I have talked with a lot of our rank and file, Rue, believe it or not. I’ve seen so many sentiments of patriotism and self-sacrifice. But I’ve never seen someone sacrifice to that degree. Holy shit.”

	Lehner reached out and gave playful, soft smacks on Rue’s cheek like she was a child.

	“See this girl? In my ideal world, every inferior being would work as hard as she did.”

	He turned to Sawyer with an elated expression. “You got really lucky with this one.”

	“Sir?” Sawyer asked. She had flinched when he referred to Rue as an inferior.

	Lehner continued to speak, gliding around the room in a passion.

	“Despite all that was set against her, she never whined and bemoaned her situation. She never begged someone else to take pity on her and give her a handout. At every turn, she fought, she sacrificed, and she paid her dues. She sacrificed for the National Proletariat. Rue Skalbeck has given back to society. She’s not perfect, but she is exemplary. Sawyer, keep this critter close by.”

	Rue was speechless, clearly mortified. Her jaw hung just a little at this description of her.

	“Yes, sir.” Sawyer said. Her fingers curled up into fists.

	Lehner did not notice this. He returned to his desk and sat on it.

	“You’re all the future of our movement. I’m so proud of all of you. Great job tonight.”

	He yawned. He checked his watch. He glanced over to Heidemann with disgust.

	“Anyway, all of you can go now, we’re done here. Take him.” Lehner said, nonchalantly. 

	Without a word, his subordinates silently, obediently, took Heidemann out of his sight.

	

	

	 


I.4 “The Holy Body”

	Polity: Holy Kingdom of Solsea

	Naval Strength:  Papal Guard (400 ships), plus Solceanist irregulars.

	“Skarsgaard retainers! Cease your heretical resistance at once! Her Holiness is guided by God and goes where He wills! You are all her subjects, and must turn from the abdicator to her!”

	Volleys of coilgun shells crossed paths in the waters over Amaryllis station, seat of power of the Skarsgaard duchy. Though Amaryllis was a small pillar-type station housing only one major domicile, it was fiercely defended. Barrages of light and fast rocket-propelled missiles launched from recessed racks on the station surface, forcing the attackers to keep up a massive flak barrage to defend themselves from the projectiles and slowing down their progress. A fleet of several dozen frigates held their ground around the station’s waters, forming a defensive formation that maximized their ability to fire on the invaders.

	Such a scene could have come out of any station invasion scenario in any military textbook.

	However, it was the identity of the attackers that shook the confidence of the defenders.

	Rather than a flotilla of bandits or anarchists, the invaders composed a massive fleet with dozens of ships, all of which were painted stark white, red and gold and decorated with the cross and sun of the Church of Solceanos. They did not fire the first shot, not with ordnance. The Papal Guard and the Church Paladins demanded entry and occupation of the station. Such a demand itself constituted violence as the station belonged entirely to the Duke of Skarsgaard’s House.

	However, the young Duke Carthus von Skarsgaard had all but abdicated his duties.

	He had left with his close friend Prince Erich von Fueller, and there he remained.

	Amaryllis was abandoned. The Skarsgaard family retainers would not be relieved.

	Skarsgaard’s own history precipitated the conflict.

	While Skarsgaard had always contained the holy see of the Solceanos church, there had always been tension between the Ducal estate and the Holy See over the state’s coffers, military power and social policy. It did not matter to the Dukes and Duchesses of Skarsgaard that the Church was sacred and sanctioned by the Empire, and beloved by the people — affairs of power trumped any affairs of the afterlife. A separation of powers and thus of influence kept a delicate peace. The influence of the Emperor prevented either force from fully taking control of the state. Now, however, there was an additional problem for Skarsgaard’s secular military forces.

	Emperor Konstantin von Fueller was dead. With his death, the balance was sundered.

	To complicate matters, the current head of the Holy See was Millenia von Skarsgaard II. The disinherited youngest daughter of the ducal family, who had risen through the ranks of the church, acknowledged as a holy woman touched by God. This woman, who had been denied the secular control of the state, had achieved comparable power through control of its religion.

	This produced a standoff, in which the detachment sent to take the Station for the Holy See met with the Skarsgaard defenders. While the defenders stood their ground and upheld their secular duty to defend the Skarsgaard family holdings, they had no leadership and were outgunned. All they could do was harass the Papal Fleet with missiles, forcing them to slowly move forward under a massive curtain of flak, largely unable or unwilling to deliver much firepower in return.

	“Skarsgaard retainers! You stand against God and all that is holy! You will drown in the flooded hell and be barred from the warmth of heaven! We do not wish to condemn any more souls to the horrors of the Deep! Surrender yourselves and your weapons, and repent for your evil!”

	In the center of the Papal Guard fleet was the state-of-the-art Irmingard-class Dreadnought Anointed One, a massive and beautiful ship with its stark white armor decorated with swirling gold patterns. The Anointed One used its superior electronic warfare package to push acoustic messages on the lesser and older Frigates of the Skargaard retainers. All of the messages were sent by the military leader of the church, Paladin-General Rosemont, a radiant older woman clad in shining armor. Had the retainers been able to see her furious face as she conveyed the messages their morale may not have survived it. Anything she said seemed powered by the utmost righteousness.

	Behind her, raised on a throne in the middle of the bridge, was Pontiff Millennia herself.

	Long, flowing robes of a vinyl-like material trailed down her lean body, bedecked with gold. She wore a tabard with two horizontal red stripes along the edges and the sun and cross of the church. A habit partially covered her rusty-red hair, but messy bangs could be seen to come out of the front, and the sheer length of it could be seen to come out the back. She had a bored expression on her lightly painted lips, propped her olive-colored cheeks up with her hands.

	Her wine-red eyes developed a glowing ring around them. A small cross-shaped ornament hovered in mid-air near her, spinning as the Pontiff turned it over and over in her mind, distracting her from the tension around herself. This sort of thing happened around the woman known as “The Holy Body.” Her miracles were well known, and over time they came to be seen as a qualification to lead the church. Objects would move by themselves; common people would become inspired to sing holy words in her presence; messages from God would appear spontaneously on the walls.

	“Sister Rosemont, I would like to address the leader of the enemy fleet if possible.”

	Around the bridge, all of the officers wore white and red uniforms. They were all faithful of the church, but also military personnel with full Navy training. Being able to work on this vessel was a privilege for them, and they cared about the Pontiff. They hung on her every word. When she spoke, they paid attention. They pored over her every word very carefully and silently.

	Rosemont turned and kneeled in front of the Pontiff.

	“We shall do always as you command, Pontiff. I am deeply sorry.”

	Millennia narrowed her eyes. “There is nothing to be sorry for. I am not so unmovable that I demand my retainers do the impossible for me. These heretics will learn their place, not because your faith was not strong enough to show them, but because their ignorance was too dreadful. Besides, we could do battle with these heretics, but I do not wish to cause any harm to the station.”

	“Thank you, most Holy one. Your mercy and understanding bring me joy.”

	A laser request was sent from the Anointed One to the defending fleet.

	The Skarsgaard retainer’s fleet selected a missile Frigate, the Unwavering, to answer.

	This was predictable. Missile Frigates had more experienced crews than Gun Frigates did. When asked for a representative, an unled flotilla would always select the most experienced crew to do so. Millenia had counted on being able to talk to the Captain of that one particular frigate. An unremarkable uniformed man appeared soon on her personal screen, trying to look confident.

	“This is Captain Emmett–”

	She could instantly feel it. A weak, unguarded mind with no potential whatsoever.

	He was not only unguarded, but afraid, and that also compounded things. Those without potential had few mental barriers, and confidence and force of will could still decide the contest, but fear always undid them. Even the slightest lick of psionic power would have made her switch strategies. Such a weak-willed nonbeliever, and already in a vulnerable state, had no defenses.

	“It is unnecessary for me to introduce myself.”

	Millenia had him where she wanted him the instant their eyes made contact.

	Red rings appeared around her eyes which his eyes took on as well.

	Those around him who lacked psychic ability could not tell he was being controlled.

	“Put me on the main screen and use the upper room camera to show me the whole bridge.”

	Emerich obeyed instantly. Millenia felt a sting as her neurons burned with effort.

	On her screen, the video expanded so she could see all the confused faces on the bridge.

	All of them looked at her with the red glow around their eyes.

	Nonchalantly, she declared her orders.

	“Fire all of your missiles at any surrounding ships. Use instant tracking and do not monitor their progress. Simply fire at will. Then turn your ship around and flee at maximum speed.”

	Complicated, suicidal orders would have been much more difficult to execute.

	This was not simply pushing on their arms to make them hit buttons.

	Millenia was overriding the crew’s will. She was controlling their minds directly.

	All of them broke eye contact, and began to do as Millenia ordered.

	On her main screen, Rosemont and the crew watched as the algorithmic predictor picked up a dozen heavy missiles flying out of the center of the Skarsgaard retainers’ defensive formation. Explosions went off around the fleet, and ships began to list and sink, such that the remaining undamaged ships could do nothing but flee and there was total chaos among the defenders.

	To those watching in the bridge of the Anointed One, it was nothing short of a miracle.

	They crossed themselves, gave prayer, and a few prostrated themselves before Millenia.

	“Praise be, Pontiff,”

	Rosemont turned to meet her Pontiff again and venerate her, but gasped when she did so.

	Blood flowed copiously out of Millenia’s nose and down her lips.

	From the sides of her eyes, tears of blood began to trickle down her cheeks.

	She felt a burning inside her skull as if her brain had been cleaved in half.

	Her hands grabbed hold of the armrests of her seat, squeezing as she endured the pain.

	Backlash. A monumental amount of psychic backlash.

	Even with all that she practiced; she was still not completely ready.

	It did not matter. She was still alive. As long as she lived, God would be with her.

	To her subjects, however, the sight of her bleeding body was quite shocking.

	“Pontiff, is this the stigmata?” Rosemont asked. That large armored woman kneeled beside Millenia and tenderly held her hand and kissed it. “Can we do anything to ease your suffering?”

	Millenia grit her teeth. She could not speak, not immediately.

	For minutes, she rode out the pain of the backlash.

	Finally, she gasped for breath, released from the fog and agony that had taken her mind.

	“Pontiff?”

	“I am fine, Rosemont.”

	Millenia smiled, her mouth, tongue and lips soaked in her own blood.

	“This is the price that must be paid to God to beseech his divine presence into the Deep to which we are condemned.” she said. On some level, she believed this, even if only as the explanation she had concocted for abilities she understood to be beyond the purview of Man. God had never spoken to her directly. 

	She imagined God did not Speak. He made his presence known in other ways.

	Weakly, she stood from her throne. She wiped the blood from her mouth with her hand.

	Everyone on the bridge watched her raise that bloody hand.

	Today was not the first time she had killed, or even killed many.

	Only she knew that it was herself who killed them. To her faithful, it was God’s doing.

	“Miracles are not solely the purview of the Holy Body. Your own faith can make miracles if you can make the commensurate sacrifice. Faith is key; the ignorant will never reach God.”

	There was a reverent silence as the crew took in the Pontiff’s words.

	“Now, unleash the Divers and take the station. Without the fleet’s flak, they can’t stop us from boarding them. Continue to interdict any missiles. Once the station is secure, I will board it.”

	She sat back down on the chair, and requested an attendant come clean her face.

	A long time ago, Millenia had learned that it was possible to manifest her powers against anything she could see. To make “miracles” happen she moved things by spying on them with drones or video cameras. For sentient beings, they could come under its effects if they could see her live. They could not be affected by video recordings, images, or any such thing, but if she could see and speak to them with a connection lag time of a few seconds or less, such as with a laser connection. Furthermore, she understood that there were powerful people other than herself.

	There was a limit to what she could do. Pushing and pulling did not hurt her too much.

	At least, not when using those powers on small objects or on weak people.

	More complicated psychic tasks took far more of a toll on her health.

	This made it vitally important to use her powers strategically, on the weakest targets.

	Through politics and trickery, she had exposed and crushed most of the people with strong potential in the Church. There were only a few, who were loyal to her, or too important to get rid of, that remained. One such person arrived at the Bridge at the command of the Pontiff herself.

	Dressed in a red and white habit, matching the Pontiff, if not as ornate. This sister was a young woman, olive-skinned with very light red hair, almost pink, and slightly pointed ears. She had a tidy, shoulder-length bob and a regal beauty to her facial features. Everything about her appeared collected, calm. Inexpressive. Almost doll-like, save for the small smile she gave the Pontiff as she arrived. With a portable basin of warm water and a cloth, she began to clean the face of the Holy Body, tinging the water a rusty red color as more blood came off the dipped cloth.

	Once we’ve taken Amaryllis, I’ll use the network override hub to declare myself Holy Empress of the Empire of Solcea on every government screen that can broadcast a picture. Carthus will be excommunicated. Anyway, what do you think of the name? Good branding?

	Outwardly, Millenia was just resting, recovering from her miracle.

	Sounds impressive. It will certainly draw the attention of our opponents.

	Her attendant, Sister Salvatrice Vittoria, appeared only to be cleaning the Holy Body.

	And yet, the two them carried out a conversation. They spoke directly to the other’s mind.

	Like with any psychic ability, if this was done to the unaware it would be more difficult.

	Millenia had Salvatrice’s consent, so it was effortless to use her powers to speak to her.

	I would like you to try dreaming again, Millenia said.

	My dreams have been of little use to us, and I don’t enjoy them, Salvatrice replied.

	I am curious. We need more information, and you have uncovered some useful things.

	Only as a fluke. I’d rather put my efforts into something more concrete.

	Millenia acknowledged her psychically. As if sending a “nod of the head” via their link.

	How have your dreams ended lately? Did you die again?

	Salvatrice sent a distressed, somewhat silly expression over the link.

	Forget about that for now. I have important news. I found Faiyad Ayari.

	Millenia sent her an annoyed Millenia face into her thoughts, with big, round, angry eyes.

	Do you realize how scary that guy’s aura is? I almost felt like he would notice I was looking for him in the aether and that he would just link to me from that far away and attack me.

	Where is he?

	I traced it to Sverland. Millenia, we should be careful the hornet’s nests we stir.

	What should I be afraid of?

	Things we are not meant to see, know, or dig up. People we should not mess with.

	More concretely, please.

	Faiyad Ayari.

	I’m not afraid of him. The Church kept him locked up for years.

	Millenia, he escaped! He escaped from your Church!

	He is just an opportunist. I will expand the search for Maryam and we will leave our options open when it comes to dealing with Faiyad. Unfortunately, we may have to struggle for physical control of Sverland with the Volkisch and the Noble Alliance. And if we cross that line, our Southern and Eastern fronts may be opened to Veka. We may have to be underhanded instead. We can use the flock to apply pressure beyond our borders.

	Salvatrice crossed her arms and nodded sagely, in Millenia’s mind.

	We should let Sverland be fought over by the Rhineans. They’ll weaken themselves.

	We’ll let the military dictate battle strategy. Rosemont is a bootlicker, but she’s smart. But like I said, I’m leaving my options open for dealing with all of this. From where I’m sitting, I have no shortage of assets to use.

	Soon it came to pass that Salvatrice had completely cleaned Millenia’s face.

	They had very little reason at that point to stand beside one another any longer.

	Salvatrice was a civilian, and Millenia did not want her to draw too much attention.

	“Thank you for your service, Sister.”

	“It is my honor and pleasure to serve you.”

	“I will see you again tonight. You must attend to my meal, bath and bedchamber.”

	“Of course. It is the honor and privilege of my life to render such service.”

	Salvatrice dried Millenia’s face with a new towel, took the basin and left.

	Millenia would be able to speak more with Salvatrice.

	When they ate, when they bathed, in bed. There would be opportunities.

	There was no sense feeling like they needed to have the whole conversation right then.

	Nevertheless, Millenia felt frustrated.

	Eager to make her wishes come true. Salvatrice lacked ambition. She didn’t understand.

	Millenia was beginning to develop a concept of how the world really worked and if she was correct in her assumptions then the Imbrian Empire was small potatoes compared to what was hidden from her in the aether. However, the Empire and its resources were necessary to fulfill her ambitions. Skarsgaard had a developed industrial sector able to exploit its mineral resources, and create any necessary weapons for a war. Their agriculture could sustain hardship in the near term. By ruling Skarsgaard with a regime of religious authoritarianism she could keep the social and political sphere stable and expand from there.

	Scrambling the right brains would help with that ambition as well.

	No one would dare defect or flee, if they knew the agony that she could subject them to.

	Millenia needed more and greater scientific development. And the right sort of development.

	Imbrians seemed to develop psionic power the least. Could the power be genetic in nature?

	However, the ethnic makeup of most Imbrians was complicated.

	Salvatrice was a Kattaran elf. Millenia suspected she was not purely Imbrian herself.

	Without proper facilities, personnel, equipment and resources, she could never unravel this mystery. She needed more than just Salvatrice’s dreams. She needed more brains, more minds to throw at these questions in order to decipher the mystery. They had to be the correct minds, as well. 

	If she was successful, she might be able to ascend beyond this fallen place, beyond this accursed ocean beneath a dying sky.

	Millenia dreamed of an Empire that spanned more than just the territory of Aer.

	And if she was correct about the world; and if Salvatrice’s dreams proved true–

	“Pontiff, the defenders of the inner sanctum have surrendered.”

	Rosemont reported the good news. On the bridge’s main screen, they connected to cameras showing the interior of Amaryllis being surrendered to several Volker and Jagd class Divers that had been sent from the Papal Guard fleet. Millenia’s Paladins had routed the opposition. Amaryllis was hers. With it, Skarsgaard’s secular government was no more. All of the state bowed to her.

	Millenia grinned from ear to ear. She wanted to burst out laughing, but controlled herself.

	This was just a small step on a journey that promised to take her past heaven itself.

	

	

	 


I.5 “The Martyr”

	This story contains themes of suicide and mental illness.

	Polity: Duchy of Buren

	Naval strength: 500 ships (National Front of Buren), plus Irregulars

	There would have been war in Buren even if the Emperor had survived to see it.

	Throughout the dark, deep, rocky state of Buren, which straddled the corrupted continent once known as “Nobilis” on three sides, a cry had sounded for generations. It sounded in the mines where deadly Agarthicite could claim the lives of hundreds of workers in an instant. It sounded quietly in the bunks of rank-and-file sailors who dreamt of the legends their grandparents told them about the free nation that they once were. It sounded in the factories that made weapons and goods for the consumption of the rich in Rhinea, Skarsgaard and the rest of the Imperial heartland. It was the cry of the disposessed and the cry of quietly suffering.

	“Buren shall be free again!” 

	A similar cry sounded from the halls of the ducal palace.

	“The Nationalists have come to set Buren free!”

	Though it was a word that inspired terror in the left across the Ocean, they adopted it.

	“Nationalist” made sense to the Bureni folk. Their goal was to become a nation again.

	Their freedom fighters named themselves the “National Front of Buren.”

	“Buren shall be free again!”

	Automatic bursts from Volker rifles muffled but could not silence their cries.

	Inside the flat, square station of Lithopolis, the LCD paneled false sky intercut with gray static bands as power fluctuated suddenly. A powerful explosion rocked the station as the waters around it were heavily disturbed. A Koenig-class Dreadnought of the Bureni Defense Forces, struck by multiple torpedoes, sank and smashed into the seafloor around the base of the pillar, setting off a second series of shocks. For a moment, the ground forces that had penetrated the station stumbled, holding on to whatever they could grab for support.

	“Have we captured an entry point?”

	Radio coverage was spotty as the Diver transitioned from the water to the port interior.

	“Yes, commander! You can come up!”

	A pair of nationalist Divers arrived through the captured lower port and quickly made their way up into the city through cargo elevators. Blood and corpses and the detritus of ruined divers and weapon emplacements met them as they went. There had been a hellish battle for those elevators, but they were now being held by the nationalists. Both Divers stepped onto the platform.

	“Are you ready, Sophia? I have your back, so let’s put a beautiful wax seal on this coup.”

	“Irene. If I died today, could you continue the fight without me?”

	Neither pilot could see the other’s face, they were moving too quicky and had not established a laser call between their cockpits. But those dire words and their reaction were clear enough from the emotion in both tones of voice. One was exhausted, resigned; and the other was emotional, highly emotional, but trying her best not to let it overcome her as she spoke.

	“There is no way in hell you would die here, Sophia. Not when we made it this far.”

	“You’re right. I’m sorry.”

	“For what?”

	Sophia was sorry for the task she had made herself carry out.

	“Nothing.”

	She could not explain to her companion the storm of emotions rolling in her mind.

	All she could hope for was that Irene would not be there at the end.

	Sophia put on the mask that befit the esteemed commander of the Nationalist Fleet.

	Her personal conflicts had to remain hidden. She was walking into a battlefield.

	As the elevator rose to its destination the sounds of gunfire intensified. Once the Divers were lifted up into the station proper, they first thing they saw was smoke. There were pits all over the false turf that made the palace look like a rural countryside. Buildings had taken shell blows and half-collapsed into rubble, or been hollowed out by fires. Sophia hoped the palace staff had been able to evacuate. Everywhere she turned, the results of the fight were terribly brutal.

	Sophia switched her communications to a radio frequency and called the infantry liaison.

	“Command has arrived at the front. I need a situation report.”

	“Everything is in place for the final push, Commander! We’re awaiting your orders!”

	Inside the cockpit of a Reschold-Kolt license-produced Panzer unit now appearing on the front lines, was the commander of the main nationalist force, Sophia Tzanavaras. All of her comrades had chosen her to lead the attack on Lithopolis, and despite her misgivings, she accepted the responsibility. She arrived at a mustering point on the outer edge of the capitol center, held by a mix of militiamen, riot-armored troops and a few pilots who constituted the first boarding party.

	“Were the civilians able to evacuate?” Sophia asked.

	“We didn’t see any civvies ma’am, but the port was in disarray. I think a lot of people fled really suddenly. Even the security forces were in chaos. It’s just us and the palace guards now.”

	Lithopolis consisted of an outer ring of tenement habitation for service workers and servants surrounding the vast ducal estate. After invading the dock and taking the cargo elevators, the Nationalist troops mustered with the large tenement buildings between themselves and the firing lines from the ducal grounds. Shells and periodic rifle fire flew in between and over the buildings as if to remind the nationalists that there were enemies watching them approach.

	 Predominantly flat, green terrain surrounded the palace, dotted with buildings. The ducal estate encompassed private farmland, a small pond, a horse track, a gymnasium, and the palace itself in the middle ring. Its buildings were all white, pillared, artistic architecture for the pleasure of the nobles. Through Sophia’s eyes, what she saw was not the beautiful ducal parcels but a complex battlefield with multiple terrain features that was nonetheless quite open to assault.

	Outside Lithopolis, the waters sang with the eerie sound of ordnance. The Nationalist fleet had the remnants of the Bureni Defense Forces in the midst of a rout. Sophia had started her rebellion with her own kampfgruppe of defected naval forces and some militias on converted civilian ships or stolen navy ships. Now through the defection of her countrymen and vast mutinies against the officer class, her naval troops outnumbered those of the Duke. Her wish was to provoke further defections, and enhance her own numbers. That was all that prevented her from ordering the outright slaughter of the Defense Forces. Losing the BDF’s leading dreadnought was a pity.

	“I’m going through our options. Is this everybody?” Sophia asked.

	On the auxiliary video screen of her Panzer, Sophia spoke with a young man, who looked barely old enough to drink, sitting in front of an unfolded communicator box that was sending an encrypted laser video to her mecha. She could also see him in the camera feeds. He was dressed in riot armor. On the floor near him there was a ballistic shield, stained dark brown with blood, as well as an unloaded jet lance. There were six other riot-armored men and women in the mustering point geared up with shields, rifles, jet lances, vibro-swords, and about a half-dozen shoulder-fired, portable missile tubes. Everyone had blood on them, either on their weapons or their armor.

	“The boarding party got hit hard ma’am. The enemy’s Divers and ours took each other out almost immediately inside the dock. Then their riot troops came out and set up machine guns and grenade launchers. They tried to block us out of the cargo elevator. We had them outnumbered but they were really entrenched. When the naval battle swung in our favor, they retreated into the sanctum. We weren’t in any good shape to stop them, so we just held onto the elevators. I’m sorry.”

	“You all fought valiantly. Stand tall. Buren will commemorate all of your names.”

	Around the boy there were also a few dozen militiamen equipped with nothing but worker coverall coats worn over bodysuits for armor. They had surplus rifles loaded with frangible spike ammo to prevent them from damaging sensitive gear inside the station corridors and in the city.

	Station fighting was brutal. Layouts were tight and favored the defender as long as they had gear and supplies. Against an enemy force with armor, shields and lethal weapons holding a natural chokepoint in any ordinary station layout, the invading force was bound to suffer losses. Despite the cost in blood, they had been able to come this far. Any armor would break with enough bullets. Even if it took a few squadrons, Sophia and her forces had managed to break through.

	Ordinary people could fight the insurmountable juggernaut of the Empire. Any defense could be broken, any stolen land taken back. The history of the Union had taught her as much. In prison, she had found hope in the histories of the Union’s rebellion. It was this hope that led her to join Buren’s own rebellion. For atonement, she sacrificed all of herself that she could and led numerous battles to get here. Despite the odds, they had made it to the heart of Buren’s darkness.

	For the bloodletting to end definitively she had to kill the people hiding at the center of this ring.

	To atone for having supported the aristocrats, she told herself she had to be the one to slaughter them.

	“We could press the assault with what we have, or wait to muster more troops.”

	Sophia saw a new feed appear on one of her monitors and address her. This was the interior of the other Diver cockpit. A young woman gave her a gentle smile — an unlikely companion for an unlikely commander. Everything that surrounded them had been a game of pure chance.

	“If we give them a chance to regroup, they’ll cost more lives to dislodge.” Sophia replied. “We need to keep the pressure on them, but we might not need the infantry to commit themselves to an assault. I can punch a hole through to the palace myself, if I could get a distraction.”

	“You have an army, Sophia. I’m prepared to fight too. I won’t let you martyr yourself.”

	On the screen was the face of her adjutant, Irene Dimitros, piloting a Jagd model Diver.

	Irene was the only other member of Sophia’s own fireteam.

	“It’s not like that.” Sophia said. She stammered, just a bit. “It’s just my responsibility.”

	“You don’t have to bear that responsibility alone! Sophia, I’m always at your side!”

	Irene looked concerned. Sophia shook her head.

	“Irene, I think it would just be better, for less of us to be at the palace in the final hour.”

	Her companion’s eyes drew wide. She understood what Sophia meant, and deferred to her.

	Sophia turned away from Irene and gave her orders to the infantry over encrypted radio.

	“We’ll need coordination to pull this off. On my signal, we will deploy chaff and colored gas to cover the left flank and open fire on the guard compound. I want you to fire on the move but not launch an assault. Stay mobile, commit to nothing, and leave your options open. I need the armored troops to take responsibility for our unarmored comrades. Lieutenant Dimitros and I will launch our own attack after yours. Once we have disabled their fire support, I’ll throw a flare. When you see that flare, then, and only then, will you commit all forces to assault. Understood?”

	She waited for acknowledgment, and all the squadron members saluted her Diver.

	“Break open a quick ration and catch your breath. We move out in 10 minutes!”

	There was a flurry of activity around Sophia’s Diver. Men and women dug into their rations, checked their equipment, stood up from the walls they had been sitting against. Some took off their helmets to rearrange their hair. Riflemen took turns laying down suppressing fire on the sanctum from around the tenement walls, to keep the enemy entertained while everyone prepared.

	Sophia took a bite of a seaweed stick and drank down an energy gel as quickly as she could.

	“We can do this, Sophia.” Irene said. “In fact, this will be the easy part.”

	Irene was right. There would be more battles after this for the National Front of Buren.

	For them— but maybe not for her. She was no longer sure.

	When the ten minutes were up, her forces started moving again with coordination. From the tenements, the nationalist squadrons advanced northeast around the left flank of the palace defenders, moving through the sparse urban environment on Lithopolis’ outer ring. They employed whatever cover they could find to mask their movements, from abandoned buildings to generator control boxes, wireless towers and discarded monorail cars, to concrete guardrails and vacant guard outposts. In order to sustain the nationalist’s deception, Sophia and Irene moved their Divers into position near the edge of the tenements, where their squadrons had once been. They fired their assault rifles around the blind corners created by the buildings, causing small blasts to go off on the broad green separating them from the palace. Their enemy easily took notice of this activity.

	In response, gunfire from heavy machine guns and light explosives fired by stationary tube launchers soared in between the tenement buildings and churned up the fake turf in a series of volleys. Irene and Sophia hid quickly and avoided the retaliation. Judging by the direction of fire, Sophia began to plot how she would move when the time came, and passed the data to Irene. Her enemy’s attention remained squarely on the center, and that was what Sophia wanted for now.

	Soon her squadrons had moved beyond her ability to follow with her own sight, but she could track their progress and view their surroundings via a direct link to a camera drone employed by the teams. Inside the station, she had access to reliable, fast wireless data transfer. It was the kind of boon that was easy to forget for soldiers trained to fight in the ocean, disconnected from most communications. Through the eyes of her drone, she watched as her team got into position.

	Colored smoke crept across the open field on the eastern half of the palace ground.

	Smoke and pops of gray anti-sensor chaff, like glittering trails falling from the sky.

	Shoulder-fired missiles soared out of the clouds and crashed into the guard compound.

	Fire engulfed several buildings, all of which had been abandoned. No guards were hit.

	But the message being sent was clear. An assault was coming from the left flank.

	Withering gunfire erupted from defensive positions in the guard compound and the palace farther behind it. Grenades and missiles hurtled back across the field and smashed into the shops, streets and the monorail station from which the nationalist missiles had come from. Massed rifle and machine gun fire from both infantry weapons and a few Volker class Divers raked the cloud of colored smoke. Because of the chaff, their instruments could not penetrate the smokescreen.

	The defenders of the palace assumed the nationalists were assaulting the guard compound.

	Meanwhile, the nationalists did not tarry in the monorail station or any of the shops.

	They were constantly on the move, and more colored gas and chaff covered them.

	It covered where they had been, and where they were going, blanketing the entire east.

	Their enemy could not tell a direction for the assault except, broadly, “the left flank.”

	All of the gunfire that had once massed against the southern, central approach, turned away to the east.

	Her enemy had fully redeployed their defenses to what they assumed was the new axis of attack.

	“Irene, now’s our chance! Stick close to me!”

	Sophia and Irene charged from the tenement buildings out into the field.

	The Panzer was heavy, but its chassis developed a lot of power, and its gait allowed Sophia to advance faster than a human could run across the estate grounds. Meanwhile the Jagd was lighter and had a more complex chassis that flowed somewhat easily through the air. Both pilots opened their turbines, sucking in air that kept them in balance as they ran. In the short term this would damage the turbines, which were designed to accelerate cold water rather than warm air, but it supported their charge overland.

	Lithopolis was not a fortress. It was not designed as a defensible position. Even the guard compound was just a collection of barracks buildings and training grounds meant to house the guards rather than defend the palace. Though built on a hill, the palace was surrounded by pretty gardens and tended green fields, by tracks and hunting ground and a pond, not by trenches and gun turrets. Even the placement of building cover was purely incidental. There were no defensive walls, no fences, no barbed wire, nothing to stop them.

	Weapon emplacements had been set up on the broad, semi-circular portico façade of the palace, and hidden in the second story windows. Divers stood atop the hill, shooting from their vantage down to the green below. Every element of the defense was exposed, and it was only their commanding position that allowed them to disrupt attacks effectively. There was nothing between Sophia’s charge and the enemy in front of her except the distance it took to get near them.

	And now they were not even looking her way. All their weapons were turned east.

	Once the enemy recognized their approach, it was too late to split their fire. 

	Sophia charged up the hill as an enemy Volker half-turned and fired its assault rifle. 

	Chunks of her armor went flying but the Panzer was built sturdy enough for rifle fire and could not be stopped so easily.

	Sophia swung her vibro-sword and cleaved an enormous dent into the rotund chassis.

	Briefly exposed to the vibrating edge of the blade, the pilot inside collapsed in agony.

	From behind Sophia, a pair of jet anchors soared overhead and smashed through two individual windows in the second story of the palace. Each of the ornate bowed windows disgorged a team of men and their tripod missile launcher, crushed or in pieces from the force of the blow and the jets, blade and cables on the anchors — whichever part made contact was enough to kill.

	Irene retracted the anchors and climbed up the stone steps to the portico. 

	Walking forward through small arms fire, she retaliated with devastating bursts of 20 mm explosive bullets from the shoulder guns on her Jagd. Each snapping blast sent casing fragments and chunks of colonnades into the ranks of the infantry. There were scores of the dead, hunkered down where they could be buried in rubble or blown apart as their own weapons detonated. Sensing the plight of the infantry, a second Volker turned from the guard compound and ran to the portico, only to meet an immediate end as Sophia easily put dozens of assault rifle rounds upon it before it could even heft its gun. It fell backward, oozing lubricants, fuel, battery acid and the blood of the pilot through innumerable penetrations in its armor.

	Sophia reloaded. There was not much of the defense now left.

	She charged around the eastern wall of the palace, coming to face the colored smoke far in the distance. From the shoulder of her mecha, she launched a flare that sailed up into the sky, and burst in a pattern of red and green colors that signaled the infantry to assault. She remained still only long enough to confirm the movement of people past the dying chaff clouds, before turning her assault rifle on the palace itself. 

	She lifted the rifle one-handed and took aim with it.

	Facing the upper stories, she pressed the trigger down and turned her gun systematically from one window to another, putting three rounds into each. Explosions rocked the entire top floor of the palace, one room at a time in turn, until Sophia’s magazine emptied. Glass, concrete and brick expulsed from the building bounced off the pitted armor of her Panzer suit in a rain of debris. Anyone in those rooms would be reduced to pieces.

	Once her computer could detect no further hostile activity, she had the Panzer bow down.

	Sophia exited the suit, jumping down from the cockpit, between her sword and her gun.

	She took off her helmet, freeing her voluminous, sweat-soaked blond hair. Her skin was clammy, and her golden eyes teared up when exposed to unfiltered light and air. She had been fighting for so long. It almost felt like she was taking her first breath of fresh air in weeks. She had nothing but her pilot suit covering her, and even so Lithopolis felt oppressively hot and damp.

	Sophia recovered her senses quickly. Her fingers quivered with the knowledge of what she would do. Catching her breath, she produced her sidearm and ran heedlessly into the palace.

	She found herself stepping over all manner of broken human remains, spreading pools of blood and molten fat from bodies caught in explosives or set ablaze when their weapon emplacements detonated on them. Irene had completely ruined the place before she moved on from the portico. No glass stood unshattered, every door was off its hinges, every tile cracked by shrapnel if not direct explosive trauma. Sophia rushed through the front hall, a grotesque corridor of dead and dying soldiers. She kicked open the double doors into the inner sanctum of the palace. Imposing as they were, they were not designed to lock securely.

	Inside the high-walled, gold and pearlescent white inner sanctum was a shrine to Solceanos, the great sun-deity depicted as a man with a burning halo and surrounded in rays of smoke and fire. At the base of this being, as if he were looking down on them in their hour of desperation, were two figures huddled together. Sophia recognized both, dressed in embroidered silk cloth, bedecked with jewelry, their beauty well contrived even in this hour of wrath, even surrounded by blood and bullets. That was the way of the aristocracy.

	Her features twisted with anger at the sight of the Duke and his daughter.

	“Duke Pascheladis!” Sophia said. “Stand up! Own up to your sins and face me!”

	It was not the Duke who stood first. His daughter Nereida approached Sophia.

	“Please, have some humanity! You cannot do this! Look at father, look at what has–”

	Nereida didn’t recognize her. Sophia retrained her aim and fired a single round.

	As soon as she stood, Nereida fell aside with a hole the width of a finger through her brow.

	There was no emotion in Sophia’s eyes. Nereida meant nothing to her anymore.

	“Stand up, Pascheladis!” Sophia shouted, spitting fury at the villain before her.

	There was no way that this man would stand up to her. She soon recognized this.

	On the floor, the Duke was at his most wretched. 

	Shaking, teeth chattering in the grip of madness. He could not say a word to her. He would not even make eye contact. It was as if he was trying to crawl endlessly against an invisible wall. He scratched at the base of the statue until his fingers had gone purple and red. He wept, and shouted. It was as if the terror of the palace coming under attack had fully robbed him of his wits. Had he ever shown such frailty before this?

	Nereida had been tending to him because he had completely broken down.

	Sophia’s eye twitched. Her heart beat faster and faster. Her head felt red-hot with anger.

	At the sight of the panicking, crying, incoherent Duke, whom she had once respected.

	Whom she had once followed as honorably as she could.

	“Look at you.”

	She turned her pistol on him. He continued to clutch the statue for no reason at all.

	Was he begging Solceanos for forgiveness?

	It was not he who needed such forgiveness. Forgiveness was for those who would live.

	“Look at you squirming there. Do you even know why you will die? You made me think that it was righteous to beat down hungry, desperate men. To gas crowds with women and children. To send to the deepest holes of the earth people whom you gave no choice but to steal and kill to live. How could I ever believe this? I’m the one here who must have been insane. I must have been insane to follow your orders.”

	She walked up to him, grabbed him by the hair and smashed his face into the statue.

	There was no catharsis in it. She could torture him all day and feel nothing from it.

	“It’s not fair. It’s not fair that you can afford to lose your wits like this and I can’t.”

	Surgically, without emotion, she put a single round through the back of his skull.

	Duke Pascheladis’ head crashed against the statue plaque, smearing it with blood.

	Sophia stared at the revolting sight of the corpse, unable to tear herself away.

	In her mind, this moment had gone very differently.

	Filled with passionate eloquence Sophia would have confronted the Duke about her transformation. She would explain the clarity she gained from disobeying her orders, from imprisonment, from suffering torture and being made an example of. She would describe to him the power she had found in her comrades, in their rebellion and the leftist militancy that turned so many to her side. He would have argued back that she was betraying her duty, betraying the honor of her position as a soldier, as an inquisitor, as a ducal guard. He would say that if she believed so strongly in the rantings of Mordecai, then she had to die as well!

	Sophia would say to him, that she was prepared to meet him in hell right away.

	None of this happened in reality. None of it could ever happen.

	How long had the Duke been driven into madness? Was this entire battle so pointless?

	Sophia was robbed of her revenge and she was robbed of a chance to convince herself of her own atonement.

	Pascheladis had to die. But to Sophia, he had to die struggling, cursing her and clinging to his life. 

	She wanted to be able to condemn him. To watch his eyes water as he begged her for mercy.

	Sophia looked down at the weapon with which she had ended the Pascheladis dukedom.

	Even if she had not told him as such, she was prepared to meet him in hell.

	“I’ve hurt too many people. Innocent people without hope. I’m no better than those two.”

	She lifted the pistol to her own head.

	She felt her hands shake, her blood run cold. She started to apply pressure to the trigger.

	In the middle of that empty sanctum, she would die.

	“I’m as guilty as these bastards. I hope– I hope she’ll forgive me–”

	“No! Sophia, please, oh my god, please stop!”

	Tears streaming down her eyes, Sophia turned around, the barrel of the pistol warm against her skin. She saw a woman her age in a matching pilot suit come running into the sanctum. Without her helmet, she was easy to identify. Irene had such a dignified face, the face of a truly noble soul, expressive, strikingly beautiful, with bright orange eyes and smooth, orderly brown hair, cut to the neck and curling inward. 

	Seeing Irene weep at the sight of Sophia’s decision was touching to her.

	They were unlikely partners, unlikely allies. So much had to happen for them to meet.

	She wished so strongly that Irene had not been there. That she would have just found a corpse.

	“This is why you wanted to be alone? Sophia, you don’t have to do this!” Irene pleaded.

	“I can’t bear to keep lying to myself. My hands are full of innocent blood.” Sophia said.

	Irene’s face twisted with fear and pain. “You were a kid! You didn’t know anything!”

	“I was old enough! I believed in what I was doing. I caused so much suffering.”

	Sophia smiled bitterly. To think they were having an argument like this one last time.

	“You reformed! You went to prison for standing against the government! You changed!”

	“Changing does not absolve me of what I did. It only made me realize how horrible it was.”

	“Quit running away then!” Irene shouted. “Live so you can take responsibility for yourself!”

	Irene stomped her foot. Her cries grew more desperate through a flood of helpless tears.

	“We chose you, Sophia! Out of everyone, we still chose to follow you! We believe in you!”

	“I had military skills, respectability within the officer corps, and access. I was a good tool to radicalize the ducal navy in this time of crisis.” Sophia said. “Irene I can’t in good conscience volunteer to lead the people of Buren. I was a collaborator in their suffering and I will never be able to live that down.”

	Her companion was starting to falter, to fall to helplessness. Irene hugged herself, shaking.

	Through quivering lips, she began to mutter words that hit Sophia as hard as any bullet.

	“Sophia, if I you told that– if I told you that all this time, I had feelings for–”

	Sophia felt her heart sink and shouted back. “Please don’t say it! Irene, please! Not here!”

	Those would have been the most painful last words she could have possibly heard.

	“Please put that gun down! If you want to atone, then do so in life! Atone by my side!”

	Irene stepped forward suddenly, holding out her hand, her eyes fixed on Sophia’s own. 

	Sophia was startled, but she was restrained enough not to pull the trigger out of fear. She thought for a second to threaten to shoot, but she was her own hostage. Her voice caught in her throat, and she could not move as Irene slowly approached her. Their eyes were fixed on one another.

	“Give me the gun. Please, Sophia. I will help you; I will do anything for you.”

	Irene got so close Sophia could smell the plastic scent of her suit, and the sweat in her hair.

	Her hands reached up to Sophia’s own and touched her.

	At first Sophia resisted. She did not allow the barrel to be brought down from her head.

	Their gazes were locked together with such intensity. Sophia could not shut her eyes.

	Irene persisted, tugging gently on Sophia’s hand.

	Slowly, the barrel of the gun lifted off from Sophia’s skin.

	Her companion turned the gun toward the ground and finally took it from her hand.

	Sophia felt all the blood drain from her face. An overwhelming sense of shame overcame her. Like ice water dumped over her head. She wanted to fall to the floor, but Irene wrapped her arms around her. 

	Shorter by several centimeters, her face came rest against Sophia’s chest.

	Sophia could not return her embrace. She felt so unworthy, and laid so low. Everything was supposed to end in this sanctum. There was not supposed to be another day for her; for the Sophia Tzanavaras who had gone from guarding this palace, to being the revolutionary seizing it.

	“I never understood how much you were suffering.” Irene said. “I’m so sorry.”

	“Irene, I– I don’t deserve this.” Sophia said weakly. She could not protest it much more.

	Held in the arms of her faithful companion, and bearing the hopes of so many people, who saw her as a hero who was saving Buren from the evil aristocrats, Sophia could not conceive of how she would move forward from this moment. She felt as if her legs could never move again.

	Despite everything, Irene was there supporting her. Sophia could not explain it.

	Somehow, her legs would move again. There would be another day in her life.

	Shaken by the knowledge that it could have all ended in that sanctum.

	And bearing the uncertainty of a life she did not plan to lead.

	In that sense, Sophia was just like Buren itself. 

	Having her past life torn to pieces in front of her eyes. Rediscovering herself as her ideas of justice were completely transformed. Throwing herself into battle after battle to defer the problem of mending her many wounds in a time of peace. Treading blindly to an uncertain future that was full of enemies and difficult questions about herself. What her role would be, how people viewed her, how she could protect their revolution. As much as she hated and feared the thought of living with the pain she caused and the pain she felt, Sophia Tzanavaras was Buren in flesh, and like Buren, her history would not end so simply.

	

	

	“She could not do it after all. Well, I’m glad. It would’ve been a huge downer.”

	Sophia and Irene wept into each other’s chests while a certain busybody peered from afar. Sitting above the Solceanos monument, her hands behind her head, giving her sore body a breather after a long day. She was glad that she did not get out of bed this morning to witness a suicide. That would have wrecked her day.

	From a pouch in the ballistic vest worn over her double-layered tactical bodysuit, the spy produced a portable radio and tuned it to a special nationalist frequency. She put the receiver up to her red lips and spoke gently, so that her physical voice would not be overhead in the sanctum below.

	“Commander Tzanavaras, it’s me. I apologize for going dark. I infiltrated the palace.”

	She played with a lock of graying brown hair as Sophia, far below and unaware of her current position, took notice of the radio call. As soon as she spoke, she sent that tender moment between Commander and Adjutant into a sudden anxiety. Sophia scrambled to take the call by tapping her earpiece, and looked to Irene for support, who simply nodded to her in sympathy and stood by her side to support her. How touching.

	“This is Tzanavaras.” Sophia said. She had done a magnificent job at code switching out from a vulnerable, broken-hearted girl’s weeping voice to the imperious, commanding voice they all knew and followed. “Daksha Kansal. Your support has been invaluable. Were you successful? Is everything clear on your end?”

	The spy rolled her eyes a little. She should have never trusted this kid enough to have her name.

	Even if it was a cheap and easy way to get her trust.

	“It’s all clear. I prevented them from destroying any data or locking down the systems, so feel free to send your engineers to the control center. The security forces routed easily due to rumors that the Duke had gone mad and hid in the sanctum to die. Only the zealots stood and fought. Judging by the ruckus I heard, I think you can safely call this your win. On a related note: don’t call me Daksha Kansal anymore, alright Sophia?”

	Below, Sophia started pacing out of the sanctum, with Irene in tow. Her movements seemed mechanical, as if a bit lost on how she should be putting one foot in front of the other. She was clearly still shaken. “What should I call you? You are a proletarian hero and founder of the Union. We honor your name quite highly.”

	“That’s precisely why you should all forget about that name in the future. We don’t want Buren to live in the shadow of the Union’s deeds — you won’t inspire confidence just by relying on my name. Call me Ganges instead. But anyway, we’ll talk in person soon, Tzanavaras. I’ve got good news from down South.”

	“Very well, Ganges. I look forward to our meeting, then.”

	Atop the Solceanos monument, Ganges shut the radio antennae and laid back, sighing.

	For a moment, she waited for Sophia and Irene to leave the sanctum.

	Then she lifted her hand up to the roof. 

	There was a red glow in her eyes that she could feel as a gentle heat, as she pulled open a trapdoor on the roof from afar. Ganges stood up on the statue, and withdrew her hookshot. She would make her escape soon.

	Her body ached in various places. Twenty years had passed since the Union fought off the Empire.

	To think rather than lounging in house arrest like Ahwalia, she was still running around like this.

	The things I do for my treasured students. She thought. I hope those two appreciate it.

	It wasn’t like she hated her position entirely, however.

	In fact, she felt privileged, whenever she closed her eyes and felt the wave spreading across the Oceans.

	“Being called Ganges again sure makes me feel something.”

	Once again, she was part of that revolutionary wave that would change everything.

	

	

	Hours after the assault on Lithopolis, Bureni stations across the Duchy received word from the nationalists which then spread to the common people. Crowds formed in the parks and squares of several stations, with some crowds celebrating the fall of the ducal government and confronting dissenters against the nationalist cause. Station authorities were threatened to swear their loyalty to the Nationalists and to avoid retaliatory actions. Police forces initially organized to suppress pro-nationalist sentiments, but the total rout of the BDF and the approach of the new People’s Defense Corps fleets forced the surrender of station security forces.

	Across the duchy, industrial workers overthrew their bosses, backed by nationalists, and took over the mining and refining of agarthicite and other products. Private transport companies in the state were blockaded by the nationalists and their ships confiscated and nationalized. There would be no more exporting of Bureni wealth to the rest of the Empire. Within days, the state had closed its borders, and one by one, its stations came under the control of the National Front, either peacefully or surrounded by nationalist ships.

	Once the National Front could credibly claim to control all organs of state, there was a broadcast across all station monitors from Lithopolis. Inside a Sanctum that once housed an altar to Solceanos, now there was a simple podium where one woman addressed the nation. She dressed in an ornate dark-purple ceremonial military uniform that harkened back to the uniforms of the previous Kingdom of Buren, before annexation by the Empire. There was no mistaking her for a simple functionary or spokeswoman. She was tall, with strong shoulders and long, lean limbs, and a bountiful head of golden hair atop which rested a military beret. Her eyes were as golden as her hair; her pearl-olive skin was done up professionally, as were her lightly red lips.

	“My beloved people of Buren! Our country is free!”

	This was the beginning of her declaration. Everyone watching felt their heart soar at those words.

	“For too long, we Burenis suffered under the tyranny of the ducal state, which turned countryman against countryman, destroyed our identity and history, and made us slaves to the Imbrian Empire! Duke Pascheladis and the ducal court have been broken by the hand of the National Front of Buren. We fought for so long to get to this day, and the fighting is not yet over. But today, my people, the wave of revolution which began in the Union twenty years ago has reached us here in Buren. Konstantin von Fueller, tyrant of the Imbrian ocean, is dead, and his Empire has no power over us anymore. We Burenis are now free to forge our own destinies.”

	On every screen in Buren, that woman’s passionate words inspired crowds to roar and cheer.

	With the weight of history bearing down on her shoulders, she declared her challenge against fate.

	“My name is Sophia Tzanavaras! With your mandate, I have taken up the mantle of Supreme Marshal of the National Front of Buren, to tirelessly protect our revolution! To protect the rights and dignity of all workers, the peace and security of the common folk, and the autonomy of the People’s Democratic Republic of Buren!”

	At this point, the camera zoomed out just enough for the people watching to see two Union Streloks appear, unarmed, and kneel at Sophia’s sides. For Imperial citizens, the Strelok’s silhouette was often propaganda for an evil enemy. To see them kneeling around Sophia displayed some degree of martial prowess to the viewers.

	“In the coming months, there will be many challenges to our cause, but together, we will overcome anything! We will build upon our history of brave warriors, and the teachings of modern revolution, and triumph!”

	When Sophia’s face finally disappeared from the screens, the people watching were already thinking of themselves as the People’s Democratic Republic of Buren, whether they were optimistic of its future or not.

	

	

	 


I.6 “The Moon Under The Mountain”

	The “Vogelheim incident” caused the biggest stir in the Duchy of Bosporus.

	Bosporus was the Empire’s earliest mining colony, characterized by brutal industrial labor juxtaposed with the academies training the next generation of Engineers and Overseers for the mines and factories. This volatile melting pot led Bosporus to become a hotbed of political activism. Labor unions, academic protesting and industrial sabotage boiled over in the background of the greatest expansion of Imperial dominion over the Oceans since the Age of Strife.

	Dozens of stations arose from the materials gathered in Bosporus. Soon the Empire expanded southward, hungry for easier, cheaper materials now that Bosporus’ topsoil was rent asunder. The Empire established the colonies that would become the Union, offloading the indigens of Bosporus to these territories. The Empire hoped to “Imbrianize” Bosporus and end its colony status through deportations and assimilationist violence. Bosporus did not go quiet while Shimii, Volgians and other “ethnics” were deported south or forced to change their names and languages. Much to the Empire’s continued chagrin, Bosporus resisted Imbrianization as much as it could. The growing middle class of Bosporus continued to agitate in the Academies.

	This was the situation, in brief, when Vogelheim set off a shockwave through the Empire.

	Vogelheim terrified and infuriated the Bosporans. They did not care who it was that lived in that station. To them, it represented an escalation of fascistic violence that defied the simple condemnations that Erich Fueller and the aristocrats under him had leveled on the Volkisch. If Vogelheim could be destroyed, any station would be. The political left argued that the Volkisch was the Empire. There was nothing distinguishing these rival factions when it came to the people. The Volkisch, the Vekans, the Solcean zealots, all of them could attack innocent people at will.

	Station by station an uprising spread. Political academics, black bloc anarchists, labor unionists, and even liberal democrats began to wrest political power from cowed ducal authorities. Protests, marches, riots, sabotage, the uprising encompassed every form of imaginable unrest. On a national level it was disorganized, but enough individual flashpoints burned all at once to cause a national effect. Police forces and the Bosporan Defense Force had to overstretch themselves.

	Tensions in the rest of the Empire marked a turning point in the Bosporan uprising. Rhinean aristocrats that fled to Sverland started to call for a Royal Alliance to form against the likes of the Volkisch and their industrial bourgeois allies, seeing them as the main rivals for power and the left as nascent and fragile. This had the effect that Bosporan nobles suddenly fled south to join this united front rather than fight in Bosporus where they were weak. It beheaded the ducal state.

	Erich von Fueller’s march was stopped by the destruction of Vogelheim in his home state in the Palatinate. The pause of the Grand Western Fleet isolated the Bosporan Defense Forces from reinforcement. They began to face increasing mutiny on their ships and stations, as more and more forces defected to either the Volkisch, the Noble Alliance or the anarchist left in Bosporus.

	Police became trapped in their stations with their uprisings, with no hope of reinforcement or heavy support. Uniforms started to come off. Slowly, but surely, there was nothing for them to fight for and nobody keep up the fight. No aristocrats to pay them, no officers to order them around, and increasingly militant crowds they could not hope to contain. The Uprising won the day.

	Countless books would be written about the collapse of Bosporus.

	The Duchy of Bosporus collapsed. That was the one fact they agreed on.

	Living in that moment, the people of Bosporus had to decide what would replace it.

	Individual stations created their own governments and institutions. Bosporus’ capital of Antioch declared itself a “Commune” hosting an alliance of anarchist street fighters and leftist academics. Various stations by popular vote became Republics, Workgroups, Socialist Unions. All of these microstates understood, however, the interconnected nature of life under the Ocean. They needed to trade goods and access specialized equipment and skills from other stations.

	Ultimately, Antioch was chosen as the gathering place for representatives from the micro-states and the umbrella platform for Bosporan political activity became the “Bosporan Commune.” The Commune was declared to be an “Association” of independent peoples who recognized the need for broader cooperation. They sent multiple representatives to a “Popular Assembly” to draft guidelines and strike deals between each station. There were plenty of disagreements, particularly surrounding military matters, but a fear of the broader civil war tied the stations together.

	Because of the civil war, having economic and social cooperation was not enough. The people of the Commune stations needed to pool their military power to defend their autonomy. Soon, individual ships and station forces organized and began to “freely associate” as a fleet while retaining their “political autonomy” as was the anarchist style at the time. These were collectively called the Popular Mobilization Forces. Their naval power fluctuated between 200 and 600 ships at any time, depending on who could be agreed to muster where, and for what cause.

	Soon after their organization, these forces began their first campaign of the war.

	There was a place southwest of Bosporus that connected Rhinea and Sverland to Bosporus. This natural barrier was known as the Khaybar Mountain Range and separated the Empire’s western and southern polities from the eastern and northern ones. What was now the “mountain” was believed to have once been a massive island on the surface that fragmented and partially sunk, creating a landscape of high, rocky “walls” with a “pass” between. “Overflying” its jagged natural features could only be done in the photic zone at 200 meters depth. At this depth, Khaybar’s peaks teemed with Leviathans feasting on the rich environment of the island remnants. There was light, wildlife; a whole ecosystem. Deeper down, the Leviathan’s red blood and carcasses thickened the abyssal waters.

	Navigating Khaybar allowed ships to bypass the borders of the other states. The ducal states and their merchant marines ignored Khaybar, however. The Imperial Navy considered it a “natural sanctuary.” Officially, nobody lived there, and ships should not attempt to go through it.

	The people of Bosporus knew the official Imperial record to be a lie.

	Khaybar was a historical hotbed of attacks on ships. Someone was out there.

	Those that survived such attacks spread rumors of a “Pirate Queen” and her enclave who ruled this area. There were those who believed this was a cover story for losing cargo or covering up mutinies or otherwise negligent behavior from shady merchants, corrupt Navy officers and mercenaries inventing tall tales to sell escort services. Others had confirmed the rumors firsthand, claiming to have made deals with the pirates in exchange for exotic goods or free passage.

	In the civil war, Khaybar Mountain had a new importance for the anarchists.

	PMF Scout ships delved into Khaybar for a deep passage to the south, hoping to make it to Campos or even the Union while bypassing the borders of the enemy states around them. Like many before them, these ships were lost in Khaybar without further contact. The PMF forces were busy defending the borders, so individual scout ships were all they could muster for the expedition.

	This situation extended for weeks without resolution, unnerving the Commune forces.

	Ultimately, a flotilla of “freely associating” anarchist ships organized independently to probe the Khaybar region for themselves. Unlike the PMF’s individual scout ships, they agreed to travel in a large group and to fight with organization. However, their intentions were outwardly peaceable and they wanted this to be known. That was the difference in their approach to the more strictly militarized PMF forces who expected and prepared for a fight, and broadcast that intention.

	The so-called Free Ships hardened themselves for the fight but went to great lengths to avoid it. They bombarded the area with diplomatic signals. They sent out drones by the dozens. “We are the Bosporan Commune, and we wish to help you and work with you.” All over the Khaybar region any ship operating standard equipment would have heard their acoustic messages.

	The Free Ships dared not go too far at first to avoid provocation. They were met only with eerie silence. Some of their drones were lost, mainly to the rough oceans and the creatures of the deep. However, the overwhelming majority of their drone fleet was untouched, broadcasting.

	Several days passed without violence. Emboldened, communication attempts continued.

	“My, what an interesting racket you’ve all made! Hold your positions. We will talk soon.”

	Eventually, there was a response back, and this was all that was said at first. Instructions were given to the Free Ships for a proper communication. With trepidation, a laser signal was finally exchanged between anarchists and an old relay. Damaged as the relay was, they could not see much of a picture, but they did confirm a connection, and that there was a data transmission.

	On that dark, crackly video feed they could barely make out a hooded figure in the static.

	“My name is Majida al-Khaybari. I represent the people of Jabal Khaybar. We will allow one ship to approach whether with diplomats or soldiers. We don’t care who comes or what you bring with you as long as you follow our instructions. I am willing to talk with any of you.”

	The Free Ships acknowledged Majida. This was the first positive step anyone had made.

	Through a vote, one lead ship was elected from the Flotilla.

	Elections decided the leadership of this one ship, and volunteers filled its ranks.

	And so, the Eminent set off for the Khaybar pass.

	It was a journey that tested the mettle and commitment of everyone involved.

	Khaybar’s deep waters were darker than anything the Bosporans had ever seen. Every so often there was a dim glow from a creature or a colony of creatures with bioluminescence. As they delved deeper there were more bioluminescent corals and gas stalks and creatures, as if deliberately placed. Like gardens grown on rocky hillsides, at the bottoms of ravines and on sunken ships.

	Sometimes there were fearful sights in that glow.

	Carcasses of Leviathans speared into the ground as if totems shouting warning. Hulks of ships were anchored everywhere, many picked clean of weapons or armor. Every so often, the Bosporans thought they saw parties of workers in Diver suits picking metal from the wrecks. This was confirmed when they saw fresh wrecks and the timid people working on top of them.

	Some of those ships had been Bosporan, reported missing weeks ago.

	For the members of the free ships, these had been comrades.

	On every one of the ships, there was a mark.

	A half-moon with three slashes through it as if clawed by an animal.

	“We shouldn’t be here. These people can’t be trusted. They’ve attacked us before.”

	Such sentiments began to spread aboard the Eminent.

	It was hard to keep discipline. The Khaybarians were not being especially welcoming.

	One man among the Bosporans spoke up.

	“We can’t just turn around now without even trying to speak to anyone! We have to try to make peace with the Khaybarians! Our Commune will be at war forever, with the entire rest of the world, if we cannot reach out to others outside our stations and find common ground!”

	His name was Silas Batyrov. Before the uprising, he had been a history graduate.

	Part of Bosporus’ “Imbrianized,” educated middle class from one of its famous schools.

	“Majida al-Khaybari is a traditional Shimii name. I couldn’t see ears or anything in her picture.”

	He had been murmuring such things to himself, thinking about the history of Bosporus.

	An incredible amount of violence had been done to the Shimii. They were deported from their stations, forced to change their names, forced into slavery. Their culture had been destroyed. More than anyone in Bosporus, they suffered from being intolerable to the ruling Imbrian culture.

	Khaybar earned its fearsome reputation in the past twenty or thirty years or so.

	Had these people been Shimii, attacking ships just to survive this entire time?

	If that was the case, Batyrov felt a duty to help them join the rest of the Commune.

	Near-unanimously, the crew of the Eminent named Batyrov the leader of the negotiating party for these reasons. Two other men, Shapur and Albescu, were to go with him. They were also students, who had participated in the same uprising as Batyrov, though the latter did not personally know them. However, they could at least get along together because of their similar origins.

	Soon the anarchists neared the rocky pass through the middle of Khaybar.

	Batyrov felt absolutely tiny when faced with the massive landform. An enormous cleave in the earth with stone rising higher than the eye could see on either side of it. They were 1500 meters deep and Khaybar’s mountainous peaks rose over a thousand meters on either side of them. Between the two halves was the pass, a five- or six-hundred-meter gap with flat, rocky faces on either side. Nowhere in Khaybar was the water murkier than it was around the pass, rusty-red with biomass from dead Leviathans. Whether they had fallen from above or been killed by the people of Khaybar, Batyrov did not know. He assumed both could be true, explaining the volume of red.

	There was a messy acoustic message from Khaybar that led to another messy laser call.

	“As-salamu alaykum. It’s me again.” Batyrov could tell it was Majida, though she failed to introduce herself. She sounded almost chipper. Maybe it was the connection noise. “I am waiting for you in the caves. We have a multi-service dock at depth 1800. Your ship should just about be able to handle it. Inshallah we will meet soon and you will not explode due to the pressure.”

	The Eminent was a frigate, an old Imperial Marder class that had defected in the uprisings. They had seen other relatively Frigate-size ships floating around the mountain in varying degrees of readiness, and had the seen the wrecks of many other Frigate-size ships, so more than likely, it was true that the Khaybarians had Frigate docks. That they were set into the rock was not terribly surprising as there were stations and arcologies grafted onto landforms all over the Empire.

	Those docks and ships did lead Batyrov to reconsider what the Pirates were capable of.

	Descending down to the seafloor at the base of the pass, the Bosporans found a hatch opening directly beneath them. There was no movement of water, as the hatch was already flooded. A massive tunnel extended below the surface aperture. They followed the rocky passage under the mountain and up into an absurdly massive moonpool. A small flotilla was housed and serviced in the rocky depths of this flooded passage. Batyrov was unsure of how they would get out, however, because ships did not have upper hatches. Moonpools had fallen quite out of use by the Empire.

	Again, the Khaybarian’s ingenuity surprised them.

	A pair of labor divers dropped down from above and attached a chute to their frigate.

	Docking clamps were also safely anchored by the Khaybarian workers.

	The Bosporans were almost afraid of opening their ship up to the chutes to disembark Batyrov and his men. Batyrov trusted the Khaybarians, and when he had the airlock to the chute opened, he found a completely pressurized, straightforward walk out to a familiar style of metal bulkhead door. On their side, the Khaybarians opened the door and met him without incident.

	Finally, Batyrov got to meet with his counterparts after all this time.

	There was a figure in a black hood at the center of a small party of unarmed folk. Everyone but that central figure instead wore dusty grey or beige hoods and synthetic coats and pants. They wore featureless, dusty white masks with subtle eyeholes. All of their hoods had spaces for their cat-like ears. Either they all made that style choice together or they were all Shimii as Batyrov had assumed.

	That central hooded figure stepped forward to greet the party from Bosporus.

	“I did not prepare a big welcoming speech. Do you have one?”

	“I’m afraid not. Let’s just introduce ourselves.” Batyrov said, smiling at her.

	She laughed in response. “As you wish!”

	Batyrov got to see the leader of the Khaybarian Pirates. She pulled down her hood.

	“Majida al-Khaybari. Warlord of the ummah of Jabal Khaybar.”

	“I am Silas Batyrov. I represent the interests of the people of Bosporus.”

	“Hah! Well, I suppose I am not one of them by your definition.”

	They briefly shook hands. She had a very strong grip.

	She was a Shimii, without a doubt. Her ears and tail proved this immediately.

	For a brutal “Pirate Queen” she had an outward appearance gentler and more collected than Batyrov expected. Her hair was a captivating color, like a dusty silver, that fell in messy waves cut just over the shoulder. She had an interesting pale skin complexion, like an off-brown grey, that was uncommon to her ethnicity. Her eyes were a very dark color. Her face seemed untroubled by the elements, with a gentle nose and soft lips and cheekbones. She was smiling softly at the anarchists.

	Her figure was quite lithe and lean, not necessarily skinny, but neither too tall nor too broad. Her form of dress was humble. Beneath her synthetic hood she wore a weathered green coat and pants with military-style boots. Her garments looked simply made and very little decorated. Her only piece of jewelry or filigree was a necklace she wore, which had the Khaybarian’s symbol. That half-moon cut through by three claw marks. It had been cast in armor steel, rough and unpolished.

	Some of her body’s physical traits hinted at a complicated ancestry.

	One of her ears was like any other Shimii’s, cat-like, erect at the top of her head and covered in fur the color of her human head hair. However, her other ear was strange. It was twisted the wrong way — if it had an earhole somewhere, then it was pointing back, and there was no fur or earhole fluff that Batyrov could see on it. The cartilage on that “ear” was blue-ish gray and smooth.

	Some Shimii had “wonky” ears, but Majida looked like she had a fin in place of one.

	Her tail was also a bit odd. It split at the end into two fluffy tips.

	“Wondering about this?” She raised a hand and flicked her finger at her one strange ear.

	Batyrov nodded. “I have been trying to place it.”

	Majida grinned. It was a mocking grin, that belied maybe a little bit of her malice.

	“Let us just say I’ve got a complicated history. I’m special, you know?” Majida said.

	Batyrov hardly knew how to reply to such an enigmatic and strange declaration.

	“Are you a Katarran?” He asked, perhaps insensitively.

	“I’m a Shimii. Can you introduce me to the rest of your ‘Bosporan’ friends?”

	Her voice turned a bit brusque as she asserted her ethnicity.

	Batyrov was sure she must have been a Katarran Pelagis, made upon a base of Shimii genetics.

	He would not push her on that subject. It was unimportant for any of their purposes.

	“My comrades here are Basan Shapur and Antoine Albescu.”

	Shapur and Albescu stood behind Batyrov, staring down the Shimii standing with Majida.

	Batyrov knew that nobody was armed, but Majida had them outnumbered a dozen to three.

	Majida herself seemed to notice a bit of tension, and smiled affably.

	“I’ll take the lead from here. All of you go find something productive to do.”

	The plain masks in the dusty coats stared at one another briefly and quietly.

	Following Majida’s orders, they dispersed as individuals, going different directions.

	Once they were gone, the Warlord ushered her guests past the bulkhead door.

	No security checks, no pat-downs or metal detectors.

	Majida did not seem to distrust them at all.

	“There are a lot of passages, so stay close to me. We will pay a visit to mawla Asma Al-Shahouh. She is a community leader and a precious elder to us. Nobody here will ever cooperate with you unless you first pay your respects to mawla Al-Shahouh. After you have introduced yourselves, we can discuss business with her as a witness, in the traditional way.”

	Majida talked very confidently. It felt almost as if she had done this before, or perhaps had planned to do so, and thought about what she would do in such a situation. Batyrov wondered if there were other peoples who had agreements with the Khaybarians and the Bosporans simply did not know for lack of peaceful communication, or attempts at communication. Nevertheless, he did not ask Majida for any exceptions or anything untoward. Feeling lucky that he had come this far and then found an intelligent and forthright woman to speak to, he simply acquiesced to her agenda.

	Shapur and Albescu looked reticent, but they ultimately followed after Batyrov.

	He did not know much about them, but it was fine as long as they all cooperated.

	Beyond the bulkhead that sealed behind them, the cavern passage was partially steel and partially hewn into the rock. Batyrov saw pipes and devices on the walls that he assumed were used to equalize the pressure and provide oxygen and air circulation. There were lights on the walls and ceiling that provided dim fields of illumination, but the lighting at the bulkhead was practically a spotlight compared to the lights in the rest of the passage. It made the place even more cavernous.

	At the end of the passage, the four of them got on an elevator. All of the buttons on the physical controls had very faded characters, but numbers had been scratched into the metal above each so that they could be read and used. Majida did not look as she struck two of the buttons.

	“How should I address you?” Batyrov asked.

	“Majida is fine. By etiquette, you should not be so familiar with a woman, but I’m special.”

	“And the person you are taking us to meet. Her name is Mawla Asma Al-Shahouh?”

	“Mawla is her title. It’s a word in our language, Al Fus-ha. Her name is Asma Al-Shahouh.”

	“Your language, it is like High Imbrian, correct? It’s known, but not much is spoken.”

	“You possess more of High Imbrian than we have Al Fus-ha. But you are mostly correct.”

	Batyrov nodded. High Imbrian was a set of words, place names and titles that the Empire had recorded from the surface world, after the lost times. Military terms like blitzkrieg and the formal name of the Empire, the Reich. And the way the Volkisch called themselves was a word of High Imbrian.It was possible to carry out speech in High Imbrian, if you knew the grammar and the words, but it was very rare. If there was even less left of Al Fus-ha, it was a dead tongue.

	Talking with Majida fascinated him as a scholar, but hers seemed a sad tale to tell.

	He felt so ashamed that the Imbrians had done so much damage to the Shimii.

	Majida laughed to herself as if she knew what he was thinking.

	“You can’t take all the credit for our condition, you know. Let me tell you a story I was told: a thousand years ago, there was a holy man, the Mahdi, who led the Shimii to the Ocean. He was sent to us with ominous knowledge from Allah, subhanahu wa ta’ala.” Majida followed with a quick recitation Batyrov didn’t understand. “Why was he sent? Because the people of the surface hated us, and when they conspired to escape the Calamity, they wanted us all to die on the surface. Can you imagine such a thing? That the entire world wanted us to be annihilated?”

	Though she had an amused expression, Majida was talking about dire things indeed.

	“I’m sorry, I was not aware.” Batyrov said. His voice trembled.

	He was not aware of much of the Shimii’s culture. Only of its ultimate destruction.

	A part of him wondered how far outside of Khaybar such stories had ever spread.

	He could almost believe this mountain was the original site of that mythical descent.

	It was so ancient-feeling, and so hidden away. Just like these people were.

	“Just think about it; the calamity of the surface destroyed all our holy sites and homes.” Majida said, “and beneath the Ocean we faced more hardship and hate, and we faced the time of great Ignorance with everyone else beneath the Ocean.” Did she mean the Age of Strife? She continued. “But compared to the ancient people leaving us to die on the surface, the Imbrians’ hatred of us is small and pathetic. Just like you folk.”

	Majida elbowed Batyrov gently in the flank, laughing as she made that declaration.

	Shapur and Albescu looked like they wanted to sink through the earth and disappear.

	It was a long elevator ride. Maybe the tunnels were big, or the elevator was old and slow.

	Thankfully, there wasn’t much silence. Their Shimii hostess was always talking.

	“Tell me more about you!” Majida said. “You’re a nerd, Batyrov. How about these two?”

	She turned and pointed at Albescu. He grunted a bit as if he didn’t really know what to say.

	“I’m also a nerd, technically.” He finally said. “I’m more of a soldier now, I guess.”

	“You all need to work on your people skills to do this diplomacy thing.” Majida laughed.

	“We were kind of drafted into it.” Shapur said. He tried to smile and shrug, playing it off.

	“I guess someone’s always calling the shots for everyone no matter where you go.”

	“Well, we’re anarchists, so no, actually.” Albescu said. “But it was like peer pressure.”

	Majida’s cat-like ear noticeably perked up. Her fin-like ear twitched briefly.

	“Anarchists, right! I’d heard that something big had gone down in Bosporus.”

	“You get news from the outside?” Batyrov asked. She had blurted out something new.

	Majida was unbothered. She did not seem to see it as changing her position whatsoever.

	“I’ve got my ways, but I’d still love to hear from your perspective what happened.”

	“Of course. I keep practicing how to tell this story in the future. So: a few weeks ago, a group of militants sank a station in the Palatinate. Do you know where that is?” Batyrov asked.

	“Of course, I do.” Majida replied.

	She did not sound angry at him, but Batyrov still felt he was making verbal missteps.

	In his estimation, Majida seemed like a very bright woman.

	He had not known what to expect. Maybe someone more desperate, more brutish.

	Someone quoting a lot of religious passages at him?

	He had to keep revising his impression of her with every word she said.

	“After that station was destroyed, a bunch of us just said ‘enough was enough’. We wanted to do something about it. At first, we just wanted to gather a group of students and walk out, and protest and give some visibility to how bad all this– all this stuff was, you know?” Batyrov said.

	“You can say ‘shit’. I’m not your mother or sister.” Majida said.

	Albescu and Shapur cracked up a little.

	“Right.” Batyrov replied, turning a little red. “So, anyway, what ended up happening was all of the students walked out. A bunch of professors joined us. Then the police came out. And it got heated, really quickly. We were just students, but when people saw us getting gassed and hit, more people started joining. Regular people. Even some Navy guys came in, they threw out their uniforms. Eventually we had enough of being hit. We’ve got huge numbers of people, pissed as hell. So, then we start fighting.”

	Majida whistled. “I can’t imagine you fighting, Batyrov.”

	“I was arrested, like, Day 1.” Batyrov laughed. “So, this is all kinda second-hand.”

	He started fidgeting with his hair. Majida looked at him with a little smile.

	“So then, who is calling the shots now? The Duke fled the state, didn’t he?” She asked.

	“Well, nobody is ‘calling the shots’ really.” Batyrov said.

	Majida smiled again. “Someone is always calling the shots.”

	“I know this might sound corny, but we collectively decided to organize on the principle of free association. We form groups, because we all want to, and those groups decide together what they want to do, what problems they want to tackle, who they can talk to for resources so they can get together and do the work.”

	“I see. You did all this complicated stuff just to come talk to me? I’m flattered.”

	Her expression seemed to shift from sympathy to mockery very quickly.

	“Well, let me ask you this, are you the boss around here?” Batyrov said.

	“Of some things. Like dealing with you, for example.” Majida replied.

	“Is Mawla Al-Shahouh the boss, then?”

	He was trying to needle her in the same way she was making fun of their anarchism.

	It did not work too well.

	“Wow! You’re so respectful, already using her title. She’s the boss of some things.”

	Finally, the elevator stopped, and the doors opened in front of them.

	“Ah. Follow me! And don’t stare too much. You’ll scare the kittens.”

	They exited out onto an absolutely massive space that was full of people.

	Rock walls and metal blended together in fascinating, almost organic ways.

	There were devices regulating air and pressure, and light fixtures on the rock walls or suspended on steel wires, but the habitat was still cavernous. Batyrov remembered that feeling of smallness in the Khaybar Pass, with the rock walls rising on either flank. The interior of Khaybar Mountain was the same way. Up above there was only darkness as the ceiling was some imperceivably infinite height overhead. There were maybe about a hundred meters of width of dimly lit clearance between the walls, and this road was taken up by people. Catwalks and ladders and elevators in places connected the various rooms set inside and into the walls around them.

	Batyrov compared it to a hive, and all the Shimii ran around like cat-eared bees within it.

	The Khaybarians appeared to have colonized the rock at least a dozen stories high with all manner of workshops, homes big and small, and what seemed like meeting places on the different floor levels. They walked past a recessed stone hollow in the wall where synthetic mats had been laid down and people sat, listening to what sounded like stories or prayers that were being sang.

	“Weigh with justice, and do not give short measure.” Majida said aloud to herself.

	There were hundreds, maybe thousands of people. 

	Definitely thousands; Batyrov started counting and recounting, resetting his expectations as he walked. There were so many people, so many different people. Women and children, older men and strong-looking boys, with different colors of eyes and patterns on their hair, with darker and lighter skin. Batyrov had hardly seen a place that was so colorful. Everyone dressed humbly in coats, pants, long skirts. All kinds of ears shaking and tails wagging. Most people wore earth tones with simple but lovely patterns.

	As they walked, a group of children who had been playing started sneaking behind them.

	They watched with trepidation, from behind and around objects, their little tails wagging.

	Majida glanced at them briefly over her shoulder, and the kittens hid playfully from her.

	She smiled, and continued walking.

	Batyrov supposed Majida played with these children in other contexts.

	“We’ll be at the mawla’s home shortly. Until then, be careful not to offend anyone.”

	“Yes, of course.” Batyrov said.

	There were a few of Majida’s white-coated, masked retinue walking about. Some patrolled idly around the various levels and structures, waving at Majida when she passed. Others were engaged in some kind of community work. They were distributing containers to people. Some were big barrels. Clean water perhaps? Others gave out what seemed from afar like foodstuffs.

	“We ration everything. We distribute goods based on need.” Majida explained.

	“So, you have industry? What tools do you have? What can you make?” Batyrov said.

	“Look over there.”

	Majida pointed to a spot farther ahead where there was a section of wall cleared quite deep to make room for a massive workshop. As their party got closer, Batyrov saw that there were a dozen Shimii engaged in work on nothing less than an actual Heavy Diver suit. It was a custom build, nothing like a Volker or any other model he had seen. The craftsmanship was incredible.

	Every surface was smoothed out, angled properly. It was painted red, and the technology of this suit was striking compared to the conditions around it. Batyrov was looking at it from the back, so he could see swept shoulders and rear armor that flared out, almost winged. There were six hydro-jets, three a piece in two pod packs. From the positions, they appeared to be able to turn horizontally. It was a curious setup that struck him as a little dangerous, but innovative.

	On a rack near the Diver’s makeshift gantry, there were several weapons. Batyrov thought he recognized them. Staring at them long enough, he could finally tell they were gas guns and ship cannons, stripped from wrecks and refurbished. The Khaybarians used ship guns and materials to build their own weapons and systems. That Diver was probably made with salvaged ship metal too. He realized a lot of this cavern may have been upgraded with ship parts and systems.

	Those Shimii were welding ship metal and salvaged tech, with tools taken from ships.

	“You can build Divers.” Batyrov said. He was taken aback by this revelation. Shapur and Albescu both stared, silently, in awe at the work they were seeing. Batyrov realized if they could work with the Khaybarians, they could have a homegrown weapons industry. All they needed to do was supply the Khaybarians with real materials and tools, and they could build Bosporan weapons! And maybe they could even build ships. They had docks, they had space to work in.

	He was imagining an entire Shimii manufacturing sector. Turning out for the commune, overnight. It would be game-changing for the anarchists. Bosporus did not have a Rhineametalle Group or a Rescholdt-Kolt Heavy Industries. They had mining and processing but not as much manufacturing muscle. Using Majida’s people, the Commune might be able to build anything.

	Majida gave him a strange look.

	Her gaze was frighteningly deep, piercing. It was like she was reading his mind.

	“We make anything we need with anything we can get. Let’s keep walking.”

	She turned from the workshop and led the men onward. Batyrov looked back one last time.

	He saw multiple little tails sticking out from beside the Diver’s foot. He smiled.

	This was a strangely beautiful place. He felt like he wanted to help these people. They seemed like good people, skilled people. People who had been forced into this life by misfortune and violence. None of them needed to live in such backwards conditions. As bewildered as he was when they first made contact, he felt positive about Khaybar. This was not a pirate’s den.

	People lived in Khaybar. They had families and children.

	After walking for what felt like half an hour, they reached the other end of the habitat.

	There was rock wall and what looked like a cargo elevator. It was broader and larger than the rest. There were some crates loaded on it but nobody seemed to be looking after them, so Batyrov did not linger on that detail. Across from the elevator there was a room set into the rock with a metal door. It looked like a recycled bulkhead door, but there were no locking mechanisms and the metal backing was thinned out. Majida led them to this door and casually pushed it open.

	Her face lit up as she entered the domicile, and she put a hand over her chest.

	She moved to keep the three Bosporan men behind her as she stood on the floor mat.

	“Salam, Khala Asma.” Majida greeted. “Oh! I should have known Raaya would be here.”

	The Mawla’s abode was cozy. There was a bed, clearly stripped from a ship cabin, there was a pot and a kettle on an electric cooktop hooked up to an agarthic battery. That battery was probably taken from a diver or a shuttle and the cooktop looked like the ones on imperial messes. There was a climate control unit, naked on the wall, the heating element glowing behind a grate. There was a locker up against one wall, reminiscent of those on Imperial ships, used as a cupboard and pantry. A chest and a small table near the bed played host to an LCD writing tablet and pen.

	By Bosporan standards it was a tiny, humble home, but it felt comfortable enough.

	Inside the room there were two people. On the bed, resting up against a gel pillow, and covered in a warm blanket, was an older Shimii woman with striking green eyes and sandy-brown skin, her hair partly graying. She gave their party a warm, radiant smile. Her dress was just a bit more colorful, a green robe with yellow patterns that looked like squares on a diagonal grid.

	Next to the pot, in which some kind of stew was boiling, stood a younger woman, maybe Majida’s age. She looked enough like the mawla that Batyrov assumed they must have been mother and daughter. She was a pretty girl, a bit skinny, with her hair tied in a functional ponytail and wearing a cheerful expression. Like Mawla Al-Shahouh she had sandy-brown skin and hair, and those same green eyes. Her own robes were pretty simple, but she had a blue sash that she wore tightly.

	When she saw Majida, Raaya approached her with an open, happy demeanor.

	In a strange but caring gesture, the two touched noses briefly, both smiling warmly.

	Then Raaya spotted the Bosporan party and grew concerned.

	“Majida, who are these men with you? There are so many.” Raaya asked.

	“They’re here on business. Don’t worry. They are proper boys.” Majida said.

	“You should not have come unescorted.” Raaya said. She put her hands on her hips.

	“Bah, I’m more of a man than any of them anyway. I’m special. Forget all that.”

	Majida was so casually conceited, the Bosporans felt a bit embarrassed by her.

	“It’s still improper. And now you’re insulting them! What a terrible host!”

	“Don’t give Majida too much grief, Raaya. Let everyone in, and serve the food.”

	From behind them, the mawla, Asma, spoke in a kind but firm tone of voice.

	Raaya nodded her head obediently, and returned to the pot with one last look at Majida.

	“Ahlan wa sahlan, Majida, guests.” Asma said.

	Majida ushered the Bosporans into the abode at that point. Batyrov moved to bow.

	“Don’t do that.”

	He felt Majida’s hand briefly push his chin back up.

	“Don’t bow to anyone here. We don’t do that. The Mawla welcomed you, so be honored.”

	“We appreciate your hospitality. I wish I was able to properly pay respects in your custom.”

	Where he could prostrate himself physically, Batyrov did verbally.

	He really felt privileged. It was like entering an entirely different world. It was surreal.

	“The rest of us don’t use as much Al Fus-ha as her.” Majida said. “Don’t worry about it.”

	“Well, it is only that way despite my best efforts to teach you.” Asma said.

	She laughed, while Majida’s head sank a little. Her fin-like ear twitched with annoyance.

	Raaya had a laugh at Majida’s expense.

	Everyone then sat down on mats on the floor with their legs crossed.

	Once the soup was ready, Raaya went around to everyone with their share.

	Everyone was given one piece of flatbread from the Mawla’s cupboard, and a small cup of a steaming hot, thick soup of greens and lentils. Raaya spooned in the soup first, and then scooped up a round, soft item from the pot onto each cup, making sure everyone had a bite of this. It could have been a soy or yeast cake, or maybe it was really meat. The delegation did not know, but they watched Majida break up the little protein cake into the soup, and dip her bread, and she began to eat it like this. The delegates imitated her. 

	Despite its humble appearance, the meal was quite salty and savory, though the thick, almost viscous consistency of the soup took some getting used to. It was hearty and earthy. Batyrov quite liked it.

	Along with the soup, Raaya served them a very watery tea from the kettle next to the pot.

	After serving the tea, she brought a vessel down from the cupboard, and finally sat herself.

	“Forgive us the small portions. Our meals are pretty lean. Have some milk.”

	Majida said this as she poured just a bit of what seemed like milk from Raaya’s vessel into her tea. It was clearly not 100% dairy milk, as the Imperial-fed delegation were used to, and they learned this when they tried it. Rather, this was more like what they knew as “Union milk:” fortified with a small amount of dairy, with added sugar for taste, but mainly soy or nut milk.

	All of this suggested to Batyrov that there was basic agriculture and food manufacture in Khaybar.

	“Bismillahi wa barakatillah.”

	Asma seemed to offer a little prayer before she began to eat herself.

	“Ah crap.” Majida said. “I just dug right in. Sorry.”

	The Bosporans stopped eating suddenly, staring at Majida, wondering if they offended too.

	“There is a prayer for such an occasion. Do you recall it?” Asma said to Majida.

	“I–”

	“I shall offer a prayer for your soul then.” Asma said mischievously.

	Majida frowned. “Quit teasing me. I’ll make up for it in evening prayer.”

	“Of course, it is known to Allah, subhanahu wa ta’ala, that you are trying your best.”

	“Of course.” Majida replied.

	“However, it is laudable to be dissatisfied with one’s efforts, and to continuously improve.”

	Raaya giggled. Majida seemed fully put down by the lecture.

	The Mawla looked quite happy despite this.

	Asma turned to the Bosporans with a smile. “All of you can eat. Don’t worry about us.”

	And so, the Bosporans ate.

	Asma only had one verbal exchange with them during the meal.

	“You came from Bosporus, is that right?” She asked.

	“That’s right. I come from Antioch originally.” Batyrov said.

	“We call that place Medina, Khala Asma.” Majida interjected.

	“Ah, I see. Tell me then, how is the masjid there? Is it well tended to?”

	Batyrov blinked. “I’m sorry, I don’t know what you mean.”

	“Hmm. Well, don’t worry about it then.”

	Asma covered her mouth, coughing a little before returning to her food.

	She did not address the Bosporans again while they ate.

	After the meal, Raaya picked up all the plastic vessels they had eaten off of.

	“I’m taking these out to wash. Good luck with everything, Majida. I will return with Mother’s medicine soon. Inshallah you will be out of here by then. Mother’s health cannot wait.”

	 Majida waved at Raaya with a bored expression as the young woman departed.

	“She’s a beauty, but she has such a nagging attitude.” Majida shrugged.

	“Whom did she get that from, I wonder?” Asma said, looking satisfied with herself.

	While eating, their seating positions were arranged around Asma’s bed.

	However, now Majida turned her back to Asma and faced all of them directly.

	“Aside from upholding a custom of basic hospitality, I hope to impress upon you how it is that my people live.” Majida said. “All of us live precisely like this. We must share everything and divide it into small amounts so everybody can eat pure and healthy food. I hope you will understand then, as we negotiate, that my people live in precarity and we have need of many things here.”

	“I understand.” Batyrov said.

	Majida eyed Shapur and Albescu. “Do they?”

	“I mean– yes, of course.”

	Albescu and Shapur nodded along with Batyrov.

	“Trust is important in business. So, for now, I trust all of you.” Majida said.

	All of the Bosporans remained seated and faced Majida. Asma remained in her bed.

	“Khala Asma, serve as our witness.”

	“I will witness, but not interrupt.” Asma replied. “You will be responsible, Majida.”

	“Good. It’s easier that way.”

	Majida turned from Asma back to the Bosporans.

	“Up until a few days ago, I was the one sinking your ships. Me and my crew.”

	She cracked a little grin at them. Albescu and Shapur narrowed their eyes at her.

	“Does it bother you? Look around yourselves. My people are vulnerable. Now you know about Khaybar’s fearsome reputation. You experienced it first-hand. All of you call me a ‘Pirate’ but I did not style myself this. I protect my people from those who come to steal from us. And I steal from those who stole our homes, broke up our communities and erased our names and words.”

	Majida’s voice grew impassioned.

	Albescu and Shapur started looking for Batyrov to reply.

	Batyrov could not really argue against her logic.

	They had lost comrades to her piracy. However, her distrust made perfect sense to him.

	“With all due respect, we did not antagonize you. It was the Empire that did you wrong. All this time, people like us have been fighting the Empire too. We never persecuted the Shimii.”

	That was the best argument Batyrov could come up with.

	“A few months ago, when an Imperial Marder-class navigated these waters, I knew that it was Imperial and I attacked it.” Majida said. “It made no attempt to communicate its intentions, its weapons were primed at all times. A week ago, an Imperial Marder-class Frigate appears again. And then another. Am I supposed to think ‘oh, this Imperial Marder-class Frigate is full of ethical, freedom-loving anarchists who mean no harm’? Unfortunately, my vision is not so perfect as that.”

	“Do you attack every ship that tries to go through the pass?” Batyrov asked.

	“Look around you. I’ve seen you eyeing our gear. You know the answer to that!”

	Batyrov did understand. Having been called out like that, he put together the final piece.

	The Khaybarians attacked every warship that tried to go through the pass.

	Using ship computers, they possessed algorithmic detection of specific types.

	“You sink warships. That’s how you choose who to kill and who to extort?” Batyrov asked.

	“It’s a solid starting point. Wouldn’t you agree?”

	“I suppose so. Say that I accept and understand your motivations. Can we have a truce?”

	“Let me answer your question with a question.” Majida said. “Are you the boss, Batyrov?”

	Batyrov blinked. “I told you there is no boss, Majida.”

	Majida sighed openly. Behind her, Asma could be seen to sink back into her pillow.

	“Batyrov, how do I know that we can negotiate? How do I know you will keep your word? When I speak to one group of you, how do I know another group won’t have a difference of opinion? When I deal with the capitalists, at least I know they only want money. And if I deal with communists, I would know that they follow their dictator and everything that she says. Top-down structures. With you guys, I have no idea.”

	“Capitalists and communists, huh? Interesting folks you’ve talked to, then.”

	“Surprised I called them that? I’ve always known what an ‘anarchist’ is too, you know.”

	 Batyrov felt a sting of anxiety in his heart. He felt like he was failing to get through to her.

	Worse, she was succeeding in getting a rise out of him too. He was arguing with her.

	Shapur and Albescu looked like they were getting downright angry at Majida.

	Majida in turn crossed her arms and gave the Bosporans an incisive glare.

	“I’m not stupid. I’ve read your books. It is your mistake thinking I don’t understand you.”

	Batyrov tried to calm down the rising tensions. He chose to be completely honest.

	“Majida, forget what you have read about us. We’re not picture-perfect reflections of our books. You’re right. I’m not an authority to Bosporus. But neither are the merchants that you stick up, or the communist spies you might’ve talked to. Let’s set a modest goal for this meeting. No deals: I will take your concerns to our Popular Assembly. Let’s just normalize relationships.”

	“And then your Assembly will send someone who can actually negotiate?”

	“Yes. If that will make you feel more confident. I will convey that message back to them.”

	“Modest indeed. But you’re right. I do feel that is something you can actually do.”

	Majida leaned back, propping herself up with her hands and staring at the ceiling.

	“Tell me, Batyrov, what is it that you hope to get out of this? Why did you come here?”

	Batyrov tried to smile and keep positive. Things seemed to be moving in a good direction.

	“Khaybar Mountain lies between many important borders. I’m sure you know that more than anyone, Majida. If we could cross safely, we would be able to easily go to the Union or to Campos Mountain to look for supplies, or even troops. We’re practically at war with the whole Empire now. Erich von Fueller will come for us soon. We just want safe passage. That’s all.”

	Majida sat back up, with her legs crossed and her hands on her knees.

	“That’s all?” She asked.

	“That’s all.”

	In the back, Asma seemed to watch contentedly, offering no judgment, not even in her facial expressions. She had no reactions when Majida would raise her voice or when Batyrov would argue. Albescu and Shapur’s body language conveyed their displeasure with the situation, but Asma did not seem troubled by them at all. Batyrov wondered what kind of relationship there was between them. Like Majida, he was thinking about who the boss was in this encounter.

	“Batyrov, what if I told you I wanted to join the Bosporan Commune?”

	Batyrov nearly jumped with surprise when he heard those words. During the riots, a cop had punched him in the sternum. He had never felt something like it. It sent him reeling. With those words, those insane, unexpected words, Majida struck him just as hard as that cop had. He could hardly recover. For a moment he was just staring at her as if she had said nothing at all.

	“The Commune is a free association of individual lands, correct?” Majida said.

	“Yes.” Batyrov replied. He slowly collected himself again. “Yes, it is; every station has autonomy over its own affairs. They set their own rules, and how they all wish to abide by them. And they come to agreements between themselves as they want. We are all joined under the Assembly in Antioch, so we can cooperate together as a nation. But yes, all the ‘lands’ are free.”

	“How is representation in this Assembly apportioned?”

	Batyrov blinked. He had not been ready for this. “I believe it is by population.”

	“Khaybar has a much larger population than many stations.” Majida asserted.

	“Then you would have more Assembly members. I think that is how it is.”

	“I see. You’re not an expert. Well, that’s fine. We can talk about it.”

	Majida gave them perhaps the meanest, nastiest smile she had the whole day.

	“We will join the Bosporan Commune as a freely associating anarchist station, if you will listen to my conditions, which I want you to bring before your Assembly. Will you hear them?”

	“Of course.” Batyrov said.

	This was playing out better than he could have ever hoped.

	Not just free passage, but a new, allied community. It could turn the entire war around.

	“First, and most importantly, I would like your support for a Shimii ‘right of return’.”

	Batyrov blinked hard. He was confused by the term. He felt it like another verbal gut punch.

	“I’m not sure what you mean. That’s a bit of a loaded phrase.” Batyrov said.

	Majida unpacked it. “I want all Shimii to have Bosporan citizenship, which they can claim, at Khaybar, Antioch, or any station which was once their home. I want Bosporus to be a home again to the Shimii, who were expulsed from here in a brutal, unjust fashion. Is that acceptable?”

	“I’m not sure. We would have to work on the logistics of that. Stations could choose not to harbor Shimii like that, you know? They might not have space for them. It really depends, Majida.”

	Batyrov felt immediately uncomfortable.

	It was not an unreasonable demand. However, it was a very complicated one to meet.

	“Well, I don’t have space here and I still house people. What would your Assembly say?”

	“In my experience, it will be very difficult to get consensus on it.” Batyrov said.

	“Ah, difficult to get consensus? Well, alright.”

	Majida looked more amused than anything.

	“Batyrov, this is pointless.”

	Albescu spoke up.

	“She’s not being serious about this. She’s mocking us, Batyrov.”

	Shapur agreed with him as well.

	Batyrov felt completely cornered. Asma and Majida had no reaction to these accusations.

	“Let’s not jump to conclusions. Majida, tell us your other concerns.”

	Their host crossed her arms and seemed to deliberately stew in silence for a moment.

	“I want Bosporus to accept Tawhid. One divinity.” Majida finally said. Albescu and Shapur wanted to interrupt but Batyrov stopped them. “I want Bosporus to acknowledge that in the past its lands sang with the prayers of the Shimii. I want acknowledgement of the one God. Our word for God, is Allah, and we honor God, by saying subhanahu wa ta’ala, ‘praised and Exalted.’”

	“This is ridiculous.” Albescu said. “We’re not going to legislate anyone’s religion!”

	“It’s more than just religion. It’s the culture of this land before you stole it.”

	Majida spoke with an assuredness that was frightening. Batyrov was shaken up.

	Their negotiation was completely upended. Maybe Shapur and Albescu were right.

	Perhaps she had never taken them seriously. Maybe this is what she wanted all along.

	“We would just as soon give everything up to the Solceans!” Shapur butted in.

	“You two, calm down.” Batyrov pleaded. “Let me speak with her, okay?”

	“I have one final demand. If you can’t even agree to hear it, we have no deal.”

	“Speak, Majida. I’m sorry about all of this. But I really did come to listen to you. And even if we disagree with your ideas, I promise I will bring them up to the Assembly.” Batyrov said.

	This was his final plea for an understanding.

	Majida was not moved in the slightest.

	“For the past fifty years, a wave of hatred toward the ummah has swept through the Empire. You anarchists are of course very enlightened and aware of our history. I ask you to address the sins of your forebears. We will join forces with you if the Bosporan Commune can guarantee ¾ Shimii representation in your Assembly. The remaining ¼ can be made up of the Volgans, Loup, Easterners and North Bosporans who benefited from our mass persecution and expulsion.”

	Albescu stood up from the floor and tried to tower over the sitting Majida.

	“You can’t be serious. What you’re asking is for racial mob rule by the Shimii!”

	Majida looked up at him, smiling. Unconcerned whatsoever by his aggression.

	“If I asked for half, then? Guaranteed, one half representation for the Shimii.”

	Shapur did not stand like Albescu had, but he gestured aggressively with his hands.

	“You are ridiculous, Majida al-Khaybari! You are asking us to allow your people to terrorize us and dismantle the world we are trying to build. What kind of people’s rule would guarantee such a thing as this? Shimii taking over our stations? Shimii religion taking over our culture? It is unconscionable to think that even our elected government must then be half Shimii!”

	In return, Majida threw him a mocking smile, her eyes narrow, her teeth showing.

	“You ask what kind of people’s rule would guarantee us representation?” she said. “My answer is, only the rule of a just people, who truly wish to make amends for their history.”

	For the first time in the conversation Majida stood up, right in front of Albescu.

	She was not as tall as Albescu, but she looked him in the eyes fearlessly.

	“Listen: I don’t care about your free associations, I don’t care about your agreements, I don’t care about your democracy. Nobody here cares about democracy. What we want is justice! I’m not here to participate in your little social theater. I want us out of this rock and back in Medina, back in the place you call ‘Antioch’. And I want all of our other communities returned to us.”

	Click.

	Albescu suddenly drew a revolver pistol and aimed right between Majida’s eyes.

	He pulled back the hammer quickly. It was loaded.

	Batyrov did not where he had put such a thing. He did not know how he had brought it.

	None of the Shimii ever searched him, or any of their party.

	But Batyrov had been sure they had no weapons. Their party came to the Shimii in peace!

	“Albescu, what are you doing?” Batyrov cried out. “Stop this right now! This is insane!”

	“She is insane. She’s killed our comrades before. And she’s going to do so again.”

	Majida grabbed hold of the barrel and pressed it against her forehead more tightly.

	“Come on then. Shoot me. I told you I’m more of a man than all of you and I meant it.”

	Her eyes looked frenzied, crazed. Batyrov thought he saw an eerie glow in them.

	Even Albescu was surprised. It was a miracle that he had not pressed the trigger right then.

	“I’m warning you, you bitch!” Albescu shouted. “I’m taking you with us to our ship. You’ll be a hostage so we can get out of here. And then we’re going to make you pay for your evil.”

	There was no turning this back around. Batyrov’s heart sank. He had no idea what to do.

	  “Yisim albadan.”

	Asma said something, in exasperation, maybe some kind of curse. She coughed after.

	“Albescu, please.” Batyrov pleaded.

	Albescu did not even look at him. He was fixated only on Majida.

	“Batyrov. I volunteered because I wanted to see the ‘Pirate Queen’ who terrorized this place, who killed our comrades, and killed thousands of other people. I wanted to see this brutal demon with my own eyes and see what her answer was. I came on this expedition ready to fight. Anyone who doesn’t join us is on the side of the fascists. Anyone who kills our men is on the side of the fascists. This woman is nothing but a fascist, Batyrov. I was willing to let you talk. I have sympathy for this village. But she never intended to cooperate with us. She drew us in here to try to scare and mock us. But if we get rid of her, Khaybar won’t threaten anyone again.”

	“Bosporan, everyone here in a mask is a fighter who will take my place.” Majida said.

	“Then we’ll kill all your masks!” Albescu shouted at her. “We’ll kill all of you!”

	He was really starting to lose control. Batyrov could not hope to walk this back.

	“Feeling like a big man? Pull that trigger and see what happens.”

	Majida was still goading him. Was she really not afraid? Or was she actually insane?

	From behind them, Asma spoke up again. Her voice was unbothered: firm, but kind.

	“Value your life more, Majida. Please.”

	“You shut up too!” Albescu shouted at her. Asma did not even flinch. She was unshaken.

	Majida narrowed her eyes.

	“Don’t you dare disrespect her, you libertarian clown.”

	“Why are you all shouting? What is going on?”

	A worried Raaya suddenly reentered the room in the height of this tension.

	To Batyrov’s horror, Shapur stood and drew a revolver on her, joining Albescu.

	“Shapur! That’s just a civilian!”

	“I’m sorry, Batyrov. You are too naïve.”

	An invisible line had been crossed at that point. Shapur did not know what he had done.

	“Don’t point that thing at her. Put it down. Right now.”

	When Majida spoke, her voice moved through the room with a sudden, incredible weight. Like a shockwave that transferred through their skin and shook their guts. Batyrov thought he saw her eyes glowing red. She let go of Albescu’s gun barrel, backing off from her provocation, but Albescu was not emboldened. He stared at her in terror, like he really had a demon at gunpoint.

	On the bed, Asma put a hand to her chest and closed her eyes.

	She was mumbling something. Perhaps a prayer.

	Shapur suddenly put an arm around Raaya, taking her as a hostage.

	He put the gun to her temple. Raaya struggled, but could not free herself of him.

	Batyrov’s heart was stopped in his chest. His eyes were fixed on Majida.

	“Majida, please don’t! I’m sure we can talk this out with them!”

	Raaya pleaded, but not for Shapur to release her.

	Why was she pleading with Majida? Batyrov could not understand it.

	“There won’t be more talking Raaya. Close your eyes until I tell you.”

	Reluctantly, weeping and gritting her teeth, Raaya closed her eyes.

	Her tail curled around one of her own legs.

	“Bosporan, you had your chance.”

	Majida suddenly tapped the side of Albescu’s gun with her hands.

	Albescu pulled the trigger. Despite this the hammer did not move.

	The cylinder slid out and fell to the floor. Bullets scattered across the room. Albescu began to shake. His breathing grew troubled. He stumbled back a step, clutching at his chest in terror.

	Shapur turned his revolver from Raaya to Majida.

	He rapped the trigger furiously but no bullets would come out.  To his own horror, he was suddenly overtaken by the same weakness as Albescu. He let Raaya go, and took a step back as if the wind had been knocked out of him. Both men fell to their knees, choking, grabbing their own shirts at their chests and necks as if ripping their clothing might allow them to breathe easier.

	Vapor started to escape from their throats.

	Vapor and gargling, horrifying screams.

	Batyrov saw the men’s eyes sizzling as if they were being burned from inside. Blood escaped from their noses that bubbled on their lips. Their skin started to peel. Raaya and Asma avoided seeing it, but Batyrov could not tear himself away. Shapur and Albescu were burning as if from the inside, as if their blood had been made to boil and the water in them was evaporating.

	Majida did not move. Her furious gaze locked on to the men.

	“You will not be this cruel, Majida. End it swiftly.” Asma said. Her eyes were still averted.

	That voice seemed to snap Majida out of the savage trance that had overtaken her.

	In the next instant, Shapur and Albescu’s heads snapped to one side, breaking their necks.

	Batyrov covered his mouth in revulsion. He wanted to vomit. He heaved and wept.

	His men died with faces unrecognizable as human.

	“Batyrov, you will thank the Almighty that I will let you leave here with your life.”

	He could not respond. There was nothing that he could say. 

	He was frightened out of his wits and he felt the enormity of what had transpired hanging over his head. They had come here to negotiate for passage with Khaybar; and Batyrov had believed that they could be friends with Khaybar. Now they had nothing. He had corpses of men who had screamed they would kill the Shimii. Corpses petrified into a rictus of agony that he would not dare let anyone else see.

	Majida stepped forward, and grabbed hold of the sleeve of his coat.

	Helpless, Batyrov was silently dragged out of the Mawla’s home.

	Outside, a group of white masks in their weathered grey coats appeared.

	“Warlord! We were alerted to a commotion. What has happened?”

	“There are dead men in the Mawla’s home. Remove them. Use them for fertilizer.”

	She threw Batyrov to the ground in front of the white masks. Her strength in that moment had been so great and sudden that even though she had only been holding him by his sleeve, he fell to his knees like a child pushed down on the playground. Like he had no strength to resist with. His voice was still caught in his throat, he could not speak as the white masks looked down at him.

	“Take this man back to his ship and surround it with Mujahideen. Nobody is to harm him, or the other Bosporans, but escort them away. I want all fighters alerted for the next 72 hours.”

	Majida kneeled in front of the helpless Batyrov. Her wide, furious, red gaze was suddenly in front of his eyes. Almost involuntarily, he yelled and fell back, crawling away in a panic.

	Her eyes then returned to their original color.

	She sighed. She scratched her hair with frustration. Maybe at him; maybe even at herself in some way. “Batyrov, make your people leave. Go back to your Assembly. When you are serious about settling peace between us, have your people come in unarmed, civilian model ships.”

	At Majida’s command, the white masks entered the abode and quickly removed the corpses of Albescu and Shapur. None of them seemed bothered by the appearance of the dead men. They took them, quickly bagged them in front of Batyrov and took them away. Not to be buried, but to be used as fertilizer. 

	Batyrov could not speak. There was nothing possible to say about this.

	“Move, invader. If you regret your deeds, then pray you will be forgiven.”

	He heard a female voice coming from behind a white mask.

	She jabbed him in the shoulder with an assault rifle. Batyrov stood unsteadily.

	From inside the Mawla’s abode, he heard Raaya cry loudly at Majida.

	Then, he was taken away.

	He went on an eerie march down to the elevator.

	All the kittens who had been staring happily at him, looked at him with concern and dread.

	Surrounded by the white masks, he was brought back down to the moonpool.

	“You are lucky we don’t just throw you out into the ocean.”

	From behind another mask, a male voice this time.

	Batyrov found the Eminent surrounded by Divers, pointing 75 mm cannons at the top deck.

	These were more of Khaybar’s original Divers. They had sturdy central bodies with smooth armor surfaces at simple angles and heavyset shoulders. A hooded metal “head” stuck out between the shoulders in which a single sensor “eye” was clearly visible. Arms and legs were somewhat thicker than usual, and the “skirt” or “waist” into which the legs were set was simple and itself somewhat thick. The cannons were clearly taken from ship mounts and modified for Diver use.

	“Get in your ship and leave.” Said a white mask. “If you’re not out of here in fifteen minutes we’ll start shooting. When you get outside, we will follow you until we are satisfied you are gone.”

	She pushed Batyrov forward, through a bulkhead and onto a chute. He walked without a thought in his brain for the several meters that the chute stretched, with the white masks behind him watching the entire time. When he got to the door on the ship’s end of the chute, he hit the door, having nowhere else to go. Awakened to a need to take action himself, he struck the door.

	Finally, it opened, and his comrades allowed him in.

	Once released from its docking clamps, the Eminent made its way back out of Khaybar.

	The Eminent’s security team escorted Batyrov to the bridge.

	Every PMF ship was organized differently. The Eminent had no Captain. Instead, Batyrov was brought to answer to a group of people responsible for the ship’s itinerary and actions. This group included the main communications officer, the members of the security team, and a few others. Batyrov felt, for the first time, that he wished there was somebody just calling the shots.

	That way, he would have had to shame himself in front of only one person.

	Despite his reeling mental state, Batyrov explained everything that had happened.

	He explained all of his hopes, every step he took, the words he had said, as best as he could manage. When he explained Majida al-Khaybari, he thought of the many expressions on her face, from its gentle sympathy toward Raaya, to that mocking smile and coarse demeanor she showed the Bosporans and the troubled look on her face when Asma berated her for her lack of study. That whole little world trapped inside that rock. The hatred that erupted from Albescu and Shapur.

	“We should return to the Assembly.” Batyrov said. He was almost pleading with them.

	Several people mulled it over. Most of them agreed there was nothing more they could do.

	“I’ll get in touch with the fleet.” The communications officer said. “We should separate and leave. A few of them were part of the Palatine border fleet. They’ll want to go back there. Batyrov, you’ve been through a lot. Go get yourself checked out. Those Shimii might have used a poison or a drug on you, that might explain some of the weird stuff you’re saying.”

	Batyrov felt suddenly indignant. “You don’t believe it?”

	“I believe you that you failed to get through to them. I believe you that they killed Shapur and Albescu. I don’t believe they used magic to burn them from the inside out. Sorry, Batyrov.”

	He sent Batyrov on his way. He went to the infirmary. Everything was a blur.

	Time passed, though Batyrov did not know how much. He confined himself to his cabin after he was cleared by the ship doctors, taking his meals in there, laying on his bed, performing no more ship duties. He did nothing but think. He thought about everything that happened. He kept thinking about Majida’s face, about the contrast between her smiles and those red, searing eyes that had scarred his mind. Something had broken in him. Something hurt horribly inside of him.

	When he walked out with his entire class after hearing the news about Vogelheim, he never intended to be part of something as horrible as what transpired in Khaybar. He had felt like their people had the purest of intentions and the best path forward. Majida’s words haunted him. They represented a path he had not accounted for, challenges he felt he did not know the answer to.

	“All hands, alert! Combat forces to battle stations!”

	Batyrov’s eyes drew wide with horror. He returned to his present time, abruptly.

	Had they gone back to the border? Was Rhinea or the Palatinate attacking?

	“Silas Batyrov, report to the bridge!”

	He hardly had time to process that he had been summoned, when several of his neighbors from the habitat block all charged into his room, and grabbed hold of him and started rushing him to the bridge. He had never seen anyone approach and address him with such anxiety, and of course his response was to struggle. He shouted, he begged to be let go. He felt like he was being arrested! Nobody would answer him, they manhandled him all the way into the command pod.

	On the bridge, Batyrov was horrified to see the eerie, dim waters of Khaybar on the main screen. 

	There were a few cutters and frigates around the Eminent and some of the frigates had been modified with a pair of external Diver gantries. It looked like a much more belligerent force than the one that Batyrov had initially joined. In the distance, the predictor drew the walls of Khaybar far beyond where they would see them in the murk. They were maybe a kilometer away.

	“Why are we here?” Batyrov shouted, his arms grabbed by two security officers.

	“Batyrov,”

	That condescending communications officer from before approached Batyrov.

	He raised his hand to Batyrov’s cheek and gave him a few light slaps as if waking a child.

	“Good, you seem to be aware. We’re going to pass through Khaybar. I want you to liaison with any Shimii that try to contact us. I assume they might be more inclined to talk to you since they know your face.”

	“That is a bold assumption!” Batyrov shouted. “You have no idea who you trifle with!”

	“We know what you told us. We’re not afraid of a few Shimii and their refurbished scrap.”

	“I refuse! I refuse to participate in this! Give me a shuttle! I’m leaving this place!”

	Batyrov shouted with such vehemence that people around him looked uncomfortable.

	He was asserting his freedom, his rights. He could break his association with them.

	But neither the security team, any of the bridge crew, or anyone else around him made any kind of move to concede him the freedom he felt owed. For a moment, Batyrov felt like he was suspended outside in the water, floating in the darkness of an uncertain world. He had seen some ugly sides to his comrades in the past few days but this was by far the ugliest he had witnessed.

	Batyrov realized they would not let him go. They could come up with any excuse.

	Maybe he was a “threat”; he would “betray” them to the Shimii some way. Maybe they really did think he was mentally ill. And perhaps he was. He now hoped so. Nonetheless, in his mind, it was completely rotten to deny his freedom for that. It was against all that they believed.

	This was all a bad dream. A nightmare. That was what he started to tell himself.

	“Unidentified unit approaching from the Khaybar Pass!”

	On the main screen, the algorithmic predictor put a red box around a single moving object, detected by its acoustic signature and the disturbance of the water around it. It was moving at high speeds from the pass. The predictor classified it as a Jagd class Diver, a newer model that was in limited supply in Bosporus but featured more heavily in the main navies of the Empire.

	Batyrov knew that was not a Jagd.

	He had not seen anything in Khaybar but custom models, what they called the Mujahideen.

	When the predictor began to sharpen the image and outline and draw the object that was moving in, the silhouette was different from a Jagd. It had a broader chassis, a thicker flared skirt section where the legs attached. It was more heavyset. Batyrov recognized it as the red Diver that the Khaybarians had been working on in their workshop. In moments, it had cut the distance to the Bosporan fleet from a few thousand meters to five hundred. Looking at it from the front, Batyrov was struck by the degree of decoration on this Diver, colored red and gold and with its hooded head bearing a pair of angled fins that perhaps resembled the facial profile of its owner.

	Batyrov could feel Majida al-Khaybari inside that mecha.

	He didn’t know how but he was certain that it was her.

	One of the side-screens on the bridge suddenly started glitching out.

	A woman responsible for electronic warfare hailed the communications officer.

	“There’s a laser communication coming through, but it’s on an unencrypted protocol I’ve never seen before. It’s not a cyber-attack, at least not an effective one. It’s just pushing junk data into our laser receiver. I’m not sure even if we accept this that anything will show up on the screen.”

	While the communication officer was puzzled about what to do, Batyrov started putting together something in his panicked mind. Could Majida’s strange ability allow her to fire a laser at them, or was this a device they had ginned up in Khaybar? If they were just using Imperial equipment, then all their computers should have the same protocols, unless they reprogrammed everything in a novel way. However, if Majida could control the heat in someone’s body, could she project data through the light spectrum by focusing really hard also? 

	Could she project a laser?

	Was this Majida’s will communicating with their computers? At this distance?

	As if in answer to Batyrov’s question, fragmented video began to play on the side screen.

	“Inshallah you will go and return to your homes safely, anarchists. No one wants you here.”

	Intercut with colored bands and pixelated segments that seemed to shift every second, was a video feed of Majida al-Khaybari. Those eyes of hers glowing red with her fury, the most clear and visible sign of her. It was difficult to see anything of her from how she video shifted, and her audio was also poor quality, but legible. Her eyes were perfectly visible, however. Eerily visible.

	“Batyrov. I’m disappointed in you.” She said.

	Batyrov looked into those eyes, feeling entranced. He could say nothing back to her.

	Perhaps finally sick of his tarrying, the communications officer shoved him aside.

	He stepped up to face the side screen.

	“Warlord al-Khaybari, you have ruled as a petty tyrant over this strip of the Ocean for long enough. The Popular Mobilization Forces of the Bosporan Commune have assembled to–”

	Majida burst out laughing suddenly, cutting off the communications officer.

	“You’re serious? That’s your justification for attacking us? Perhaps I should leave this ‘strip of Ocean’ and start taking my ‘petty tyranny’ on the road, if this is the expectation you have of me. Batyrov, what did you even tell these people? I can’t believe it — after everything you saw.”

	Following that response, the communications officer was wholly disarmed of his words.

	Batyrov wanted to defend himself but he still couldn’t speak.

	A part of him knew it would do no good. As much as he wished for Majida’s forgiveness.

	None of them could have it anymore. That opportunity was long gone.

	Majida raised a fist to the camera.

	For a moment, her lips were quite visibly curled into a grin.

	“Khaybar Pass is closed to you demons. I will give you one last chance to turn around.”

	Because the communications officer on the Eminent was just one man in a much grander scheme, he began to motion for the feed from Majida to be passed on to other ships. However, the electronic warfare officer found it impossible to relay Majida’s video across the laser network linking the flotilla. It was as if the data could only be read on the computer Majida was bombarding with data, as if the connection was completely bespoke. They had never seen anything like it.

	While the Eminent tried to communicate Majida’s intentions, without warning, the other frigates in the fleet began to move independently against her. Divers undocked from them: two old Volkers were strapped to each of four frigates. Armed with assault rifles, they formed up and charged toward Majida from multiple directions, operating as pairs. On the Eminent, Majida clearly noticed what was happening. 

	Her grinning turned ever more bloodthirsty on the video.

	“So be it then. As the Mawla says, our whole lives have been jihad.”

	Her Diver withdrew a weapon from its backpack that seemed like nothing but a metal rod.

	On the main screen, the algorithmic predictor did not even try to pass it off as a sword.

	“It’s just one unit. One unit with a stick.” The communications officer said. “Focus fire and destroy it.”

	He could not give orders but he could make suggestions. It was an easy suggestion to make.

	Around Majida’s unit, the Volkers came from every direction.

	Two charged at her with melee weapons.

	Six others fired on her with assault rifles and cannons.

	On the main screen, there was a brief flash of light that tarnished the picture.

	“A glitch? What’s with all the visual glitches today?”

	That confusion did not last long.

	Majida’s mecha suddenly thrust upward, away from the two charging Volkers that nearly collided with one another. A hundred rounds of assault rifle ammunition exploded in long lines of bubbles that trailed behind her as she looped back around toward the fleet, gracefully moving between each Volker’s field of fire. The shooters struggled to follow her with their guns, trying to lead their shots. Majida used the three-dimensional environment better than any pilot Batyrov had ever seen, banking away from attacks, diving and climbing around cannon fire, rolling out of enfilading fire from multiple directions. 

	The Volkers pursued, looking clunky. Her movement was so fluid, while they made abortive thrusts in seemingly random directions just to keep her in sight. Some went upside down; others went into spins; they were clearly only looking through their guns, and not using any of their other cameras.

	Amateurish, but the sort of fighting that was acceptable for rookie pilots. If they could hit anything.

	“How can she move like that? It’s like she knows where they’re going to shoot.”

	Scores of bullets were sent her way, to the point that the battlefield became a fog cloud of bubbles and collapsing vapor orbs, the water around them heavily disturbed. Majida continued moving in what the computers suddenly calculated as a pattern, not merely random leaps and bounds. She was moving in something of a circle around the outer edge of the Volker formation.

	“She’s corralling you into the center of the bubbles! Disperse!” shouted the officer.

	Majida turned and dove into the Volkers.

	That metal rod in her Diver’s hands flashed suddenly.

	Water vaporized around the rod to the point that it was swung as if through the air.

	And the slash it put through a Volker encountered little resistance from its armor.

	In an instant, she had cleaved the mecha in half.

	Majida soared upward past the bifurcated chassis and then dropped back down, jabbing the makeshift sword through the chassis of a second Volker and leaving a perfect orifice in the cockpit armor. A red mist poured out of the mecha as it floated without power in the dim, murky waters.

	“What is happening?”

	All across the anarchist fleet, there was panic and confusion.

	Even at close range, the Volkers with assault rifles could not put a single round on Majida, who swerved down on them. Swimming in a spiral, she engaged her jets in quick bursts to correct her path away from streaks of panicked gunfire. Coming upon a third Volker, she jerked under its fully automatic fire at close range and sliced off its arms in a single swing. Red-hot rings burned on the stumps where the mecha’s arms had once connected, giving off streams of vapor.

	On the Eminent, the status for that Volker flashed a delayed OVERHEATING message as Majida’s rod went through the center of the cockpit and sliced out of one flank. The Agarthicite-layered batteries flashed purple and melted down, briefly zapping the surrounding waters with tongues of purple energy that left a small web of hexagon-shaped scars on the dismembered, disemboweled remains of the Volker. Majida jetted away from the chassis completely unharmed.

	Everything she touched melted completely but that rod she used as a sword did not.

	“That rod is an alloy; it might be tungsten or osmium.” Batyrov finally said.

	He finally spoke his thoughts aloud. Everyone on the bridge turned to look at him in shock.

	Batyrov realized her sword must have been made of reactor materials. 

	Osmium, tungsten, depleted agarthicite, some combination. He thought it resembled a piece of a containment pillar. If Majida could control heat, she could heat that hunk of metal just short of its likely extreme high melting point. That would make the “sword” a torch that would melt most military grade armor quickly. If she had enough control to heat only the contact surface, and to heat it for just long enough–

	A pair of the Volkers dropped their rifles and produced their vibroblades.

	They suddenly threw themselves into a collision course with Majida’s mech.

	She slowed to a stop in a split second and caught both their swords with her own.

	Their weapons melted to slag in their hands. Water warped around them from the heat.

	When they tried to back off, Majida drew a makeshift assault rifle and opened fire one-handed.

	At close range they were riddled with 37mm bullets on their over-heated armor.

	Everyone on the bridge gritted their teeth. Several Volkers had gone down in minutes.

	“We have to organize a barrage on her, it’s the only way!”

	From across the fleet, several messages reached the Eminent accepting the idea of a main gun barrage on Majida’s mecha. By saturating the immediate area with high caliber gunfire, they would make it impossible to avoid damage, no matter how much she could anticipate their fire. She would have nowhere to run, everywhere around her would be crushing vapor bubbles, tearing her to pieces. Each of those frigates had 80 mm torpedoes and double-barreled 100 mm guns for this purpose.

	While targeting data was synced across the ships, Majida easily cut up another Volker.

	The remaining Volkers retreated with advance warning of the barrage.

	Majida turned her mecha to face the Bosporan fleet.

	She thrust suddenly toward them.

	Before anyone fired a shot, an enormous vapor bubble engulfed her.

	“Is that– you’re shitting me!”

	On the bridge of the Eminent, the staff received another shock when Majida began to charge at the fleet at incredible speeds unknown to any Divers. All with the help of a sudden air pocket in which she had encased herself, allowing her to move much faster than through the water itself. Her turbines must have been taking a beating sucking in hot water and vapor, but the bubble allowed her to cut the 500 meters between herself and the Bosporan fleet in an instant.

	Just like a shell fired out of all the coilguns that would not get to fire upon her.

	Majida soared beneath a nearby frigate and banked around its left flank.

	Extending her blade out of the vapor bubble, she embedded it into the side of the ship.

	Jetting across the port side armor, Majida left a slash the entire length of the frigate.

	As she shot off overhead, the frigate began to take in water and sink.

	Now Majida was among the fleet. All manner of flak fire began to chase after her without success. The Bosporans grew increasingly desperate, and the communication between ships completely broke down. Everyone began to target flak wholly individually and made careful moves to secure their own exit routes. The volume of flak was an order of magnitude greater than the shots she had avoided before, and Majida maneuvered around their defensive flak much more carefully than when she fought the Volkers, putting a greater effort on maneuver and less on retaliation. With the tight swimming of a torpedo and the speed of a coilgun shell, Majida weaved around the fleet unharmed, fully in control of the fates of everyone around her.

	Every second she spent among them without sinking terrified the Bosporans further.

	Such was the chaos on the bridge on the Eminent, as different groups began to yell at each other over what they should do, that when the main screen registered a new series of objects coming in from the direction of Khaybar, it took a moment for everyone to stop shouting and stare at the screen. The algorithmic predictor drew red boxes around eight areas of interest, and began trying to enhance the picture based on the acoustic signatures that were being picked up.

	While Majida continued to dance around the Bosporan fleet, several ships had appeared.

	At the head of the Khaybarian flotilla was an absolutely massive craft, flanked by five of the same type of Frigate that the Bosporans possessed, Imperial Marder class. Among them were a dozen divers of the type Batyrov had seen in Khaybar, Mujahid. Painted green and with much less decoration or elaboration as Majida’s model, but armed to the teeth with cannons and rifles.

	“That’s a dreadnought. You’re telling me they can maintain and field a dreadnought?”

	The communications officer on the Eminent’s bridge looked like he wanted to collapse.

	That looked like a Koenig-class Dreadnought: far bigger than all the ships in the Free fleet.

	With Majida disrupting their fleet they could not hope to focus fire on that Dreadnought.

	And firing on it with all guns was the only way they could have taken it down.

	At the sight of incoming allies, Majida looped over the Bosporan fleet and turned around. From the Khaybarian flotilla, a volley of coilgun fire swept across the murky waters and exploded around the Bosporan ships, whose formation was in utter disarray. The Dreadnought proved that it was as deadly as in the hands of the Khaybarians as it was within the Empire, its 203 mm gun putting a hole into the side of an anarchist Frigate that sent it toppling and sinking on its side.

	Ships began to flee at full speed on the anarchist side, peeling off from the fleet in every direction that they could find. There was no communication between them, no agreed-upon place where they could reconvene, no course of action. They were simply turning tail and running from the fight. All the while the Khaybarians took free potshots into the water around them.

	The Eminent was one of the first to show its broadside to the Khaybarians as it escaped.

	Miraculously, it was not the target of the enemy attacks, and beat a hasty retreat.

	All the while, Batyrov watched helplessly. He almost wished they had been shot down.

	He could not help but think that all this pointless suffering had been entirely his fault.

	If only he had been stronger; if he could have commanded more influence or trust.

	Or perhaps, if only he could have understood Majida better.

	He kneeled on the floor of the bridge, powerless and defeated, watching on the main screen as that red Diver took its place triumphantly at the head of the Khaybarian fleet. He thought of her face again, and of those haunting eyes. Could he really go back to the assembly and tell them all that he had learned? 

	Would they just try to use that knowledge to keep fighting these people?

	Bosporus needed the Khaybar Pass for their war. Their righteous war for freedom.

	Could he stand up in front of the Assembly and tell them everything Majida wanted?

	He did not want to go back on his word, but he felt hopeless. It would do nothing. They would all respond like Shapur and Albescu had. How could they not? Majida was asking for things that were simply impossible for the Bosporans to accept, even with their new understanding of the world, even in the new society they were trying to create. Batyrov grit his teeth, weeping.

	The Commune had made itself another enemy that day. He had seen it in Majida’s eyes.

	To her, they were no better than the Imbrian Empire.

	

	

	“KPC-002 Ali, pilot Majida al-Khaybari, approaching to dock.”

	Her voice was weak, her vision wavering.

	Thankfully she had swam this route enough to do it blindly.

	There was a second, smaller dock beneath Khaybar on the opposite side of the pass. Majida navigated her mech into what looked like a moonpool, but in reality, had an absolutely massive pressure door that could be closed behind her. When it drained and depressurized, a crane lifted her mecha out of the hole and deposited it on a metal surface where equipment could be serviced.

	Majida bowed her mecha, undid the belts fastening her to seat, and practically tumbled out.

	She collapsed onto the ground below, her head fully in the grip of a horrific agony.

	Gasping for air on the floor, she heaved small amounts of blood.

	There was blood coming out of her nose, her eyes. A tiny pool draining from her.

	Her Fedayeen, the white masked warriors of Khaybar, approached with concern. When they tried to grab her, she pushed them away with one arm. Part of her was suffering, part of her was furious, and part of her felt triumphant. She had practiced enough, expanded her powers enough, that the backlash only lasted so long. 

	It had not been the sword. It was the speed. She had never tried to do it. 

	She knew it would work, in theory, as an expression of her power.

	A coilgun shell created a bubble around itself to move through air.

	With enough heat, and a fine enough application of heat, she did the same.

	What she had not realized was how much it would tax her to do such a thing.

	After about a minute, she stood on shaking legs.

	“If you’re so worried, make Dua for me, but I assure you, I’m fine.”

	Soon the ring of people that had formed around her parted to make way for a pair of people coming through. More than a few of the white masks were murmuring with shock or concern as they allowed Mawla Asma Al-Shahouh and her daughter Raaya through to meet with Majida. Even Majida was a little taken aback. It was rare to see the Mawla out and about. Everyone considered her important family, so they wondered openly if it would not be better if she got some rest.

	“Mawla, it is not good for your health to make such an effort.” Majida said.

	When the Mawla stood in front of Majida, her eyes cast a critical glance over to the mecha that a pair of white masks were anchoring to a makeshift gantry via the powered crane. She heaved a sigh, as if the machine was not a welcome sight. She turned a softer, sadder expression on Majida.

	“I had heard that you had gone to battle. We were all worried about you and the fighters.”

	Majida grinned at her. “Hah! It was a great victory as always! Allahu ackbar!”

	She raised her fist up suddenly in celebration. Around her, several white masks joined her.

	A pair of hands suddenly grabbed hold of Majida’s raised fist and dragged it down.

	“Absolutely not! Absolutely not! This is exactly the attitude I was afraid I would see!”

	With a physical force that Majida had not felt upon her own person in a long time, she was grabbed by Mawla Asma. She brought down Majida’s fist, and took both of her arms by the wrists.

	Everyone was shocked by this sudden outburst. They all stepped back from the scene.

	The Mawla cast her furious gaze around the room as if to implicate everyone.

	“You will not celebrate like this! Not in the name of our Lord! We do not celebrate having to fight and kill others!” Asma raised her voice. She looked straight into the eyes of the shocked, stunned girl shrinking before her, her arms seized like a child’s. “Majida, these people all look up to you as an example, because you have fought and sacrificed for your ummah and we cherish your strength! But we will not celebrate that you had to stain these kind hands with blood! These hands that touch the floor in prayer, and that you lay upon your breast with humility at our doors!”

	Asma’s fingers moved down Majida’s hands, sliding across the wrist and squeezing gently.

	There were tears streaking down the Mawla’s cheeks that everyone could see.

	At their side, Raaya turned her gaze away. She was beginning to weep as well.

	Majida, too, started to weep. She felt like a lost little girl in front of the mature authority of the Mawla who had taught her everything, and now sanctioned her. Her mind was a complete fog.

	“Mawla Asma,” she did not dare call her Khala, at that moment. It was too familiar.

	Everything that was happening was so sudden. Majida hardly had time to think straight.

	“I’m not naïve.” Asma said suddenly, cutting Majida off before she could defend herself. “I will never tell you to stop fighting for our ummah. Our entire life here is jihad, I taught you that. I taught you that jihad is our struggle for dignity and justice. That is a fight we wage solemnly, not just against enemies, but to make ourselves better. It is a fight for your soul, and you are losing it. You hurry out into the Oceans to fight and you come back with a smile! I can’t bear to see it again.”

	Majida could not say anything to that. She averted her gaze from Asma’s, conflicted.

	Asma slowly and gently let go of Majida’s hands.

	There was no hatred or anger or violence from Mawla Asma. She was hurt; disappointed; maybe even scared. Even without being able to sense the Mawla’s feelings, Majida could tell this. Just from having grown up under her tutelage and having seen faces like that many times as she studied under her.

	Asma turned around and started walking back the way she came. Raaya gave Majida a sympathetic look; the kind they always exchanged in a difficult situation and that left the door open for them to heal from this moment. It was that look that prevented Majida from crying any further. The Mawla quite soon had visible difficulty walking and Raaya had to support her, so she followed after her mother and the pair of them went away, leaving a tremendous silence behind.

	Majida sighed heavily. She raised a hand to cover her eyes and wipe her tears.

	At her side, one of the white masks approached. He put his fist up his chest in greeting.

	“Warlord al-Khaybari. I want to speak with you as a brother.”

	“Thank you, Talun. Of course, you may speak.” Majida said weakly.

	She turned a weary glance at this particular white mask. She knew his name as Talun. She had made herself remember all of their names and to be able to tell them by how she felt about them when they came close. For some of them, because they had a blessing like her, she could not feel them as easily, so she learned their voices instead. Talun’s mind was pure and earnest, he did not trouble himself to hide anything. That was why he was able to approach her in the first place.

	“Recently you appointed me a squadron leader, joining the great sister Zahida and brother Harun. So, I feel a responsibility to speak to you as someone responsible for others. I understand the Mawla’s words, because she has borne the pain of losing many warriors in the past. Her words moved me to tears because I remembered the great Warlord al-Shahouh in Heaven and made Dua for him when he passed. We train hard alongside you so that we can fight with you, so that inshallah we will win back our sacred places and invite all Shimii to return from estrangement. I hope you understand our meaning, sister Majida, if I can be honored to call you my sister.”

	Majida was shocked, realizing from his words what Khala Asma had been saying to her.

	Again. Asma had seen in Majida’s bloodlust an image of someone long-departed.

	Talun had such a simple heart, but the way he spoke was eloquent, and he understood the situation even better than she had. It touched Majida’s heart to hear such words and the sentiment behind them. She loved them. Everyone behind those masks was someone worth remembering to her. Someone worth protecting. That was how Majida viewed all the fighters at Khaybar.

	None of the Fedayeen would say, “Warlord, please let us fight in your stead.” All of them understood her too well. They knew she would never accept that. Those words were Talun’s way of saying that the Fedayeen should fight more than her. Or perhaps, maybe closer together.

	Her heart began to warm over. She tried to play off her emotions by putting on a glib front.

	“Of course, you can call me Majida, Talun! I’m nobody, when did I become so special?”

	“Majida, I believe it was when Warlord al-Shahouh said to throw away your mask!”

	His elated response brought a grin to her face. “Hah! Well, I suppose that is true!” 

	Despite her powers, and the strangeness of her body and the nature of her birth, everyone at Khaybar supported her, and when they admired her, it was for none of those painful things. They accepted her as a Shimii; they could have just turned her away, but they were so full of love. Everyone united in that struggle for the dignity of the Shimii; for all that they had lost. Majida hid it under a smiling face, but she felt a great pain and a great love in equal measure in her heart. Even if it cost her life, she could not abide losing even a single solitary soul in Khaybar. She hoped that Allah, subhanahu wa ta’ala, would have mercy on her. 

	Khaybar’s jihad was her own, to the bitter end. 

	

	

	 


Arc 2: Bury Your Love At Goryk’s Gorge

	 


Thieves At The Port 

	5.1

	In a dark corner of Serrano station, packed tightly between nondescript storage buildings, a young woman stood over an older man and brought her hand down to his forehead. He stared up at her with eyes wide and blank in horror, jaw hanging. He could neither move nor speak to her. She could see in the crevices of his mind that he was a Union spy. She could not see enough to form a clear picture of his deeds and capabilities, but she could feel the texture of his identity. She could reach into him and feel the fingerprints of his soul.

	“Molecular control.”

	Small tendrils extended from her fingertips which only she could see.

	Like tiny currents of air, they curled into the man’s nose and eyes.

	Something called to her with a deep, mocking voice. It was not the spy’s voice.

	Wow, look at you! I’m so proud! Despite your disdain, you’ve truly mastered my “evil” methods!

	“Shut up!”

	That voice in the back of her head quieted, though not out of respect.

	She had to make a concerted effort to silence it.

	Had she been less gifted, she would not have been able to both control herself, and the man prostrated in front of her. She pried from him what she wanted — a way out of Serrano. A way out of the Imbrium Empire. It was not possible to escape to the Republic, and returning East was too dangerous. The ruined state of Katarre stood in the way of any possible escape through Skarsgaard so there was only one place to run to. 

	She had to escape to the Union to have any kind of future.

	“You will do everything in your power to get me aboard the next Union smuggling ship.”

	At her feet, the man under her control nodded his head.

	Blood started dribbling from her nose.

	Even though this was an Apostle’s ability, and despite all the power she had, it was not enough.

	She could not sustain the control for very long.

	All that she could do, she found, was plant in him a way to become involved with him.

	“I have information for the Union. I’m a political refugee. Get me aboard their next ship.”

	“I will get you aboard their next ship. No problem, doll.”

	“Contact the Union to pay the smugglers. Set everything up like a real Union job.”

	“I’ve done it a million times, babe. Just relax and I’ll take care of it.”

	Under her hand, the man’s lips curled into a self-satisfied smile. Her control was flagging.

	As satisfied as she could be, she tore her hand away and tried to look innocent as possible. 

	He kept smiling as he came to his senses. 

	He trusted her. 

	She had made his memories reflect that.

	

	

	There was a figure, black and white, grinning viciously. Its eyes had a red glow around them.

	A hand reached out to her, its fingers going right through the bridge of her nose.

	Fingers became thick tentacles. Followed by a spectacular shower of blood–

	“Aaah!”

	Ensign Sonya Shalikova woke suddenly, gasping for breath, struggling with her blankets.

	A nightmare– then, moments after she sat up and began to breathe, her alarm sounded.

	Her back shot up straight, and her head struck the hard plastic privacy cover half-closed over her bed. Falling back onto her pillow, rubbing her head furiously, images of blood and brains still rolling over in her thoughts. Tears escaped from her eyes in a tiny trickle. Everything felt the most wretched that it possibly could. She smelled sweat and the stale metallic air of the ship; everything was dark save for a strip of light through a tiny crack below her door. She was cold. She felt the movement of the air in the room on her clammy skin.

	She shivered, a cold tremor running down her spine.

	“Fuck.”

	It was 0600 hours. She was on a ship: The Brigand, a next generation “assault carrier.”

	Nothing about it felt special. It was as dismal as any other ship. 

	Certainly, it had nothing on the Dreadnought she had fought with at Thassalid Trench.

	Shalikova stood up from the bed. She was on a ship; nothing bad had happened.

	Ambling to the other side of the room, she laid down on the second bed in her room.

	On this bed there was a very well cared for stuffed bear, Comrade Fuzzy.

	Shalikova took Comrade Fuzzy into an embrace, laying in that empty bed in her underwear.

	As a pilot, Shalikova had the luxury of an officers’ quarters all to herself. 

	Though the size of the accommodations was the same as that of a Sailor’s, she did not have to share it with anyone which gave her more space to work with. A space that bunked eight people was more than roomy for a single young girl with two bunks. She never really felt lonely in there: being with other people, if anything, would have been worse in her opinion. Her meals in that noisy canteen were frequently annoying.

	All she needed was Comrade Fuzzy to hug when she felt too stressed.

	Soon, however, a second alarm sounded at 0630 hours.

	Shalikova grit her teeth.

	“Sorry Comrade Fuzzy. I have to go to work.”

	Not that there was any work for her to do, but she was expected to be around.

	She had been sailing with the Brigand for a few days since the attack of Leviathan ULV-96, in a battle she did not participate in. Her itinerary had been empty during this time since she did not have a Diver. Her Diver was due to be set up in a day. At some point Nakara would convene the squad formally. 

	Until then, they were just infantry, taking up space on the ship.

	Shalikova therefore had a lot more idle time to look forward to.

	What did one do on a ship with that amount of time to burn?

	For Shalikova, that was something she discovered day by day.

	First, she really needed a shower. Her whole body felt disgusting.

	Why had she sweat so much? Why was she having nightmares now?

	Of course, she was no longer on a station. So, to shower, she had to go out into the hall and walk into the bathroom. Aside from the toilet stalls it was an open floor plan. For the first day, this had been a mortifying ordeal. On the second day, it had been merely stressful. She expected that today, it would only be annoying. Thankfully, everyone on the ship received a vinyl robe with their bunk that they could wear to go shower and take off and on there. 

	Everyone respected the code of the vinyl robe — whoever was wearing one was going to shower. 

	Leave them alone.

	When she walked out in her robe, there were very few people out and about.

	The floor was cold, even with plastic slippers. She hurried to the bathroom.

	While Shalikova lived in one of the least crowded places on the ship, that never stopped her from complaining, or feeling stressed out that someone might show up. And indeed, her worst fear was confirmed as soon as she neared the sliding door into the bathroom. She could hear the shower going, and worse, someone making all kinds of noise inside. She even recognized a voice.

	Sliding open the door, Shalikova peeked inside.

	On the Brigand the bathroom was split into two halves. An open shower spread out right across the door so that anyone coming in was bound to get an eyeful of breasts or someone’s dick — in Shalikova’s case that morning she saw both at once. To get to the closed stall toilets or the mirrors and sinks, one had to hit a left turn from the door. Shalikova found the design completely psychotic.

	Their showers amounted to little more than a slightly angled bit of the floor plan with drains and showerheads on the walls. In Stations, the showers would mist your body to conserve water so that tens of thousands of people could have enough fresh water for their daily needs. The Brigand, on the other hand, was sucking in water all of the time and could easily desalinate enough for 200 people, so it had full showerheads and amazing pressure. It was the only upside to sailing.

	“Good morning! Oh! It’s you Shalikova! You’re so consistent in the mornings!”

	Alexandra Geninov immediately greeted Shalikova as she entered. A tall, lean young woman with broad shoulders, of course completely uncovered in the shower. Her honey-brown skin glistening wet under a gentle spray of water; rinsing her long, silky brown hair. Shalikova had met those odd eyes in the shower before. Alex seemed to like that time before 0700 to catch a shower.

	“We should all be getting up by 0700.” Shalikova said, in lieu of any explanation.

	Alex was playing with the soap in her hands. Moving it from one hand to the next.

	“That’s where you’re wrong! This ain’t the Academy anymore! You’re an adult now, you can make your own schedule. As long as you’re with your work group by 0900 anyway.”

	Alex turned a big grin on her.

	Left and then right; she passed the soap between her hands. She wasn’t thinking about it.

	When she brushed the soap bar against her skin, she used her left hand preferentially.

	An observation Shalikova made, quickly, unconsciously.

	“If you need to be ready by 0900, you can’t put much of anything on your own schedule.”

	“You can get a couple good runs of Climbing Comrades in that time!”

	“Maybe you can.”

	Talking to Alex further would just be stalling. Shalikova wanted to be out of the shower.

	With a heavy sigh, she began to disrobe. 

	Alex had never stopped looking her way. She had her back to the shower and water was falling over her head, but her eyes were wide open. She kept playing with the soap– did she realize how annoying she was being? Shalikova and locked eyes with her hoping to communicate her unbridled antagonism in that moment; but the happy-go-lucky Geninov was not so easily deterred. Was she just that thick, or did she enjoy this?

	“Geninov, could you turn around?”

	“Huh? I thought we’d built up a rapport! Shower buddies!”

	“We really have not. I don’t build a rapport with anyone by showering.”

	Alex turned around, so Shalikova was now staring at her ass rather than the rest.

	“Didn’t you do this kind of thing at the academy too? We all had communal showers back then. Talking in a communal shower is kinda fun, it builds trust. Don’t you think so?”

	“Clearly I don’t. Trusting you wouldn’t change this situation at all for me anyway.”

	“You’re so shy! You know, we’ve got the same junk, we don’t need to be ashamed–”

	“Shut up and stay turned around or we’ll see who paid more attention in combat training.”

	Shalikova finally discarded her robe and bra at the edge of the shower.

	She walked to the wall and turned the dial to start the water jet.

	Something slid across the floor and struck her softly on her foot.

	A yellow bar of soap covered in foam and a bit of brown hair. Hurled by Alex’s left hand.

	“Need help washing your back?” Alex said, looking over her shoulder with a smile.

	Shalikova picked up the soap and started to rub it against her own skin.

	“Quit teasing or I’ll hurl this back at your face.”

	Alex smiled. “That’s some serious hand-eye coordination! You ever play any games?”

	Shalikova gave her a violent glare. “I’ve played enough to hit your head from here easily.”

	Was she really getting anything out of peeping at and teasing a skinny girl like her?

	Thankfully, she really did stop teasing her when Shalikova threatened to whack her.

	Done rinsing her hair, again primarily with her left hand–

	And yet, Shalikova was sure she had seen her use her right hand before.

	Maybe ambidextrous? Not that it mattered. Just minutia her eyes couldn’t help but pick up.

	Soon, Alex was gone with a tittering goodbye, seemingly untroubled by their interactions.

	Shalikova stood under the water, unmoving, in silence, until she used her allotment of shower water. At that point, there was a beep and the shower simply stopped dispensing any more water. It took around fifteen minutes. It was blissful, quiet. Nothing to see and nobody to see her.

	“Whatever.”

	Without fanfare, Shalikova toweled off her white hair and with her pale skin still slightly wet, she put on her vinyl robe and walked back to her room, dripping slightly on the floor. On the way back, she walked across Alex in full uniform, who waved at her. She was probably coming back from her room after having dressed. Shalikova did not wave back; she just walked past her. 

	She had been correct. It had not been mortifying or stressful; it was simply annoying.

	Now she could go through the rest of her morning routine.

	Once she was back in her room, she pulled out a drying shelf from a nearby wall panel and hung her robe on it. A gentle, warm fan would dry it off. She pulled tube off the side of the drying shelf and blew some warm air at her hair and face. Her underwear she dropped down a chute, where a pneumatic tube would deposit it in her clothes basket in the laundry room. Before donning a new set of clothes, she kneeled in front of her bed, pulling open the personal chest beneath.

	From the chest, she dug out a box of patches, simply labeled E+.

	Using a cloth, she dried up a spot on her rear and applied the patch there. She then took a big yellow pill from a bottle and brought it over to the wall with the drying rack. From a panel next to the drying rack, she brought out water-dispensing arm. Taking the pill into her mouth, she bent close to the waterspout and took a drink to swallow it. She slid the arm back into the wall.

	Careful that her estrogen patch remained in place, she slid into her black bodysuit.

	Using a tool to reach behind her back, she zipped it up tight.

	Over the bodysuit she wore the black pants and white, sleeveless button-down of her new uniform. She had no opinion on it; a uniform was just a uniform. It was not what she would wear casually, but what she would wear casually was not that much different from it. She had a couple of things to complain about, and the uniform ranked low on that list. One thing she did take some umbrage to was that “Treasure Box Transports” was such a childish-sounding fake name.

	She ran her hands through her white hair. It was damp, but not dripping anywhere.

	For now, she did not put on the teal jacket, and walked out of her room without it.

	Her next order of business was securing some rations.

	Then she would think of anything else to do.

	The Canteen was big enough to sit sixty people at a time on three long tables that each had ten seats on each side. In one corner there was the kitchen counter, behind which the ship Cook whipped up meals in big batches. There was also a table that always had broth, crackers and dried veggies set out for the crew, and anyone could take some if it satisfied them, at any hour of the day. Despite the size of the crew, the Canteen ran smoothly, and was rarely filled to capacity.

	Shalikova felt like an actual breakfast that morning, so she approached the counter.

	 There was another woman behind the counter with the Cook. A blond, green-eyed, and olive-skinned Shimii whom Shalikova had not met before. She had foregone a hair net and had her hair tied up in a ponytail instead. Those big, tall, yellow-furred ears probably complicated wearing the net just a bit. Shalikova noticed her hair was starting to go a little gray in parts, and there were hints of crow’s feet near her eyes she had gone to some lengths to obscure with fancy red wine-colored makeup. She was holding a big plastic spoon with a grip that resembled how a pilot would hold their control sticks.

	When Shalikova approached, she was unnoticed by either of the women.

	“…so I did tell him that I was not interested at all! But can you imagine, the nerve?”

	“Hah, that’s brazen, asking someone out two days into the trip! Only sailors would do it!”

	“I was flattered, but he’s so young. Maybe if it had been a woman I would’ve been–”

	Shalikova frowned and narrowed her eyes at them. “Excuse me.” She mumbled.

	“Don’t let the Commissar and the Captain hear you saying things like that!”

	“Oh, then you didn’t know. There’s a bit of a juicy rumor about those two.”

	“Really? Do tell, do tell! I won’t be in this kitchen forever you know.”

	“Well, I met with them for menu stuff the other day, and the chemistry they have–”

	“Ah, I see, I see! I suppose a Captain and a Commissar is a popular romance trope!”

	“Oh, this is more than just tropes. I can tell those two have some saucy history–”

	Every day, a few people were “volun-told” to go help serve food to the sailor and officers. This gave them a break from their other jobs and allowed the Cook to focus on cooking. Or in the Brigand’s case, fooling around. Shalikova realized the older cat and the Cook were very immersed in their discussion. Shalikova had met the cook yesterday: Logia Minardo, a chronically energetic older woman with short dark hair and elegant red lips, dressed in a white apron over her TBT uniform and a red bodysuit. She had her sleeves rolled back showing off some strong arms.

	Logia Minardo had probably been in the infantry years ago. Whenever she got distracted while chopping vegetables, Minardo briefly flipped her knife as if she were going to thrust into an enemy combatant, with a brutal reverse grip. But she corrected herself quickly, maybe so quickly she herself did not even know she had assumed a combat stance for any amount of time. Then she would chop whatever vegetables. Nobody else seemed to be paying attention to that. Someone in the Union who left basic training and went on with their life would not develop such habits.

	Not that it was any of Shalikova’s business and she certainly would not have made it hers. It was solely a curious observation which she made and then filed away, never to reference. Minardo chopped vegetables routinely, however, so it was not an uncommon sight in the kitchen. That was another habit Shalikova noticed while staring at her: she composed meals very lovingly. Some cooks just threw the ingredients into a pot and made stone soup. Minardo rehydrated the dried mushrooms for the day’s meal using a bit of broth, chopped, and fried them gently in oil.

	Shalikova shook her head. This was no time to write a mental dossier on this lady.

	Her stomach was rumbling.

	“Hello! I would like the beans please!”

	Shalikova raised her voice.

	She pointed her finger at the tray of white bean stew behind the counter.

	Both women suddenly glanced her way and then looked terribly embarrassed.

	“Oh, I’m so sorry dear! I’m such an airhead. I’ll take care of you.”

	That Shimii woman was all smiles now as she served Shalikova. Having heard her earlier talk, Shalikova now viewed her chipper attitude with suspicion and maintained an unfriendly glare.

	“So, you want the white bean stew; do you want any mushrooms?”

	“No thank you. I’ll take the white bean stew and the pickled salad sandwich.”

	“Lovely! By the way, I’m Khadija. I apologize for not noticing you.”

	Every meal on a Union ship or station was composed of a protein, a vegetable or fruit, and a carb, usually a bread. Breakfast was the lightest meal of the day and usually composed of a cup of soup and a small sandwich. It was entirely replaceable by the broth, dried veggies, and biscuits Minardo and Khadija had laid out for the crew to self-serve, but there was still a cooked meal. Small triangle half-sandwiches with pickles and dressing accompanied either fried mushrooms or white bean stew. Not much of a selection, but all of it looked appetizing to Shalikova.

	Whatever their faults as people, these two old women could cook.

	Khadija ladled soup into a cup and set it on Shalikova’s tray with two triangle sandwiches.

	She winked. “You can have an extra. Don’t tell anyone.”

	Behind her, Minardo sighed. “We don’t have so much that you can give out extras.”

	“Just this once!” Khadija laughed.

	“Fine, fine.”

	Shalikova really wanted to say this wasn’t at all necessary, but to avoid further contact with Khadija she sighed and went along with it. Yesterday, the volunteer helper was Alex Geninov, and whatever one might say about her own issues with professionalism, she at least paid attention to what she was doing and followed the rules. Shalikova held firmly to her dim estimation of Khadija as she walked away from the counter, and the two women went right back to their cheerful gossip.

	Her social energy already completely exhausted for one day, Shalikova found a corner with a three-seat gap to the nearest person and sat there so as to not be disturbed and hopefully not be accompanied. She set down her plate, picked up her reusable spork, and started to eat. For a moment she felt just the slightest bit thankful to Khadija for the extra sandwich because the savory, crunchy, oily bite she took was quite excellent. The stew was rich and creamy with a hint of tomato.

	People started to come in and sit down.

	Shalikova watched from afar.

	Everyone always had some mannerism that they did that only Shalikova seemed to notice.

	Whether it was the way Alex Geninov held her hands like she had a joystick in them when she was lost in thought, or the way the cook Minardo chopped vegetables or how Khadija’s tail swung faster when she was speaking about women than men, or the way that Captain Korabiskaya rapped her fingers on the table with one hand while eating with the other– there was no end of people coming and going in this hall, and so no end of things that Shalikova saw. Sometimes it fascinated her to watch them. She also sometimes feared they were all watching her too.

	No one ever looked her way. But that did not stop her from being anxious.

	If she could see them to this degree, could they look back and see the same in her?

	She had practically been able to measure Alex’s torpedo in the shower.

	So, was Alex staring back to that degree?

	What would she think?

	Did everyone see Shalikova as some kind of busy-body, or a pest? Did she have some little despicable habit that made all of them miserable? She tried her best to seem as normal as possible to everyone around her, and to be sparing with her words to avoid trouble. Perhaps in doing so, she seemed unsociable or unfriendly– hell really was other people! Shalikova sighed openly.

	She tried not to think of such stress-inducing things again and focused on her food.

	Soon as she had finished the last of her stew and ate both her sandwiches, there was a bit of a press of bodies in front of the counter. A large workgroup of sailors showed up, all at the same time. There were so many people, it really felt like a quarter of the crew had just decided to swamp the canteen that morning. A lot of them were covered in grease and looked rather bedraggled.

	Owing to their lax pace before this surge hit, the two women behind the counter were nearly out of food and between batches. Sandwiches were found in a variety of stages of completion, and the careful touch that characterized Minardo’s cooking meant there were all sorts of ingredients in pots and pans but very little out on trays for people to get. And for a crowd this big that had been working hard, biscuits and broth were not an acceptable substitute for a good breakfast.

	Khadija tried her best to charm everyone, but there was a bit of unease from the crowd.

	Shalikova watched for a few minutes.

	Visually, it was a terrible mess.

	It was impossible for her to figure out where to put her eyes.

	Just an absolute mess of limbs and heads. She could make out nothing from the crowd.

	Nothing except how annoyed they were and how much stress she felt.

	And the line was interminable. Something had to be done.

	She felt an increasing pressure looming over her, especially as grouchy people started to sit closer and closer. Either she could leave, or she could try to do something about it. What would the rest of her day be like? Without piloting duties, she just had free time. She did not even have a workgroup to show up to. Short of personally asking Murati Nakara for work to do–

	“Oh god damn it.”

	Shalikova stood up from her corner and walked with gritted teeth over to the counter.

	She slipped between people as much as she could and made it to the side door.

	“Chief! Let me in. I’ll help cook for the day.”

	Screaming at herself internally, Shalikova waved her hand at Minardo.

	Minardo stared at her briefly, and then beamed at her.

	“Oh goodness! Our heroine has arrived. Come in! Get an apron and get the soup going!”

	She opened up the side door and Shalikova stepped in with her fists at her sides.

	Khadija briefly noticed her, and her eyes lit up with a sudden happiness.

	Shalikova avoided her staring, picked up an apron, and set about her day’s work.

	“Idiot,” she mumbled to herself, stirring a pot, “can’t ever turn a blind eye, huh Sonya?”

	 


5.2

	Late at night, manning the Torpedo Warfare station on the bridge of the Brigand, Alexandra Geninov leaned forward and rested her head against the controls on her computer, yawning and moaning. She was supposed to get up and check the other stations soon. Bored out of her skull and just a little bit antsy, she began to drift in and out of various fantasies. Looking at each station reminded her of her officer cadre. There was a good crop of officers on the Brigand. A whole bridge full of beauties.

	“Heh, heh, heh, heh.”

	From the station on her right, a wheezy laugh echoed through the nearly empty bridge.

	She ignored it.

	Her station clock read 23:15 — the graveyard shift. The Captain said it was her turn for it.

	Alex stood up from her station and walked over to Fatima’s, the buxom, raven-haired Shimii officer who worked on sensors. She picked up Shimii-compatible headphones and listened in for a moment at the sounds of the Ocean, while thinking about what it would be like to have cat ears. She tried not to think too much about touching Fatima’s ears. That was not professional– but like, everyone was thinking it, you know. That was Alex’s justification for herself. Fatima was hot as hell. No one would blame her for thinking that.

	Alex sighed. She could not parse a single god damn sound she was hearing.

	However, the station itself had a trained computer that could classify the sounds, and it was classifying everything Alex was hearing as “biologics.” As far as Alex was concerned this meant she did not have to care about it. Aside from a gorgeous and elegant profile, Fatima also had golden ears; only she could tell anything from the mess of sounds coming through the passive sonar.

	Alex could not.

	Still, as the graveyard shifter, it was her job to monitor the stations.

	“Heh, heh, heh, heh,”

	Ignoring the grating laughter coming from behind her, she moved on to Semyonova’s station.

	Communications was the easiest thing to check. Everything was digital and user-friendly. Contrary to a layman’s understanding of it, the Ocean was extremely noisy, because water was amazing at conducting sound waves. Not all of those sound waves were audible to humans, however. Unaided human ears out in the water would not hear too much more than water itself moving around them, but ship instruments could parse the subtle cacophony of the seas with such high fidelity that it was possible to hear fish bubbles and crabs walking on the rocks. Ships would be bombarded with sounds at all times.

	However, modern acoustic messages were special sounds that a computer interpreted data from. It was very rare that a whale call or something of the sort was incorrectly interpreted as an acoustic message. Because the throughput on acoustic messages was abysmal, they could only transmit text. So Semyonova’s station showed her the result of the ship’s constant parsing for the unique sounds of acoustic messages, and dumps of the translated text from the messages.

	She had a few other tools for connecting laser calls, broadcasting over the ship monitors and other advanced stuff. Alex loved all the pre-recorded messages Semyonova had set up for minor itinerary items. There was a tool on her screen that controlled them. She almost thought of setting up the breakfast message to run several times — Semyonova had a really sexy laugh in that one. Instead, however, she just peeked into the inbox to spy on whatever military comms they got.

	There was nothing on that screen for her to see, of course.

	After printing messages to sheets of rock paper, they were passed on to the Commissar, who determined whether they would be stored and where, or destroyed them herself. Semyonova always deleted them from her station once she was done. It was standard operating procedure.

	Semyonova was very dutiful, but she had such a happy-go-lucky charm too.

	Blond, busty, plump; a lady you could hang on to. Semyonova was pretty hot too.

	And of course, there was the first time they met. She had a messy side!

	That discrepancy was something true connoisseurs like Alex referred to as a gap moe.

	“Heh, heh, heh, heh,”

	A laugh that was like nails scraping furiously on a chalkboard.

	Alex ignored the chill down her spin and drummed her fingers on the station, sighing deeply.

	She was just a hopeless woman of culture, astray in an ocean of luscious temptations.

	“Keep it together Alex. You’re a professional.” She mumbled to herself.

	In situations like this, the devil on her shoulder always won out over the angel.

	After all, what was she supposed to do while just sitting here? The Captain wouldn’t let her have video games on the Bridge. And of course, that bitch Captain also made her take the graveyard shift even though Alex argued passionately against it. At least she had the decency to have that air of sultry, mature, experienced beauty while she chided Alex. Captain Korabiskaya was a woman who really could have taught a younger girl like Alex a thing or two in private–

	“Heh, heh, heh, heh,”

	Alex’s daydreams of being corrected by her blond bombshell of a Captain were cut short.

	SHUT UP.

	She had wanted to shout it out, but she was ultimately too cowardly to do so.

	Alex stomped over to the electronic warfare station. 

	Unlike most of the other stations, which were very specialized instruments, the electronic warfare station was an ordinary terminal running a shell displaying a running log of ship computer diagnostics and networking data while idle. Alex knew a little bit about computer programming from her mastery of video games. Electronic warfare was pretty esoteric, but this officer station was also linked to the supercomputer.

	She barely knew Zachikova, the electronic warfare specialist. During the Leviathan attack a few days ago she had been indisposed. When she came back, she stuck to her duties and said very little. She had a cold, robotic air; kind of skinny and pale, but with a certain edge to her. Maybe Zachikova was a special operations psycho, tempered through a life of peril and action. Someone who had seen all kinds of horrible things.

	Alex had matured, complex tastes. She could appreciate a lady who could kill her.

	“Heh, heh, heh, heh,”

	Listening to that laugh was the mental version of stepping barefoot on glass.

	“I can’t hear myself think through your stupid cackling! Could you shut up?”

	“Hmm?”

	Before she realized it, Alex had said it aloud. There was no taking it back.

	From that corner of the bridge, a young woman made a noise to communicate her offense.

	She put down the hand-held she had been reading from.

	“Do you take offense to me using this time to enrich myself with cultural experiences as opposed to staring at the walls as you have been? Is my serene and maidenly laughter so vexing to you?”

	Right next to Alex’s Torpedo Warfare station was the Main Gunnery station. 

	Seated at this station was Alex’s common “partner” in the graveyard shift, Ensign Fernanda Santapena-de la Rosa. She was pleasant to look at, if not to hear, but something about her was simply off and Alex couldn’t stand it. Her expression hardly helped, her soft lips were often curled into some domineering evil grin, and her disconcerting pink-red eyes could open much too wide when she was speaking. She wore a lot of makeup, purple on her lips and dark wine-red shadow around her eyes. Her hair was a colorful blond with a few purple highlights, slightly wavy, worn long with fluffy bangs and tied low with a thick band.

	She wore the Treasure Box Transports skirt uniform over a black bodysuit, with a dark purple tie and the top buttons undone so that her collar stuck out. Her bodysuit was sleek and thin, and the tight, sleeveless design of the TBT shirts accentuated the soft curve of her shoulders and the ampleness of her chest, while the skirt complimented the length and definition of her legs–

	Alex stopped and mentally shook herself out of such observations. 

	For her pride, she wanted to remain angry at Fernanda. In her unique estimation she would only say that Fernanda had interesting aesthetics ruined by a challenging personality that made Alex want to fight back.

	“Fern, as it turns out you’re insanely fucking annoying, and I guess you want to be that way?”

	“Hmph! You should be happy that I am here to grace your lonely self with my presence. Of course, how can I expect a refined appreciation of beauty from some droll competitive gamer?”

	“What did you say to me? Talking shit about gaming? Do you wanna have a go?”

	“Woe betide me! I am so threatened! Will you jump on my head until a coin comes out?”

	“I’ll jump on your head when I’ve put it to the ground you fucking bitch–”

	“Cut it out, now, you two.”

	A sudden shout startled both Alex and Fernanda and ended their squabble immediately.

	On the doorway to the bridge, the huge figure of Security Chief Akulantova appeared. 

	Partially shaded in the dim hall outside, her face looked much more unfriendly than usual. She was human, all Pelagis were human, but the gloom over her was just terrifying. Her height, the width of her shoulders and chest, she was built like she could squash Alex– particularly in her thighs–

	No! That mindset had to be put to bed. Alex had to get serious now. The Chief was there!

	Akulantova stared at the two of them and sighed, scratching her long, pale hair idly.

	“Look, this is unbecoming of you two. I can understand it when sailors get rowdy but seeing officers fighting is just distasteful.” She said. “If I have to break up an officer slap fight, I’ll be mighty cranky about it.” She smiled at the two of them in a way that exposed some sharp teeth and turned her words into threats. “You two should kiss and make up. Graveyard shift sucks without a buddy. Trust me, I’m well aware.”

	 “Yes ma’am!”

	Fernanda and Alex pacified at once. Not in a million years would they challenge the Chief.

	Akulantova smacked her hand against the steel wall of the bridge interior, as if just to make a loud noise. It caused Fernanda and Alex to jump again. Laughing at the two of them, she turned around and left the room. Alex watched her go. She realized she really had been extremely immature– in her defense, she had also been extremely bored, and she was not much of a night person, she told herself.

	Both of the officers stared at one another in shock for a few moments, before taking note of the awkward silence and simply turning the other cheek on each other, still feeling too catty.

	Fernanda picked her tablet back up and started reading again.

	Alex finished checking the stations.

	She was then confronted with having to return right to Fernanda’s side.

	Their stations were closely adjacent. Why did she have to have that bitch for a neighbor?

	Get a hold of yourself, Alex thought, finding her composure, Chief Shark is right. This silly shit is beneath you. You’re going to apologize because you’re the strong, confident, sexy biracial chick. Sometimes you just let the uppity bottom get the W on you, and it makes you look cool.

	“Fernanda, maybe I’m a little sorry–”

	“Heh, heh, heh, heh,”

	Alex grabbed hold of her own hair and grit her teeth at the sound of that laugh.

	What was with that laugh? How did it penetrate the recesses of her brain so deeply?

	Sighing deeply, she walked over to her station and sat down.

	She had about several hours left in her night shift. Then Fatima would relieve her and Fern.

	Looking over to her right, Alex saw Fernanda deeply immersed in her tablet.

	Hoping for a truce, she made the best effort she could to reach out.

	“So, what’s got you guffawing so much anyway? Are you reading something?”

	“Hmm?”

	Fernanda looked up from the tablet as if she had to physically peel herself away from it.

	She turned a narrow-eyed glare at Alex as if she were suspicious of her.

	“Oh? Taken an interest now? Would you like my head to remain raised then?”

	“Hey, I’m trying to be nice, ok? And I said I was sorry, but your wheezy laugh cut me off.”

	“My laugh is beautiful. I will suffer no one to impugn the dignity with which I–”

	“Why do you talk like that?”

	“My speech is sophisticated, full of culture–”

	“Okay, okay. You’re perfectly lovely and fine. Truce?”

	Alex held up her hands like she had a gun pointed at her.

	Fernanda studied her expression carefully and then seemed satisfied with herself.

	Truly a wretched character! Who knew what was going on behind all the eyeshadow?

	“Well, I shall take this as supplication. It is a long-running series of fantasy stories.”

	Fernanda turned her tablet around to show Alex that she was indeed reading books.

	“How come you get to read fantasy novels and I can’t play video games at my station?”

	“If I were the arbiter of such things I would not abide you to pursue your shooters or platformers in here either. We all have borne witness to how easily your attention drifts at the mere mention of anything–”

	“Wait, what, you know game genres? What do you play then?”

	Alex blinked and stared at Fernanda, who puffed herself up with pride in return.

	She put the back of her slender, gloved hand to her lips, and let out a terrible laugh.

	“Perhaps that shall become a mystery you could unveil with time– or perhaps never!”

	“Why are you like this? If you know the kind of games I play and you know enough to bug me about them specifically, you must also be a gamer! What do you play, RPG games; text games?”

	Fernanda continued to stare down her nose at Alex. “Puzzle this out: what if one could peruse interactive digital entertainments without being cursed to wear the filthy appellation of gamer and what it constitutes. Ever thought of that? Perhaps I am above such plebeian labels, unlike you.”

	“Plebeian? What the hell are you talking about? It’s your brain that’s fucking filthy!”

	There was a slam on the back wall that caused Fern and Alex to jump again.

	One long, lean, muscular arm reached out from the hall through the automatic door.

	Soon as Fern and Alex looked, Chief Akulantova had retreated back to her rounds.

	Both of them felt a chill down their spine and a certain pressure to cooperate.

	“So, fucking, anyway, your book. Is it a comedy? You’re always laughing at it.”

	Fern switched just as fast as Alex had away from their previous dead-end conversation.

	“It is nothing so base and low as mere comedy. They are sweeping epics of high adventure that encompass all facets of the human emotional experience. I am drawn to excitement when characters I love seize upon the chances which they are given by fate, to make their destinies–”

	Alex reached out and snatched the tablet from Fern’s hands.

	“Huh? Hey, give that back– I mean, how dare you abscond with–”

	Rotating on her chair, Alex turned her back on Fern and flipped to a random page.

	Hovering behind her, Fern seemed to quickly resign herself while Alex read.

	She found herself in a scene where a young knight confronted a powerful witch. Magic spells were flung at the knight with great detail, and the knight’s cleverness in evading the attacks or rendering them null with her own innate skills or magic items filled out the page. Alex began skimming the explanations, she wouldn’t get anything out of it without reading the whole story. Eventually, the knight overcame the witch through some long-form trickery and pinned her against a wall.

	Then the witch began to weep. She cried in pain, lightly wounded by the knight’s attacks, begging the knight to explain why she had abandoned her and why she had only returned now to hurt her, why she had taken the side of the knights who had wronged them. Alex’s interest was piqued but they were also recounting pages and pages of Witch backstory that referenced other previous Witch backstory and Alex just could not keep up with it without having read everything.

	Skimming ahead a bit more– then she hit a page with something odd.

	She skimmed back a few paragraphs to try to confirm what was happening.

	The Knight, having heard the entreaties of the Witch, responded.

	“I am impoverished in verbal expression, but I will make my true self known to you with deed instead of word. I brought you low in battle solely so I could open you to my real feelings.”

	She grabbed hold of the Witch’s head with one hand and kissed her strongly.

	Her other hand grabbed hold of the Witch’s groin, fingers entering her slick folds–

	That was quite enough.

	Alex turned back around, laughing through her teeth at Fernanda.

	She tapped her fingers on the tablet. “So, hey, about this human emotional experience–”

	“Parlay!” Fernanda cried out, flustered. Her face was beet-red. It was actually– cute?

	“Parlay?”

	“Return the device to me, and we can discuss terms to seal your lips about this matter.”

	Fernanda was extremely serious. She really looked concerned Alex would expose her.

	“I’m just making fun; I’m not gonna tell anyone! You don’t have to be so stuck up.”

	Alex handed over the tablet and sighed openly. 

	Fernanda looked to be her age, but clearly there was something odd going on upstairs. She had heard Fern was an incredible shot who scored kills with secondary guns at the battle of Thassalid. Like everyone on the Brigand, she was competent at her station. And like everyone at the Brigand, she was an eccentric.

	An eccentric genius, with a terrible laugh that juxtaposed her fairy-like, demure beauty.

	Maybe that was a way to look at her if Alex was feeling charitable.

	Feeling exhausted, the resident gamer turned back around and returned to her station.

	At her side, Fernanda put down her tablet and tapped on her shoulder to get her attention.

	A socially depleted Alex turned a tired expression to Fernanda. “What’s up now?”

	“How shall I say this– I am willing to acquiesce to the truce you proposed earlier.”

	She stretched out a hand.

	Alex thought of doing something quirky like laying a kiss on it.

	Instead, she just shook her hand. But she couldn’t help trying to get the last word.

	“Maybe I’ll even learn to ignore that harpy-like shrieking you get up to every so often.”

	Of course, Fernanda would not take that lying down either.

	“It is your sole good fortune that I am indebted to you and in a good mood, gamer.”

	So much for a truce! Both of them were just catty bitches by nature, Alex realized.

	As the night shift dragged on, however, the two of them were able to keep the peace.

	“You definitely play roleplaying games.” Alex said. “You look like an RPer to me.”

	Fernanda turned her cheek. “Do not push your luck, gamer, or I might hex you.”

	A small semblance of peace, at least.

	As much peace as anyone who agreed to this insane mission could hope for.

	

	

	What was it like to live on a ship?

	Moribund in the Ocean with a terrifyingly, overwhelmingly massive mission?

	Surely, the nature of the Brigand’s mission must have weighed on everyone’s minds; and yet, there was one woman, for whom it must have been a burden, who slept soundly. She had a dreamless sleep, and when the clock decided that day had come, in lieu of an alarm, a soft, almost mournful voice sang through her room. It was a woman’s voice, singing about lost love and opportunities missed in a rich, deep voice. 

	Gently and comfortably, this sumptuous voice lifted the owner of the room out of sleep. 

	Life on a ship did not preclude such little pleasures.

	Everything was digital, after all.

	Captain Ulyana Korabiskaya sat up gently in her bed. She reached out to the wall and where her fingers touched, a keypad manifested. She executed a command to shut the music off. Everything was a little more difficult on a ship than it was on a station, due to all the high security. However, this was perhaps the most graceful awakening the Captain had in her bed in months. On any other day she might have been nursing a hangover. That morning, she was perfectly sober.

	No headache, no nausea, no acid in her throat.

	“You’re such a mess, Yana. When you’re clean, you just think about being drunk.”

	She chided herself, took a deep breath, and stood up from her bed.

	In her mind, she bounced around her duties for the day as she buttoned up her shirt and patted down her skirt; as she did her tie and collected her blond hair into a neat, professional bun; as she donned the teal jacket with the fake logo for the fake company she was pretending to work for. 

	She thought, briefly, of wearing the jacket off shoulder. She was proud of the lean, strong curve of her shoulders. She had let herself go a bit from her peak, but she was still pretty fit overall, and those shoulders were a gift from God that even a poor workout regime wouldn’t take from her.

	“No, no. I’m the Captain. I should keep it regulation.”

	Yana pulled her jacket back over her shoulders. She did keep it unzipped.

	She dabbed on some red lipstick and a bit of concealer for a mature, feminine touch.

	Then she set out for the bridge.

	Everyone was counting on her to be the center, the rock of stability. No mission was easy.

	Every ship was always in danger. At all times, the Ocean around that ship was trying to crush it, the life-giving oxygen within the ship threatened to escape, food dwindled away, precious energy was lost, and enemies moved invisibly within the distant waters. If one truly wanted to live in unending anxiety, one could. There were all sorts of things one could worry about. This was why even the Captain could so easily set aside the enormity of her mission and simply carry out her tasks and responsibilities. Fomenting rebellion in the Empire was ultimately no grander an endeavor than living under the Ocean, where humanity was unwelcome. She got over that enormity, the same way she got over staring at the oxygen meters.

	So, what was left, was the routine, and keeping in mind the things she needed to do.

	Her head swam with maps, diagrams of fleet strategy, a list of ship duties to check up on.

	Out in the halls of the ship, there were always a few people around, coming and going. When Yana exited her room, she found herself confronted with a panel bolted off, exposing the wiring and tubing that ran through every wall of the ship. There were a pair of sailors in protective gear digging into the cabling with a woman overlooking their work. They had several instruments with them for a purpose the Captain could not immediately discern, so she smiled and approached.

	“Good morning, Chief Lebedova. Anything interesting?”

	Yana addressed the woman standing with the two sailors. She half-turned her head when spoken to, smiled, and saluted when she noticed it was the Captain speaking to her. “Good morning Captain. Just a routine checkup, voltages, and water pressure and all that. Nothing to worry about.”

	“I assumed so, but it’s curious to see the Chief Technician overseeing work personally.”

	“I do have more technical things I could be doing, but when it’s early days like this, I like to watch my boys and girls working.” Lebedova said. “I’ve been to a lot of workgroups today already. I want them to know I’m a resource for them and that I’m available to help with any task.”

	Chief Galina Lebedova crossed her arms with a delighted expression, looking at the working sailors in front of them. Yana had met her in full uniform before the voyage and thought she seemed a bit unassuming for a chief mechanic. She expected a rough taskmaster, but found a round-faced, soft-cheeked woman in a pristine skirt uniform, mature, tidy, and fairly soft spoken.

	Now that she was on duty, she really blew Yana’s stereotypical preconceptions away.

	She was dressed primarily in padded coveralls worn over a black bodysuit, with a utility belt around her hips with a host of common tools and a pair of fastening loops from which a metal welding mask and a gas mask hung at her sides. However, she wore the coveralls to the waist with the sleeves tied around her belly since she was not directly involved in rough work at that time. This exposed her upper body, and especially the definition of her shoulders, back and arms, and the ampleness of her chest– while she was no Akulantova, she clearly worked out at least half as much as the Security Chief did. 

	Certainly, she hit the gym more often than Yana ever had.

	“On duty” Lebedova wore a bit of red lipstick and concealer just as Yana had, but in that sense looked more improvised than when they had previously met. She was a bit shorter than Yana, which was convenient for someone who had to squeeze into small spaces at times. Her long, black hair had blue streaks, and she tied it into an elegant braid behind the back of her head. That much was unchanged. 

	On the whole, she looked like the second strongest woman that Yana had met.

	Yana tried to conceal her admiration but still gave Lebedova a bit of praise.

	“I see. It sounds like our ship is in really good hands.”

	“I’m flattered, Captain.”

	She turned a lovely smile and laughed out loud with Yana.

	Despite their conversation, the two sailors with them were diligent and did not allow themselves to be distracted. With the chief watching, they were a little tense, and really making sure to document everything, take no shortcuts, and do everything exactly by the book. Or at least, their stance and the way they whispered to each other gave Yana that sort of impression.

	That’s a good mentality– to be a resource for your crew.

	Yana had to give it to Chief Lebedova, they were the same age, but she had such a confident maturity to her. She supposed this was the kind of strength one built by remaining in the world of the sailors, rather than the pampered confines of the Bridge crew. Roughly two thirds of the crew of any ship was composed of sailors, and while they did none of the fighting, they were the lifeblood of the ship. Sailors maintained and repaired the ship, and there was a lot of ship to maintain and repair. They routinely crawled into the guts of the ship that an officer rarely ever saw.

	“What is your impression of the ship so far, Chief?” Yana asked Lebedova.

	For people like the Chief Technician and the Chief of Security, as well as the Chief Reactor Engineer and other such positions, despite them ranking below the Captain, everyone was used to calling them ‘Chief’, even the Captain. Lebedova was technically a Senior Specialist, but everyone knew her as the ‘Chief’ of her broader technical area. That was the sort of respect she had earned.

	“It’s a very curious vessel.” Lebedova replied. “It almost feels generational, in a sense, like you can dig into the cabling and find the layers an archeologist would in cored rock. I did hear that it was built over the past decade. Some of the instruments are so brand new they have no regulation and some look like they slapped together a bunch of parts that got surplused out to a station plaza.”

	“Well, I really hope the latter aren’t very important.” Yana said, giggling a bit.

	Lebedova responded with a little grin. “Don’t worry, we’ll keep everything running.”

	She winked. Yana really hoped it wasn’t the guns or anything like that.

	“You have a meeting with that girl, Zachikova, to discuss that matter today, right?” Lebedova asked.

	“Oh, yes. Has she spoken with you?”

	“Spoken? It was practically an interrogation. That Zachikova is relentless. A very scary girl.”

	Yana had given the Electronic Warfare officer, Zachikova, a special mission to look for more eccentricities in the ship design and catalog everything. After Helmsman Kamarik found extra thrusters on the ship, and Torpedo Officer Geninov complained about the layout of the torpedo tubes, Yana wanted to get far ahead of any other curious bits of the Brigand’s design.

	“I did get the feeling she might get carried away.” She said.

	“I survived it. I think she will have a lot to report back to you. Don’t keep her waiting.”

	Lebedova turned back to the sailors and bent close over them to look at their work.

	Yana took this as a good opportunity to make her way to the bridge and continue her day.

	Along the way, she just happened to meet the person whom she ranked as the strongest woman she had ever seen. Chief Akulantova came walking down the hall to the bridge just as Yana was coming up to it. As always the Chief of Security was wearing her long coat, her baton and grenade launcher clipped to her pants. She never wore a hat, likely because of the fin-like cartilage on her head. Her hair was very smooth and shiny. She might have come back from a shower, or maybe she just took better care of it than Yana realized.

	When she saw the Captain, she smiled and waved from afar.

	“Good morning, Captain!”

	“Good morning.”

	They paused briefly upon crossing paths.

	“You know, I always seem to see you on rounds. Are you getting enough sleep?”

	“I’m fine! Fit as a white shark. Do I look tired? See, when my eyelids are like this–”

	Akulantova pointed at her face. By all accounts she had a perfectly normal profile for a woman, but her eyes had a second set of thin lids. When the Captain looked at her as prompted, she closed them. It looked like her eyes were open but covered in translucent gray plastic for a moment.

	“–I can sleepwalk my rounds! It’s a secret Pelagis trick and why we never get tired.”

	Yana blinked at her. “Wait, really?”

	“Of course not! You should look us up on an encyclopedia sometime!”

	Akulantova burst out laughing.

	“I’m in almost all respects a perfectly ordinary woman, Captain! How silly of you!”

	“Fine, I walked into that one.” Yana sighed. “But then, are you sleeping enough?”

	“I’m a bit of an insomniac, but trust me, if that becomes a problem, I’ll deal with it.”

	The Pelagis crossed her well-muscled arms in front of her chest with pride.

	“I will trust you, but please take care of yourself.” Yana reached out and patted Akulantova on the shoulder. “Not just if there’s a problem, but because you deserve rest like anyone else.”

	“Well said! You’re quite right. I will keep that in mind; I suppose I’ll go on break then.”

	From her coat, Akulantova withdrew a little tablet computer. It looked like a book reader. She raised the tablet to the Captain, as if to say ‘See? I’m going on break’. Then she went on her way, beaming and whistling, into the Security office. Presumably, Yana hoped, to rest a little bit.

	“She is a pretty gentle soul, all things considered.”

	Everyone on the Brigand was really such a hard worker. Yana hardly ever saw a Chief of Security patrolling all the time along with her staff on any of the ships served before. She hardly ever saw a Chief Technician running around either. She felt inspired to do her own part too.

	Finally, after what already felt like an eventful morning, Ulyana made it to the bridge.

	As soon as she went through the door, she found Commissar Aaliyah Bashara coming out.

	Aaliyah nearly bumped into her, but she recovered with remarkable alacrity.

	Her ears rose just a little straighter, and her tail stuck out.

	For a moment, Yana saw herself in those bright orange eyes as they held contact.

	“Captain on bridge! Attention all stations!”

	Aaliyah turned from the door to face the main screen and the stations.

	Yana waved at everyone on the bridge with a smile. “Good morning everyone! At ease!”

	There were a few officers joining her on the bridge that morning. 

	There was Helmsman Abdulalim Kamarik, always punctual and engaged in his work as he made tiny corrections to the heading and engine power. Communications Officer Natalia Semyonova welcomed Ulyana to the bridge with a big, shining smile. Fatima al-Suhar stood sentinel on the sonar station, her headphones firmly on her fluffy, cat-like ears and actively immersed in the sounds of the ocean. Both of the main combat stations were empty. Ulyana had assigned Alexandra Geninov and Fernanda Santapena-de la Rosa to the late night shift. Both of them had earned a few extra hours of rest that morning.

	Ulyana took her place in the Captain’s chair. Every day, she started official Captain business by checking the computer attached to her chair and bringing up the Bridge logs, a simple dashboard with records of every officer’s work. They could bring specific things to her attention from their stations or simply leave it to the Captain herself to look through the logs. Ulyana liked to look at both, checking the pins but at least skimming over the logs also. Because it was early on in their voyage and they were still in calm waters, there was nothing notable. Semyonova had not received any communications and al-Suhar had not reported anything. Kamarik’s log had coordinates for where the Brigand was traveling and logged energy usage and speeds.

	After checking the logs, she looked at her own itinerary. 

	She had one meeting later with Zachikova and a few others, and she had made time to visit the lab and the reactor. Then she would return to the bridge, sit in the big chair, talk to the officers, take her meals. When a Captain was not giving orders, she had to remain available. Emergencies were never pinned on her itinerary. Her priority was to be responsible, and to be responsible she had to be aware and on top of things.

	She realized at that point, looking at the clock, that she had failed to be available on time.

	“I was about to go find you, you know.” Aaliyah said.

	“I stopped along the way to meet a few people. I’ll be here at 0900 sharp next time.”

	The Commissar took her place next to the Captain. When Yana started smelling the minty scent coming off Aaliyah’s hair, she began to realize just how close the seats were. She could have easily wrapped her arm around Aaliyah’s shoulder or touched her ears — if she wanted to invite a slap across the face. 

	Had Nagavanshi sat this close to her on Ulyana’s previous ships? Yana had a cool head, but it flustered her ever so slightly to have this specific Commissar seated so close.

	“Communication is key, Captain. I will always gladly hold down the Bridge for you if you need it, but you must actually let me know. You have a direct line to me for that purpose. And our rooms are right next to each other.” Aaliyah did not sound offended, but she was stern as usual.

	“It all happened rather spontaneously. But I’ll keep what you’re saying in mind.”

	“You could do with being a little less spontaneous.”

	That was not fair. Ulyana had been doing her very best to schedule everything.

	She did not say anything back, however. No use trying to get the last word on Aaliyah.

	“Kamarik, where are we now, and where are we headed?” Yana asked.

	Below her, the Helmsman drew back from his station, turning in his chair to face her.

	“We’re currently crossing the demilitarized zone at Cascabel to get through to Sverland and Imperial waters. It’s a popular spot for smugglers, I hear; insanely rocky terrain, real rough, plenty of cover from Imperial patrols. If you’re on my level, you can weave a dreadnought through here though. Pull it up on the main screen, you’ll see nothing but rocks for kilometers, Captain.”

	“But there are no patrols right now. In fact, the Union’s moving to occupy Cascabel.”

	Aaliyah added a bit of additional context. She put on a serious expression and continued.

	“Do you know the history of Sverland, Captain?”

	“I know some, at least, I know what I lived through myself. Lyser, Ferris and Campos were the most productive colonies in the Nectaris, while Sverland and Solstice essentially served as Imperial management and logistics hubs and Imperial military bases. When the productive colonies revolted, they put the Imperial hubs on a clock. Sverland went through a famine after the revolution because they relied heavily on food from Lyser. They went from princes to paupers.”

	Ulyana did not often go back to those times. 

	It had felt like living in another world entirely; but it was an indelible fact of her life that she had fought in the revolution. She was sixteen when the call to action went out. She joined the revolutionary infantry and even piloted a Diver. Her first act of war had been to ambush and stab to death two guards at Sevastopol Station, which was once essentially a prison for mine workers. She put a screwdriver with a rounded head through a man’s eyes. All the abuse she suffered, all the killing she did– she truly didn’t want to remember it.

	“That’s right, but do you know what happened after the revolution?” Aaliyah asked.

	“There was a huge exodus of Imbrians from the Union territories to Sverland.” Ulyana said. This was still tapping into her own memories. She was not much of a historian — she truly was not fully aware of what the accepted historical narrative had become. “The Imbrians were the managerial class; they didn’t get along with the Volgians, Shimii and the dark-skinned North Bosporan workers. Some of them we actually exiled, but many ran away as if they feared us lynching them.”

	Aaliyah nodded. “Union leadership in the ensuing years believed that the exodus would lead to a rebuilding of Sverland as an Imperial fort. So, our border here always felt very tenuous.”

	 “It ended up not being much of a problem in the end, right?” Yana said, a bit too glibly.

	“Well, it was fine thanks to people like Murati Nakara and no thanks to you.” Aaliyah said.

	Ouch. Yana simply bit that one down. It was true. She’d chickened out of Thassalid Trench.

	“It became an accepted orthodoxy that the Empire had a powerful standing border force, larger than the fleet that counterattacked during the Revolution. With any standing fleet, the challenge is being able to supply them enough to maintain readiness. We believed the Empire capable of supporting a huge fleet in Sverland. We could only have a small border force in Ferris.”

	Aaliyah looked to the Captain to continue the conversation. Yana was nearing her limit.

	“Right.” Yana said. “That’s logical. Our stations used to be prison factories, not big plentiful cities.”

	 “Recently we’ve been able to interrogate Imperial soldiers and found that the Cascabel border is not as impregnable as we believed. Sverland’s readiness has fallen dramatically as the Empire refocused on fighting the Republic.” Aaliyah said. “Aside from remnants of the Imperial logistics train, the battle at Thassalid wiped out the combat power of the Cascabel border. There was not going to be a second wave from Sverland. So, HQ decided to extend Ferris’ patrols over the demilitarized zone before the Brigand set out.”

	Ulyana whistled. Aaliyah really knew her stuff from working in security and intelligence.

	“So that means we’re still in calm waters, basically.” Yana said. “We should probably not expect a ready force of warships that could counter us until we’re deeper into Sverland. If I had to take a guess, probably Serrano would be the next hub capable of supporting one. Am I correct?”

	Yana smiled at Aaliyah, who in turn nodded her head and returned a little smile of her own.

	“I think you’re right, Captain.” Aaliyah said. “We should always be alert, of course.”

	“Whether or not there’s patrols out there is irrelevant, because we’re not getting seen.”

	Kamarik bragged and returned to his station, continuing to monitor the ship’s movement.

	“Aaliyah, could I trouble you with something?”

	For a Captain, part of being a resource to others, was knowing how to use others as well.

	Aaliyah’s cat-like ears perked up. She nodded her head. “I am at your disposal, of course.”

	“Could you prepare situation reports for me? I like the way you explain things. I think I would be better informed if I discussed such matters with you. I give you full authorization for it.”

	Captain Korabiskaya put on a cheerful face for her Commissar as she made her request.

	Aaliyah looked like she was surprised to be receiving praise. Her cheeks reddened a bit.

	“I can do that. It’s not unheard of. I assume Nagavanshi once did this for you?”

	“For me? Nagavanshi? Hah! She did compile reports, but not because I asked her, and not for my benefit.” 

	Aaliyah’s tail curled. She looked a bit mystified at that response.

	

	

	 


5.3

	“We are now convening the first ‘Meeting to Discuss Weird Stuff’ on the Brigand.”

	In the planning room of the Brigand’s command pod, a small group of officers gathered. 

	At the head of this meeting was Ensign Braya Zachikova, the Electronic Warfare Officer aboard the ship. She had been missing during the battle against ULV-96 since she was getting acquainted with the ship supercomputer at the time. Missing out on the glory did not seem to bother her at all: her response to being asked about it was to simply say, “Leviathans have no ECM capabilities.”

	Zachikova was a distant young woman with a somewhat short and skinny figure. She had tawny brown hair tied into a single tail, which looped into a long, wavy spiral that was quite fantastic. This seemed to be the only point of vanity she allowed herself. Her face was rather expressionless, she used no makeup, and she wore her uniform to code.  Two metal antennae each about the width of her wrists adorned the sides of her head.

	The agenda for the meeting was on a minicomputer she carried. When she set the minicomp down on the room table, she swiped the agenda text off her screen and directly onto the table screen for everyone to see. There were three particular items that she wanted to discuss with the group. Joining her in the room was Captain Korabiskaya, Commissar Bashara, First Officer Nakara and an engineer, Gunther Cohen. 

	At that moment, the Bridge was led by Semyonova temporarily.

	“Zachikova,”

	Captain Korabiskaya sighed deeply and brushed her fingers through her blond hair.

	“That was a placeholder name for the project. But you still called the meetings–”

	“It doesn’t really matter what they are called, does it?” Zachikova asked.

	She looked at the Captain quizzically, as if she really didn’t understand the issue.

	Commissar Bashara shook her head. “Don’t get distracted, Captain.”

	Captain Korabiskaya crossed her arms over her chest.

	“Fine then. ‘Meeting to Discuss Weird Stuff’ indeed. Zachikova, report your findings.”

	Zachikova nodded. “First, a brief explanation for Nakara and Cohen about the project.”

	Before the Brigand was handed over to its eventual crew, to prevent any leaks of its secrets, the sailors, mechanics, engineers, and officers were given very limited information about the ship in the lead-up to departure. It was understood that when the ship was underway its crew would have access to the finer details of the ship’s functions and would have a one-week shakedown period in peaceful waters. This time would be used for training, tuning and organization to make up for the secrecy and lack of onboarding. 

	The Captain accepted these terms. Mainly because she had no other choice.

	Despite being attacked by a Leviathan almost immediately after setting off, the Brigand’s crew got underway and began to get acquainted with the ship per their schedule. Almost as soon as they started to touch things on the ship, however, they ran into numerous curiosities about the Brigand’s design.

	Immediately, Helmsman Kamarik found oddities in the ship’s propulsion. Zachikova found that the ship’s supercomputer had several gaps where something was soft-deleted but the data was not zeroed out and could not be written over until it was properly reclaimed. Geninov and -de la Rosa took some mechanics to inspect the backup firing solutions on their respective weapons systems and found some strange parts in the hull armor when they dug themselves into the casemates for the guns and the guts of the torpedo tube. Supply staff found an inventory of unmarked spare parts in the cargo hold with instructions on destroying them.

	The Captain halted any destruction of those parts until further notice.

	Various confusing design “innovations” of this sort started to pile up. 

	Captain Korabiskaya tasked Zachikova with investigating as much as she could by digging into the ship’s computers and working with the engineers and technicians. As they sailed, Zachikova used drones to inspect every nook and cranny of the outer hull, gathering data on the materials and construction of the ship. She ultimately concluded that the ship had various functions that had been dummied out in the software.

	“Cohen, you were part of the Cheka project, and traveled with the Brigand before. Can you shed some light on this? What do you know about the Brigand’s development?” the Captain asked.

	Gunther Cohen nodded his head. “So, I will say up front, I didn’t design anything on the Brigand, and none of the guys who did were in contact with me. I know that, before the Brigand became fully seaworthy, it was a different, bigger ship. I know I heard folks talking about how they ‘chiseled’ the current Brigand out of the ‘rock’ that was the older one. I couldn’t tell you what that means, and it’s just hearsay, but this is a pretty mysterious ship. However, I’m not surprised they dummied a bunch of stuff out in the software. That’s standard procedure for Union design.”

	“Standard procedure? To install a ton of extra equipment and make it inoperable?”

	The Captain looked unsatisfied with the answer. 

	At that point, Murati interrupted briefly.

	“It probably saves on R&D, doesn’t it? It’s easier than physically ripping out mechanical systems that were not properly completed, and then having to restructure the ship’s guts for it.”

	“Murati has the right of it. Projects like the Cheka and the Brigand are pie-in-the-sky kind of stuff, we were dreaming big, and then we had to temper our expectations. I can imagine for a piece of machinery as complicated as a ship once you have added certain mechanical systems it’s not easy to rip them out entirely if they’re buggy or just unfinished. Those extra jets, for example, are way easier to dummy out in the software than they are to remove and redo the whole stern.”

	Commissar Bashara rubbed her chin with one hand, resting the elbow on the table.

	“Zachikova, could you list the equipment you were able to account for that has no available software? I would like a clear picture of the kinds of things we are talking about.” She asked.

	Nodding, Zachikova read from her minicomputer. “There are two retractable devices in the prow and two above the stern that appear defensive in nature. We know they have motors, actuators and what looks like an agarthicite lattice associated with them. There’s a vertical missile tube that can fit standardized tube drones, dummies, and chaff, but Geninov can’t launch anything out of it. There are two additional small jets, but they do nothing if Kamarik tries to engage them. These are only a few of the larger objects. There may be finer systems we haven’t accounted for yet.”

	“This sounds like such a massive waste of engineering.” Captain Korabiskaya said.

	“I can understand your perspective as a soldier, you all want to have as many options as possible, but these things were dummied out for a reason.” Cohen said. “Already the Brigand is a bit of a patchwork and it was designed as a testbed for a particular capability and purpose. I think right now, we should stick to the basics of launching Divers out of it and supporting them.”

	“Sometimes equipment that is dummied out is fully operational.” Zachikova said.

	“That’s true, but we can’t know that here.” Cohen said. “Everyone who designed these bits is a high-level spook, too, I’m almost sure of it. I think we should leave it well enough alone.”

	Zachikova turned to the Captain with something like determination in her eyes.

	“Captain, Commissar, I must admit I am fascinated by these findings.” She said suddenly.

	“So are we. Cohen’s points aside, though, almost everything on this ship is digital.” Captain Korabiskaya said. “So, if we don’t have software to run it, we can’t use it. Even if we can crawl someone through the ducts to that vertical missile tube, for example, they can’t launch anything.”

	“Judging by your expression, Zachikova, you have an idea.” Commissar Bashara said.

	Captain Korabiskaya stared at the Commissar and then at Zachikova in confusion.

	Zachikova smiled for the first time. It was a small smile, but quite self-satisfied.

	“You are right, Captain, that the Brigand is a digital being and we have no analog ways of using this equipment. It is conventional wisdom that for security purposes, it is not possible to write executable code to a ship’s supercomputer, so the ship’s crew can only use the included script and software bundles to carry out their tasks and can only perform minimal customization.”

	“Wait. You’re insinuating that you can crack the computer?” Captain Korabiskaya said.

	“Indeed. I can potentially edit back in some of the ship’s lost functionality, with time.”

	Cohen looked terrified. “Ensign Zachikova, have you read a single treatise on engineering ethics? There’s a reason, other than security, that we don’t let people just write and execute code willy-nilly on ships. We’re supposed to be guaranteeing a certified, safe environment to work in!”

	Zachikova turned her cold eyes on him. “Engineer Cohen, what if I told you I was a ‘spook’ myself at one point? That I was exactly the sort of unreachable, invisible person whose intentions you feared to probe? That where my actions were concerned, the ends justified the means, far above any regulation you could name?”

	“Say what? Excuse me? Did everyone just process what this woman just said?”

	The engineer looked to the Captain and the Commissar for support and found none.

	“Zachikova was a ship saboteur in the Union Navy special forces.” Said the Commissar, calmly.

	“I guess if anyone can crack something like this, it’s her. A very lucky personnel assignment.” Captain Korabiskaya smiled, perhaps a little nervously. Zachikova puffed out her chest with pride.

	Cohen looked at them as if he could not believe what he was hearing.

	Murati then raised a rather soft concern, in light of the other issues.

	“Wait one minute though, how can you write executable code on a ship computer?”

	Cohen tried to look to her for support as well, but as a soldier, she was also not opposed to the idea of trying to rehabilitate some of the Brigand’s more eccentric features. A piece of equipment was something to be mastered and perfected, both in the realm of strategy and logistics, and in development. They were owed full control and full power over this ship. She simply did not share Gunther Cohen’s passionate sense of the sanctity of workplace regulations. At least, not aboard an experimental military ship on a black ops mission.

	Zachikova, of course, had an answer to Murati’s question.

	“I found an exploit that would let me install software on Union ship computers.” Zachikova says. “In order to make it work, we need to briefly cut power to the computer, causing an unexpected shutdown and recovery. Normally only thin clients specifically mated to a ship are able to connect to its supercomputer. Those clients are knocked out when the supercomputer goes down. However, I am an independent, compatible device on the ship network, so I can exploit the recovery state to take unauthorized actions. I’ll install software to guarantee us continued, privileged access to the supercomputer so we can write our own code to it.”

	She pointed to the two antennae on her head and demonstrated how she could remove one to expose a tiny serial port in her head, to which one might have connected networking or data cables. This port could connect computing devices directly to the mechanical parts of her brain, which had been cybernetically augmented. Cohen stared at it speechless, while the Captain and Commissar looked quite impressed with it.

	“So you’ll use yourself as a computing device through which you can access the supercomputer. Interesting.”

	Commissar Bashara seemed to understand the plan. Captain Korabiskaya looked a bit lost.

	“Will you be okay, Zachikova? I’m not sure of the limitations of your brain implants.”

	“I appreciate the concern, Captain. I will be fine. I’ve used my status as a living machine to great effect on missions before this one. Suffice it to say, I wouldn’t be on this ship otherwise.”

	“You’re not a living machine, you’re a person, Zachikova. But I accept your reasoning.”

	Zachikova looked indifferent to the Captain’s assurances of her humanity.

	As the conversation developed, Cohen grew visibly more dissatisfied. “You asked me to come here to consult. My advice is, don’t do this. There is a world of problems with this!” He crossed his arms, seemingly offended.

	“We value your input, Engineer Cohen.” Commissar Bashara said. Her tail stood straight and her voice and expression both grew stern. “However, this ship is not a collective farm. You were asked to advise us and we have listened to your advice. We have a mission, and our mission is led by a dictatorship. The Captain and I appear to agree about this course of action. We need all the power we can get. Zachikova, you will prepare the cracking software. We’ll work with you on a window of time to execute it. Then we’ll explore our options with each individual customization. We will be careful with them, and we will be as responsible as we are able.”

	“Those devices were removed for our own good. But you’re right; it’s your decision.”

	Cohen sat back and turned his head as if he were wiping his hands clean of this business.

	

	

	After the meeting, Murati escorted Zachikova to the laboratory. 

	Captain Korabiskaya and Commissar Bashara headed to the bridge to set up a window for them to cut power to the computer to crash it. All of the ship had to be informed about the shutdown and to take a break until this task was accomplished. As they walked to the lab, Zachikova worked on her minicomputer.

	From her jacket she withdrew a memory stick, worn and scratched, a sticker peeled off it.

	“Is that the program you need?” Murati asked.

	“It’s my toolkit.” Zachikova replied.

	“Were you issued that, or did you make it yourself?”

	Her voice turned colder fast. “No comment.”

	She might have taken it with her after leaving the special forces. Maybe not fully reported.

	Murati did not pry any further. It would not have been fair to Zachikova.

	“I wanted to thank you for your work in proposing this to the Captain.” She said.

	“Well, I’m glad at least the people who matter were happy with my presentation.”

	Zachikova spoke in a deadpan, matter-of-fact tone without a shred of doubt or hesitation.

	“It may sound sentimental, but I respect your expertise. I trust you; because of your record.”

	Everyone else had made such a big deal of Zachikova’s past in the Special Forces. Had it been her, Murati would have definitely felt ostracized by those kinds of comments. Zachikova was her peer. She had kept quiet at the meeting, but she wanted Zachikova to know she had support among her peers.

	For her part, however, Zachikova did not acknowledge her intentions whatsoever.

	“How do you feel about the special forces, Lieutenant?”

	Interesting question. 

	How did Murati feel about the special forces? 

	She thought of what she knew about them: they handled critical missions, against external and internal threats. Asset protection, targeted liquidation, reconnaissance, sabotage, espionage. They were accountable to the internal security directorate and not formally part of the Navy. Training for the special forces was heavy, and it required a certain temperament to get approved for them. Or at least that was what Murati learned about them in her time writing papers about the military for the Academy. 

	She knew, basically, what they were and what they did — but how did she feel about them?

	“I trust that your unit fulfilled its duty. Like all of us you worked to protect the Union.”

	Even if she did not know exactly what Zachikova had done, Murati wanted to trust her.

	Zachikova glanced sidelong at Murati in response. She put on a tiny little grin.

	“I see. You would be really dangerous in the special forces, Murati Nakara.”

	Murati waited for Zachikova to elaborate on that point, but she never did.

	Zachikova stuck the memory stick into her minicomputer and connected to it via the serial cable on her left antennae. On the computer, the ordinary GUI for Union thin clients was taken over by a shell that was running a series of commands, scrolling through diagnostic text much faster than Murati could figure out. With that device plugged into her antennae, the hazy way her eyes looked while staring down at the screen, she really did look almost mechanical. When her eyes glanced sidelong at Murati once more, she briefly saw tiny digits flitting across them. They must have been cybernetic, like the antennae.

	Most sufferers of Hartz syndrome needed both the antennae and the eye implants together.

	She was not a machine, however. She was a person. Murati held firmly to that.

	“You definitely joined this mission because you have a self-righteous streak, Murati Nakara. As for me, I just want a challenge.” Zachikova said, almost to herself. “I wouldn’t be here otherwise.”

	“Did I give such a bad impression? I won’t judge you. What matters is that you’re here.”

	No response from the Electronic Warfare officer. She became immersed in her work.

	Murati felt mildly anxious about whether Zachikova appreciated or disdained her kindness toward her. 

	At the meeting she had called herself a machine. Did she really believe that?

	They had barely met; Murati resolved to give it some time.

	It still weighed on her mind as she traveled.

	Beyond the common areas of the ship was the Science & Observation section, closer to the tail of the ship and directly plugged into the conning tower — a ship’s “top fin” that contained a multitude of sensors, cameras, and other equipment. Through the sliding doors, the first object in Murati’s sight was the ship’s tree. Encased in a habitat and attended to using drone arms controlled from the outside, the tree was almost as tall as the room with a vast, beautiful green crown that brushed against the confines of the hermetic glass in which it was kept. Like many Union trees it was planted on a black mound — a combination of synthetic soil, heritage soil that was brought to the Union’s agrispheres by the Empire, and soil extracted from continental caves.

	That tree would provide some of their fresh oxygen, but it was mainly symbolic.

	Even under the Ocean, after the catastrophe, surface life continued to struggle. Humanity was part of this.

	Arrayed around the tree in the center was the laboratory equipment. Each station had a different purpose that would have been better understood by a science officer. There were centrifuges, containment cells for biohazardous material, burners, dessicators, evaporators, distillation equipment, all manner of glasses; a few more mysterious devices like a “vacuum oven,” a “particle accelerator” and an “ultraviolet chamber” among others. In the rear of the room was a nondescript box about the size of a locker turned on its side, containing the supercomputer and an array of cooling racks and heat sinks that looked almost like an art station. 

	Along the sides of the room were the agri-units, one growing mushrooms, a second growing spinach and a third housing a bubbling vat of modified yeast, which would be turned into patties. These units could provide some of the ship’s fresh food needs. They could not feed the entire crew, but they could make sure the entire crew could have a bite or two of fresh food regularly, rather than relying entirely on their packed supplies.

	“Murati! You came over! I can’t believe it took this long for my hubby to pay a visit!”

	Managing of all this equipment was the task of the Science Officer, Karuniya Maharapratham.

	Seeing Murati, she rushed to the entryway and threw herself into Murati’s arms.

	Unprepared to have to catch her fiancé, Murati nearly fell over with her.

	Karuniya nuzzled herself against Murati with a big grin on her face.

	Murati held her, like Karuniya clearly desired, but let a tired sigh while doing so.

	“We see each other every day. We live together!” Murati then cried out.

	“You think that’s enough attention for a maiden in full bloom? What a frigid husband!”

	“I don’t even know where to start with that!”

	“You should start by giving me a big kiss, hubby–”

	Murati turned her face away with a big grin, making a show of denying Karuniya attention.

	For a moment, Karuniya put on a shocked face in response.

	“In the first place, I’m a woman, I don’t know where this husband business came from–”

	“Women can be husbands! And cold and mean as the river Cocytus! As you demonstrate!”

	“Being called frigid and mean really puts me in the mood to indulge my needy fiancé.”

	“Stop casting me as the villain. If you took better care of me, I wouldn’t be like this.”

	For a moment, the pair indulged in this sort of teasing as if in their own little world.

	Karuniya finally peeled herself off Murati with a big smile.

	Murati could not help but smile, a bit bashfully. Being a “husband” was kind of charming.

	After indulging in their aura of cohabitation, the pair suddenly realized they had company.

	At their side, Zachikoya briefly looked up at them from behind her minicomputer.

	Just as quickly, she went back into hiding behind the screen.

	“Ah, sorry Zachikova.” Murati felt her heart sink with embarrassment. “This is Karuniya Maharapratham, the Science Officer. We’re getting married, and she gets carried away a lot–”

	“You were playing along too.” Karuniya said, narrowing her eyes at Murati. She reached out a hand to try to be friendly, but Zachikova was not in the mood. As soon as Karuniya reached out, she had already walked past them toward the back of the room, headed for the supercomputer.

	“Let me know when the Captain authorizes the shutdown.” She said, waving her hand.

	As she disappeared behind the tree, she did not even glance at them once over her shoulder.

	Karuniya crossed her arms and put on a petulant expression in response to the snub.

	“What’s her problem?”

	Murati sighed, rubbing her temples. She was so mortified she had begun to sweat.

	“I think we made a bad first impression.”

	“Whatever. I don’t care.” Karuniya was clearly mad. “So, what are you here for then?”

	Murati almost considered trying to tease her, but her mood was simply too oppressive.

	“Zachikova is going to do some work on the supercomputer.”

	“Uh huh, this isn’t surplus junk at a station plaza, you know. What can she even do to it?”

	“Apparently a lot. The Captain authorized it, so don’t worry about the finer details.”

	Karuniya shrugged. “I haven’t done any important work on it anyway, so go right ahead.”

	“I would’ve thought you’d have more to do than me.” Murati said, commiserating.

	While Murati was completely idle, being a combat soldier without any combat or training to do, Karuniya was a scientist. She had drones and sensor tentacles and other equipment at her disposal to collect samples at any point. And she had other responsibilities too: her lab housed the ship’s tree and the agri-units. 

	Though mainly automated, they still required some supervision.

	“We’re still in the Nectaris. Cascabel’s waters aren’t really any different from the Union’s. Once we’re deeper into Sverland and even the Imbrium, I’ll have research worth doing, samples to collect and all of that. Until then I’m just looking after the nitrogen levels on the tree and looking forward to my next meal.”

	“Remind me to lend you one of my mixtapes. I can really waste away the hours to those.”

	Karuniya perked up a little. She laughed gently with Murati. “I guess that’d help a little.”

	On one of the monitors in the lab, Captain Korabiskaya and Commissar Bashara appeared.

	“Alright, we’ve given her a window! Make sure she’s okay, Murati.”

	“Copy.” Murati said. Karuniya saluted alongside her.

	At the appointed hour, the pair of them stood by as the supercomputer went down.

	There was really nothing to see. 

	Zachikova sat next to the supercomputer housing, plugged into it with one antenna and her minicomputer with the other. She had a placid, glassy-eyed stare as if sleeping with her eyes open. She was like that for twenty minutes. At one point, Karuniya kneeled beside her and pressed her hand to the girl’s chest to confirm a heartbeat and breathing. She was perfectly alive and fine, but her consciousness was somewhere else.

	Finally, Zachikova moved. She unplugged herself from the computer and shook her head.

	“Let me run a test here quickly.”

	Zachikova stood up and got to work on her minicomputer. 

	One of the monitors in the lab graphically glitched for a second then began to display a horrid looking line of text that seemed to have been constructed out of graphical assets normally used for the UI on ship programs, like the cute swirls on the corners of the screen, and the stylized buttons, but chopped up into bits and pieces.

	It read: “80085”

	“Boobs?” Karuniya shouted, her jaw hanging in disbelief.             

	Zachikova smiled. 

	“Perfect. Tell the Captain we’re in business.”

	

	

	 


5.4

	“Captain, is this correct?”

	After several days, the hangar was finally fully prepared and every mech in the Brigand’s squadron had been assembled, charged up and assigned its gantry and equipment. Murati could finally convene and formally launch the 114th Diver Squadron. On the morning of this triumphant day, she set aside some time to look over the official roster and the files on each pilot.

	That was when she spotted an oddity. She sought official confirmation from the Bridge.

	“First Officer on bridge!” Commissar Bashara called as Murati stepped through the door.

	Everyone in the room turned to meet her briefly. Murati felt a little overwhelmed. She was, strictly speaking, their superior and depending on the health of the Captain she might even have to command them someday, but she was not very familiar with the bridge crew. She saw Semyonova on ship broadcasts and had met Zachikova recently, but the rest she had no occasion to speak to.

	“It’s really not necessary.” Murati said to the Commissar. She spoke in a low voice.

	“Not necessary? As First Officer you should always demand the respect you are owed.”

	At the Commissar’s side, the Captain laughed. “I also tell her it’s not necessary.”

	“You more than anyone need to command more respect also.” Said the Commissar.

	She glared sidelong at the Captain in a way that caused her to visibly shrink for a second.

	“Let me see there, Murati.” Captain Korabiskaya said.

	Murati handed her the tablet with the pilot roster. Murati already had the offending page up.

	“Ah, right, this situation.”

	The Captain sighed as if it would be a wearying thing to explain.

	On the roster, one of the reserve pilots was a young man, younger than Shalikova. Maybe the youngest person on the ship. His name was Aiden Ahwalia. Murati recognized the surname immediately. Anyone in the Union would. Elias Ahwalia had been one of the Union’s founders, and after Daksha Kansal, he was the second Premier of the nation. He was Premier for nearly nine years of the Union’s 20 year life as a state, so he certainly made an impression on the Union.

	However, his term was remembered for many bitter difficulties the Union suffered.

	Many people felt that after Kansal left, the Union was close to falling apart.

	The Union’s recent, comparatively “prosperous” period was thanks to Bhavani Jayasankar rising to power and removing the Ahwalia family from the political sphere. Her administration dispensed with the ideals of the Ahwalian period, where the Union was steered toward fully automated, high-tech utopianism. Bhavani’s Union was more analog, thrifty, and highly militarized in comparison to Ahwalia’s, but everyone had food, everyone had education, health, and some small comforts. As a student of history, Murati could not help but find the Ahwalia surname on her roster ominous.

	“I don’t need to explain to you who the Ahwalias are, right?” the Captain asked.

	“No ma’am. I’m well aware. I’d like to know why Ahwalia’s youngest is on this ship.”

	Commissar Bashara joined the conversation. Her tail was swaying, gentle and relaxed.

	“You must think there’s some ulterior motive?” She looked up at Murati from her seat.

	Murati felt like that was a trick question, coming from the Commissar.

	Captain Korabiskaya was quite relaxed as well, however. They were both untroubled.

	“In fact, there is an ulterior motive.” Captain Korabiskaya said plainly, shrugging her shoulders.

	“That’s what I was afraid of!” Murati said. “With all due respect, I don’t want–”

	“Keep him away from a Strelok and you have nothing to worry about. He’s in reserve.” Commissar Bashara said. “Aiden Ahwalia is here as a punishment on Elias Ahwalia; if you were assuming that then you are correct, Lieutenant Nakara. He’s here because Premier Bhavani and Commissar-General Nagavanshi want to apply pressure to his father through this assignment. Ahwalia will think twice about making any kind of moves if internal security has his sons.”

	“His father was purged from the party. His family can’t take public office.” Murati said. “Isn’t this a bit ridiculous? Elias Ahwalia is under house arrest. I don’t see any reason for this.”

	Murati felt the Commissar would be predisposed to take the side of the security arm and the intelligence arm of the government on this issue. She looked to the Captain for support, but was met with only a soft, sympathetic expression, like a mother unable to go against the father on some household disagreement. Captain Korabiskaya stood up from her chair to meet Murati’s eyes.

	“You’re a really good combat soldier, Murati.” Said the Captain. “But if you want to be a ship Captain or even go to Headquarters, you have to understand politics a bit better. And I don’t just mean Mordecist theory. There are some distasteful things you have to accept. So I accepted Aiden Ahwalia’s posting to the Brigand. That decision is final. If you don’t trust him to pilot a Strelok then don’t give him one. However, as far as he knows he is here on a legitimate mission. He thinks he’s just fulfilling his military duty. So, let him think that while he sits in the reserves, or let him go out if you need him. Isn’t that right, Commissar?”

	Commissar Bashara nodded. “The Captain’s assessment is uncharacteristically thorough.”

	Captain Korabiskaya balked. “Uncharacteristically–?”

	“At any rate, Lieutenant, I believe you have work to do. Does this satisfy your inquiry?”

	Murati grit her teeth. Her grip tightened around the tablet computer with her roster files.

	“Yes ma’am.” She said. She did not like it, but she had no choice.

	Commissar Bashara turned her eyes from Murati and forward to the rest of the bridge.

	“Keep on keepin’ on, Murati. You’ll be fine.” The Captain said, by way of parting.

	Swallowing some nasty things she wanted to say, Murati turned and vacated the bridge.

	

	

	Despite everything, Murati was pretty excited that the pilot group was so diverse.

	They had a few dark-skinned North Bosporans (herself included), a few Volgians, a Pelagis and a pair of Shimii. There were three other transgender women with her, a transgender man, and even a pilot identifying as nonbinary. She shouldn’t have been surprised — there were a lot of transgender and gender-nonconforming people in the Union military, particularly transgender women who got to transition after the revolution. A lot of them became pilots for the respect afforded them. 

	Almost everyone in the Union had a military background these days, and the Union was pretty colorful. 

	It made sense the military reflected that.

	The Union was fairly socially progressive: it was after all the place where the Empire sent many “undesirable” people to “cleanse” its internal population, so it made sense there would be a lot of their causes championed institutionally in the Union. That by itself did not stop social prejudices, but it did mean the state would protect Murati’s rights. And it also meant she could end up leading a squadron that was so varied in gender expression and sexuality. As a bit of a social activist herself Murati was a champion of workplace diversity — even if Gunther might have been disappointed in her sidelining of some other workplace ethics.

	Her pilot group looked very strong. She put a lot of faith in them.

	Everyone was different and everyone had different experiences and situations.

	Some of their history was a bit more complicated than Murati would have liked.

	As a leader, however, she set aside those issues.

	Her goal was to lead the people she had. To lead them to safety; to lead them to victory.

	At 1200 hours Murati and her pilots finally convened in the hangar.

	Even wearing the same uniform, they really did seem like an eclectic group.

	“Welcome, comrades! I am Senior Lieutenant and First Officer, Murati Nakara. I apologize for the idleness of the past few days, but I am pleased to formally launch the 114th Diver Squadron! Today we begin our mission to uncover, unite, train, and equip anti-imperialist forces in the Imbrium. This was a doctrine originally envisioned by our founder and first Premier, Daksha Kansal. We’ve had many difficulties as a nation since then, but the tide of history turns in our direction and the Union Navy is finally ready to do whatever it takes to seize victory! We have finally embarked on this historic mission, and I wouldn’t have any other crew but this one at my side. Let us work together to topple imperialism in our Oceans!”

	Murati had spent some time in her books researching for her little speech.

	To say Kansal created this doctrine was putting a heavy coat of paint on the events. She had insinuated in her Premiership speech that she wanted the Union to serve as a beacon for other revolutions in the Empire, and on more than one occasion believed the Empire would someday be split up by revolutions. When she ultimately left the Union, it was broadly believed that she did so in order to foment unrest in the Empire using the skills she gained during the revolution.

	That being said, Murati was the only military and political history expert among the pilots.

	So she thought it was a good way to get them thinking positively, if they knew no better.

	After all, if Kansal had thought of it, then it wasn’t some random idea thought up yesterday.

	Despite her passion, however, the response to the speech was a bit muted.

	A blond Shimii woman among the pilots gave her an energetic clap and a big smile.

	Next to her, a second Shimii started clapping slowly when the blond woman wouldn’t stop.

	Shalikova averted her gaze.

	Everyone else stood eyes forward with hands behind their backs like good soldiers.

	Murati moved as fluidly as she could away from the subject.

	“Now, I want each of you introduce yourselves to the group. It would be pretty frustrating to operate day to day without names, so let’s all become more familiar. I will go first and then I will select the rest of you to come up one by one. I’m Murati Nakara, I’m 29 years old. I piloted at Thassalid Trench, and before that, I did every odd job you can think of in the military. I really like electronic music and I actually played in a football club, so I’m going to push for us to get some nets down here sometime.”

	She smiled at everyone, and a got a few small smiles in response, except from Shalikova.

	“Alright, Ensign Sonya Shalikova!”

	There was an almost audible groan from Shalikova as she walked forward to join Murati.

	Stiff and unsmiling, Shalikova turned reluctantly to face the rest of the squad. Murati had seen this unfriendly face before at Thassalid Trench. Shalikova was thin and pale, with long, white hair and wonderfully indigo eyes that really popped amid her pristine skin and girlish facial features. For some reason she had stopped wearing her jacket since they embarked on their journey. With the sleeveless TBT button-down, Murati could see her arms and shoulders had a bit of wiry, athletic definition to them.

	“I’m Sonya Shalikova. I’m 23 years old. I also piloted at Thassalid Trench.”

	Shalikova started to walk back and Murati gently tapped her on the shoulder to stop her.

	“Do you have hobbies or interests Shalikova? Anything you want to go back home to?”

	Shalikova briefly turned a gaze full of violence to Murati.

	With much consternation, she turned back to the group.

	“I like hardbass music. And I like crafts. I like– making stuff. I made a bear once.”

	“That’s great. Thank you Shalikova. I can have some supplies brought to you–”

	Shalikova interrupted Murati. “It’s really not necessary. I’m going back to the line now.”

	She returned to the lineup with a bit of desperation in her voice.

	However instead of returning to the side of the blond Shimii woman, where she had once been standing, she conspicuously walked all the way to the other end of the line and stood there next to Aiden Ahwalia. Perhaps it had been because the Shimii had been making rather energetic gestures of support throughout Shalikova’s introduction and she did not want to be near her now.

	“Well, alright.” Murati suppressed a laugh. “Next up is Lieutenant Khadija al-Shajara.”

	Once more, the bubbly blond Shimii clapped her hands together. 

	She walked to the front with a long, graceful stride and took her place beside Murati. 

	Her very fluffy tail swayed gently.

	“Hello darlings! As she said, I’m Khadija al-Shajara– ah, do I really have to say my age?”

	Murati blinked, surprised. “Err, I suppose it’s not really necessary.”

	Khadija clapped her hands together again, keeping incessantly cheerful. 

	Everything about Khadija seemed to shine brightly. She had a confident, foxy appearance, and her makeup was glamorous. Dark wine-colored eyeshadow; long black lashes; well-kept, slightly thick eyebrows; a rich, dark red color on her lips. She had a sophisticated air, more like an actress or a singer than a soldier. Her figure was more rounded off than Murati’s or Shalikova’s, but still plenty fit. Her natural Shimii features were charming enough on their own too, with her long, tapering ears and fluffy tail.

	“Let’s forget about my age then. Let’s just say, I’m a woman in the prime of my life. I’ve been a Diver pilot longer than anyone among us, and I would love to see how all of you keep up with me in the ocean waters. As for my hobbies, I love board and card games, so if you ever want to lose a few social credits to a very beautiful gal, we could play some mahjong or poker.”

	She winked at the other pilots with her hands crossed over her breast.

	Murati had her official age in the roster, forty one, and she could see the gray in that voluminous and otherwise golden ponytail, and the hint of crow’s feet mostly hidden by her makeup. Khadija definitely wore her beret, nestled between her cat-like ears, to hide some of the gray where her hair parted. Murati found her little vanities charming. She could only hope she would look like Khadija did when she herself turned forty-one years old, after decades of intensive military service.

	Maybe she would ask Khadija for her secrets some other time.

	“Next, I’m calling on,” Murati paused briefly to look over the entire name before saying it. It was quite a mouthful. Like the name of the bridge officer Fernanda Santapena-De La Rosa it was a combination of the mother’s and the father’s surnames. So it ended up being long and somewhat foreign to Murati: “Senior Ensign Sameera al-Shahouh Raisanen-Morningsun.”

	“Ha ha! Oh my god– please just use al-Shahouh or Raisanen, not both, and not my Loup soulname.”

	From beside Khadija, the other Shimii on the team walked forward with a serene smile.

	“You want me to pick?” Murati said. “I guess I’ll use al-Shahouh.”

	She shrugged as if amused by the decision. “Heh, do I look more Shimii than Loup then?”

	Murati simply did not know enough about Loup to answer. Certainly, Sameera had the ears and the tail that resembled those of some kind of heritage mammal. Shimii ears had all kinds of shapes, so it was hard to tell whether Sameera’s tall and bristly ears were more cat-like or dog-like. Her tail was certainly a bit different. Most Shimii swayed their tails gently, but Sameera was wagging hers fast, and the shape had slightly clublike girth — maybe more like a dog. Who could say?

	 Loup were a rare sight in the Union. By the numbers among the rarest ethnicities there. Many dissident Shimii were incarcerated and deported to the colonies that would become the Union by the Empire, starting over forty years ago, creating a significant population in the Nectaris ocean. Loup retained a privileged position among the minorities of the Imbrian Empire, and few were deported. Sameera’s roster entry listed her as biracial, both Loup and Shimii — a testament to the barriers that could be broken in the Union.

	There was more to her than her ears and tail of course. Everything between them was quite distinctive. 

	With a sleek nose and a sharp jawline, a tall and lithe build and a confident, graceful demeanor, if Murati was “husband” material in women’s eyes, she felt Sameera would have been a trophy husband. With her brown hair tied in a long ponytail with messy bangs and her light, sand-brown skin completely unembellished, she had an earthy, handsome beauty that was easy on the eyes.

	“I’m Sameera. Just call me Sameera or ‘Sam’ please. I’m 27 years old, and single.”

	She did a cheeky little bow in front of everyone, with one arm crossed over her chest.

	One of her ears did a little twitch. Her tail continued to wag excitedly.

	“My previous piloting experience has actually all been Leviathan hunting. I was also the test pilot for that fancy new mech in the back there for a few months,” she pointed over her shoulder at the Cheka with a little grin on her face. 

	“Unfortunately, Murati stole my girl from me–”

	“–Huh?”

	Ignoring Murati’s brief confusion, Sameera went on. 

	“As for my personal life, I like games, drinking, get-togethers, that kinda thing. I prefer being able to host a few friends, or maybe a single special someone.” She winked. Nobody reacted. “If I’m by myself, I like to do yoga actually.”

	She walked back to the line of her own accord and stood between Khadija and another pilot, a colorful young Pelagis woman who briefly glared at her from the corner of her eyes. It just so happened that this was the next person Murati wanted to call.

	“Thanks ‘Sam’. Maybe I’ll see you at the gym! Next, Ensign Dominika Rybolovskaya.”

	Dominika wore a gloomy face as she walked to Murati’s side. That friendless expression, however, was framed with vibrant color. Her hair was a base of red with brown highlights, long and silky. There were black-striped strands of red that blended in with her hair but were actually cartilaginous pelagis fins. Her face looked soft, unblemished, and very uniformly pink, while her eyes were a bright pink with a blue limbal ring — unique and captivating. Her figure was almost as skinny as Shalikova’s. Curiously, Dominika wore the top three buttons of her shirt undone, exposing what looked like a series of tiny bumps of tissue running down her neck and presumably chest. Murati thought she saw a bit of a glow to them, but maybe it was just the lighting.

	“I’m Dominika Rybolovskaya. If that’s too much of a mouthful you can call me Nika, but I’d prefer you don’t. I’m 25 years old. I was in the border troops along Campos and the ice frontier. I like target practice, archery, knife throwing. Anything with a target, I’ll be able to hit it.” She briefly and mysteriously sighed. “I guess I also like yoga– Don’t get your hopes up!”

	Dominika was so quick that Sameera went from sudden elation to being put down into the ground in an instant.

	“Um, thanks, Dominika.” Murati said. She opted to not acknowledge Sameera at all.

	Notably, however, Dominika returned to Sameera’s side defiantly, without trying to avoid her but also without giving her any attention. She averted her gaze and Sameera stayed quiet. Khadija, to the right of both, looked between them with growing delight in her eyes. Shalikova stared dead straight at Murati, or maybe even past her, unwilling to acknowledge the rest of them.

	A lively bunch, for sure.

	Everyone on the Brigand was a little eccentric.

	Murati looked down at her roster again.

	There were two members of the squadron left to introduce, and one was listed as a reserve for rather dire reasons, so Murati did not have to think much about who she would call next. It was the one nonbinary member of the roster.

	“Next to step forward will be Ensign Valya Lebedova. Gender neutral pronouns, correct?”

	“Yes, thank you Lieutenant.”

	Valya’s voice trembled just a little as they stepped forward in front of everyone. 

	They pushed their glasses up the bridge of their nose and held their hands behind their back.

	“I’m Valya Lebedova. I’m 26 years old. I identify as nonbinary, um, thanks to everyone for respecting this.” 

	They bowed their head a little bit, their bangs briefly obscuring their gentle, demure face.

	Valya took a rather guarded stance as they stood up in front of the squadron, their slight, curvy frame shaking from the knees up. They had a small nose and thin lips with a gentle expression, their face framed and partially hidden by messy, neck-length salmon-colored hair. Their long, straight bangs swept to the right side of their face, with one bright green eye peeking out. From what Murati could see, it was a stylistic choice — not covering up any kind of mysterious scars or anything so stereotypical. They wore the TBT pants and half-jacket uniform, all buttoned up over a dark blue bodysuit, quite tidy, with no customization.

	“I’ve only had simulator experience, but um, my performance in the simulator was used to program the Veteran level OPFOR. So you may have actually fought against me in training. I really enjoyed simulator work but I was called on to join the team here, so I couldn’t really say no! Um, for my personal life, I like computers, programming, tinkering with stuff. I know how to solder!”

	Their last words escaped them like an anxious gasp. Their cheeks flushed lightly.

	“Thank you, Valya; relax, you’re among friends!” Murati said.

	Finally, Murati got to the last name she wanted to speak about on the roster.

	Not knowing what to expect, good or bad, she drew in a breath and prepared herself.

	“Last but not least, our reserve team member, the cadet Aiden Ahwalia.”

	Valya, Khadija, and Dominika all turned to face Aiden when his name was spoken.

	Shalikova looked to be actively ignoring her surroundings.

	Sameera was confused by everyone else’s response.

	Murati nearly cringed. She had really hoped to avoid things like this.

	Aiden looked a little annoyed, but he walked forward with his head held high. He was a thin, athletic, smooth-faced young man with long, tidy black hair, tied into a short ponytail. His bright red eyes stood out more in contrast with his dark brown skin. His expressions and movements conveyed a bit of arrogance, and it only made him look more like a kid putting on airs. Even compared to Shalikova or Valya who had somewhat similar height and figure to him, and were not much older, he looked somewhat babyfaced and far too young to be among them.

	“I’m Aiden Ahwalia. You all know my family, from the looks on your faces, so I won’t need to explain it. I’m 19 years old. I completed my initial enlistment like everyone else. I scored highest in the simulator against the Valya-level program out of any cadets in my class.” He put on a little grin. “My outstanding scores and performance are why I’m here. I want to represent my family and restore our standing. You all probably hold it against it me, but to be frank I don’t believe we deserve–”

	“You’re doing nothing but taking up space here, you brat.” Khadija butted in.

	 Aiden’s outrage was immediate. Almost as if he had been ready to put on that face.

	“Hey, nobody else got interrupted! You see what I’m talking about here?”

	Aiden looked to Murati for support, but Khadija quickly continued to argument.

	“I interrupted because you’re talking a load of shit. Like your god damned father–”

	Khadija turned and poked her finger right into Aiden’s chest accusingly.

	“Everyone, calm down!” Murati raised her voice. While she did not like Aiden’s attitude, she did not want this to escalate further. Khadija really looked ready to beat him up — and capable of it. “The Captain approved of him coming aboard, and I’m responsible for him. It won’t be a problem unless we all collectively make it a problem, so please, just treat him professionally.” 

	“I have no problem with anyone but him. I’m probably not the only one.” Khadija said.

	“I know where you’re coming from.” Valya replied. “But Lieutenant Nakara is right.”

	“We must listen to the commander.” Dominika said, arms crossed and head down.

	“I agree, let’s just relax. Why don’t I treat you later, Lieutenant al-Shajara?”

	Sameera tried to sweet-talk Khadija, but the older woman was clearly not in the mood.

	“I apologize, Nakara. Please continue. I would like permission to retire for the day after assignments.”

	“Permission granted. Aiden, come talk to me after I finish the assignments.”

	Murati looked down at Aiden at her side. She nodded, directing him to leave.

	He crossed his arms and returned to the line of pilots in a huff.

	Now that everyone was introduced, the final official step in establishing the squadron was the assignments. Khadija would have known that — she was a veteran who had been through several missions already. Union Divers worked in pairs, often two to three pairs per squadron. Working as a pair gave everyone in the squadron a buddy to rely upon. Pairs were more resilient than individuals and gave the squadron more flexibility. Originally the Brigand had five Divers with two reserves, but Murati successfully lobbied the Captain for Valya to become a full member.

	“I’ll start giving the pair assignments. This will be short for today, but we’ll flesh out our roles and capabilities more in the coming days, when we really start training and when we will be expected to be on call 24/7 as part of the ship’s combat power.” Murati said. “First off, the flanking unit will consist of myself in the Cheka alongside Ensign Shalikova in the Strelok ‘I-bis.’”

	Murati looked to Shalikova with a big, happy smile that was not returned in the slightest.

	“Ok.” Not even a ‘looking forward to working with you’ or anything of the sort.

	Hopefully, that withdrawn attitude was something they could work on together.

	“Next, our breakthrough firepower unit will consist of Ensign al-Shahouh in the Strelok C.Q.C. ‘Cossack’ and Ensign Rybolovskaya in the Strelkannon ‘Modular Weapons Platform.’”

	Sameera turned cheerfully to Dominika for acknowledgment. Dominika turned her cheek.

	Clearly the assignments Murati had made on paper would need some work in practice.

	“Lieutenant al-Shajara and Ensign Lebedova will pilot Streloks in our support unit.”

	Khadija walked over to Valya and gave them a friendly squeeze on the shoulder that took the latter by surprise. Valya nearly jumped, and then tried to smile at Khadija to play it off. No sooner had the Shimii’s hand lifted off her assigned enby’s shoulder than Khadija took off casually toward the hangar elevator, wanting to leave the hangar as soon as possible. Murati sighed.

	“Finally, Cadet Ahwalia will be in reserve. Everyone is dismissed for the day. At ease.”

	As soon as they were released, the pilots wandered away. Shalikova waited for everyone else to take the elevator first; Valya headed toward their Strelok’s gantry to inspect it; Dominika found herself closely followed by Sameera who was quiet but had a cheeky expression as she quite clearly and obviously shadowed her partner but pretended to be merely going her own way.

	Murati, meanwhile signaled for Aiden to come forward to talk to her. She whispered:

	“I don’t care who your family is. I won’t judge you or protect you for it. Next time you get a rise out of anyone, it will be up to Akulantova to get the boots off your face, because I won’t.” 

	Aiden grit his teeth but said nothing back to her.

	

	

	 


5.5

	Without fanfare good or ill, the Brigand finally entered Imperial waters by crossing the demarcation line set at the abandoned Cascabel station. A cylindrical pillar with ribbed sections, it was like an eerie sentinel, abandoned at its post on this empty borderland, watching the Brigand cross the rocky ocean between Ferris and Sverland. A field of pallid, plankton-eating stalks had taken over the sand banks that once hid defensive torpedo pods and cannon casemates defending this border. Bubblegum coral grew from the dismal patches of sand atop rocky, uneven surfaces making up the seafloor around Cascabel station.

	Disparate groups of bioluminescent fish danced in the orifices of the hulking structure like flickering, ghostly lamps. A casualty of one of the final battles of the revolution, Cascabel was deliberately flooded to deny the nascent Union a useful forward base.

	On the main screen, the crew was entertained by the first landmark they’d seen in days.

	“Magnificent. What a sophisticated aura!” Fernanda said.

	“It’s just a creepy hunk of metal.” Alex added.

	“You know, they say that when the Empire flooded Cascabel, the souls of all the men and women who died defending it were anchored to the structure and could never rise out of the Ocean.” Semyonova said suddenly. “Even to this day, they are trapped, wandering the flooded halls. Illegal scrappers from both sides of the DMZ have gone missing in the station’s depths.”

	She waited with a serious expression for the response from her comrades.

	“Wait? What the hell? Really?” Alex asked.

	“Such foul things do transpire within abandoned stations.” Fernanda said.

	“Foul things? Do you mean the ghosts or the smuggling?” Alex asked.

	“Apparitions and banditry are both within the purview of ‘lost places’.”

	“So you also believe in ghosts? Fucking ghosts?”  

	“Hah! Do you disbelieve in the power of the great beyond? Living under the Ocean?”

	Framing it that way made Alex hesitate, like there was something she missed. “I–”

	Before Alex could continue, Helmsman Kamarik butted in with a groan.

	“All of you need a serious brain checkup if you believe that crap.” He said.

	“Another philistine discovered.” Fernanda said.

	Her inflection carried a certain sadistic delight.

	“I’m just being practical.” Kamarik said. “If I can’t hold it in my hands, it’s not real.”

	“Aw, come on y’all.” Semyonova said. “I didn’t think y’all would take it so serious.”

	“The work of Allah, subhanahu wa ta’ala, is in all things, but this is verging on jinn talk.”

	Fatima mysteriously spoke up at that point. Alex looked at her with a certain confusion.

	“I feel like I didn’t understand half the things she said. No offense.”

	“It’s Shimii religion.” Kamarik said. “I know a little about it. My name comes from it.”

	“Are you a Shimii?” Alex asked, jokingly.

	“Half.” Kamarik replied dryly.

	Alex’s jaw dropped slightly. “Wait? What the hell? Really?”

	“Yep.” Kamarik said mysteriously. He crossed his arms and nodded his head.

	 Fatima looked suddenly mortified.

	“Ah, I apologize. I did not intend to cause offense by suddenly bringing up my religion. It’s just a reflex, my father studied under a Mawla, a religious teacher of our people– ahh, I’m doing it again. I’m sorry. If you want to talk about jinn, I suppose I can try to keep out of–”

	“Ahh, don’t worry Fatima! It’s not your fault, it really isn’t.” Semyonova said affably.

	She reached out and patted the excessively apologetic Fatima on the shoulder.

	“Jinn are evil spirits, right?” Kamarik asked. “I think I remember they’re bad.”

	“Oh, yes.” Fatima said. “They are evil apparitions responsible for all dark works.”

	“Well, I don’t believe in that either. All of you need to be more materialistic.”

	“It’s materialist.” Alex said. “What you wanted to say is ‘materialist’, Abdul.”

	“Oh dear, the gamer presumes to patronize us about language and the supernatural?”

	Fernanda grinned and gently covered her mouth with the back of her hand.

	From the Electronic Warfare station, Zachikova piped up suddenly.

	“I believe in something I can’t hold in my hands — it’s called data.”

	She grinned to herself. She looked like she must have felt incredibly clever.

	Kamarik stared at her while Alex looked at him like she was trying to find something.

	“Where do you keep the tail? Do you have one?”

	“Huh?”

	Above it all, Captain Ulyana Korabiskaya felt like she had been put in charge of a zoo.

	“What is this conversation? I feel like I’m getting dumber for having to listen to this.”

	Commissar Aaliyah Bashara saw Ulyana with her face in her hands and reassured her.

	“This kind of banter is important for a crew, Captain. It forges stronger bonds.”

	She spoke just low enough for their conversation to be private.

	“I feel like they’re forging some pretty stupid bonds down there.” Ulyana said.

	“The Brigand’s crew is…eccentric. But sailing is sailing. You must have seen this before.”

	“My old crews used their inside voices a little more in the presence of Nagavanshi.”

	Aaliyah’s ears wiggled a bit. “Was the Commissar-General that frightening?”

	“How can you have worked with her and ask that? She’s a demon.” Ulyana said.

	 “I guess I never worked with her closely. I, personally, believe in having an open bridge.”

	She looked proud, as if she had said something of great meaning just then.

	Ulyana grinned. “Okay, well, do you believe in ghosts or jinn or whatever?”

	“Unlike a lot of Shimii I’m a dedicated atheist. So no, I don’t believe in such things.”

	Aaliyah gave the Captain a look as if she were annoyed by having the banter raised to her.

	“Then how do you think all those stories Semyonova brought up attain cultural purchase?”

	“Cascabel is in disrepair and dangerous. Scrappers probably just die in it because of this.”

	“You know, that’s actually a very practical explanation. Nevermind this nonsense then.”

	Ulyana sat back in her chair, stretching her arms. Aaliyah shook her head gently.

	“Okay, so then what do you think about video games, Commissar Bashara?” Ulyana said.

	 “We don’t need to reproduce their banter, Captain.” Aaliyah said with a bit of growl.

	“Well, if it’s good enough for down there, isn’t it fine here too?” Ulyana winked.

	Aaliyah turned a little red and glared at her. “Don’t push your luck too much, Captain.”

	“Oh? What’s that supposed to mean? I need it explained in strictly materialist terms.”

	“Captain Ulyana Korabiskaya–” Another low growl, this time through teeth.

	And now full name and rank was coming out. Ulyana staggered, sensing a sudden danger.

	Thankfully, the absolute chaos that had overcome the bridge was soon interrupted.

	“Captain! Sensors are picking up trace long-wave radiation — might be an E.L.F message.”

	Extremely Low Frequency was one of the few forms of long distance wireless messaging available underwater. 

	Massive antennae buried in Solstice could send these messages through any amount of water out to extremely long ranges. 

	But the throughput was abysmal — it was text only, and character-limited.

	Fatima shouted up to the Captain. Besides sonar, her station had access to the sensor array.

	“I can confirm! I’m capturing and deciphering as we speak!” Semyonova added.

	Ulyana was taken aback. She had not expected official communication this soon.

	“Send it up to me when it’s done! If it’s HQ this soon, it must be urgent.” She said.

	“E.L.F. message received, decrypted, and sent to your station, Captain!”

	Semyona turned around and did a happy little salute. This was the first official message from HQ she had transferred as the Brigand’s chief of signals, a milestone on any maiden voyage.

	Ulyana smiled and nodded in acknowledgment, turned her computer screen sideways.

	Using the arm that was attached to her seat, she was able to angle it for herself and Aaliyah.

	“Can you read it?” She asked her Commissar.

	Aaliyah blinked. She leaned forward on her seat to look at the Captain’s screen.

	“Yes, I can but– do you need my help? Are you having trouble reading it?”

	“Oh, not at all. I just want you to be part of this discussion also.”

	“I see.”

	Aaliyah looked confused. Ulyana wondered what her previous ships must have been like.

	Nagavanshi practically demanded to be shown every message. She was very hands-on.

	In time, Ulyana came to see it as a resource, a form of help, rather than a hindrance.

	So it made sense to let Aaliyah be part of these situations from the start.

	“Alright, let’s see–”

	Ulyana read the message, printed in four short lines of text.

	HOSPITALITY ORDER.

	VIP IN SERRANO.

	DOCKMEN FRIENDLY.

	WAREHOUSE 6.

	“Looks like we’re being asked to dock in Serrano to pick up a passenger, who will be with us for the journey, if I’m parsing this right. I’m a little taken aback honestly.” Ulyana said. “It’s not as if we don’t have extra supplies. Sailing is all about being frugal and planning for the worst. But as far as picking up a VIP, don’t you think we’d just put them in danger, Commissar?”

	Aaliyah read the message and nodded her head. “We would not be able to guarantee their return from this journey. However, if we’re being asked to do this, it must be because they have information pertaining to anti-Imperial resistance efforts. Otherwise it would be truly pointless.”

	“I wonder how they contacted the Union.” Ulyana said. “What’s the time frame here?”

	“Our spy networks have their ways. I think it’s realistic they could have gotten a message out and arranged for asylum; especially since the Empire has apparently been on shaky grounds for a few weeks now. Before the Emperor was dead, he was dying, and I’m sure his retreat caused the Empire’s guard to slacken.”  Aaliyah replied. “At any rate. Orders are orders. We must go to Serrano.”

	“We were going there anyway. It’s a place that it makes sense to start getting information about the Empire. I know there’s tons of smuggling that happens there, some of it to the Union. I was posted at an Agri-Sphere once that got smuggled cattle from the Empire through Serrano. And if the dockworkers are ‘friendly’ it would behoove us to get in contact with them.”

	Ulyana ran a hand through her blond hair and tossed it. She had worn it long that day.

	She sighed and bowed her head a little.

	“You seem unsettled still, Captain.” Aaliyah asked. “You can tell me what’s wrong.”

	Ulyana found herself thinking “why do YOU look fine with it?” after hearing that.

	“We’ve been given a pretty tough job. Not just the whole ‘organize a bunch of people who may or may not exist to topple the Empire’ business. I’m more concerned with the day to day ‘keep one step ahead of thousands of Imperial Navy ships trying to kill us’ types of business right now.”

	“None of those ships know our intentions or objectives. Right now, we’re invisible.”

	“Right now; but how do we stay hidden forever? We only have to blow our cover once.”

	“As a Commissar, I swore to trust and support you. You must trust yourself too, Captain. Being fearful won’t keep us safe. We have to move forward bravely to complete our mission.”

	“True but being too brave will put us in danger. I’m worried we won’t see that line when we cross it. Being frank, I’m worried that I won’t see it. Under the water, ships see each other as noise first. I am afraid I won’t know when we’ve made enough waves to be seen by our enemies.”

	Ulyana looked at Aaliyah in the eyes, a contact the Commissar briefly held.

	Seeing the Captain being so honest, the Commissar could not just respond with barbs.

	Aaliyah seemed to hesitate, but then reached out a hand to Ulyana’s shoulder.

	“Have faith Captain. This is not your mission or only your life to lose. You’re not alone.”

	“You’re right, as usual.” Ulyana sighed yet again. “You’re right, Commissar. I know it.”

	“Don’t fret too much. You have me– our whole crew.” Aaliyah corrected herself quickly.

	Ulyana was not so distracted that she wouldn’t notice something like that. She smiled.

	“You’re right. With a top notch Commissar like you at my side, how could I lose?”

	Aaliyah narrowed her eyes. She sat back in her chair, then pulled her hat over her face.

	“Don’t push your luck too much, Captain.”

	“Good advice for all my anxieties, I suppose.”

	Ulyana winked, but only because the frigid Shimii beside her would not have noticed.

	More and more she felt very lucky to have Aaliyah Bashara at her side.

	

	

	The Brigand received its first mission and left Cascabel behind.

	Now in Imperial waters, the ship navigated carefully, remaining about fifty meters above the rocky sea floor and keeping a watch for incoming vessels. Since they were masquerading as a civilian vessel, silent running would have been quite suspicious, so no policies were set in place to regulate the sound of most human activity on the ship. What did have to be regulated was Diver maintenance and training, since the noises of heavy equipment would have been suspicious too.

	Since the ship left Thassal station, the navigation computer had been keeping track of their position. Speed and heading and other kinds of navigational data were used by the computer to track the Brigand’s course on a slightly outdated Imperial map. In this way, Helmsman Kamarik always knew where they were and knew the way to their destination, at first Cascabel and now Serrano. This allowed them to retain the correct course even while astray in the Ocean wilderness.

	“There’s this legend that people on the surface used to navigate by looking at the sky over the Ocean. You all know what the sky is right?” Kamarik said, turning back to the Bridge crew.

	“It’s the heaven that’s far above the surface of the water.” Fatima said.

	“That’s one way of looking at it I guess.” Kamarik said. “Anyway, you understand what it is. It used to be, people could look past the sky and see lights. You can even still do that — there’s been drone photographs of clear sky, full of lights. If you could survive up there, you could see the lights in the sky. And people used to navigate by looking at the groups of lights. Most of the sky isn’t like that anymore though, it’s just gas now, purplish thundering agarthic gas; but yeah.”

	“I think I’ll trust the navigation computer over the ‘lights in the sky.’” Alex said bluntly.

	“Duh, I wasn’t saying it was better!” Kamarik laughed. “I was just spinnin’ sailor tales.”

	The bridge was riotous as ever. Their talents allowed them to keep that lively atmosphere.

	One particular officer made an outsize contribution to that high morale during the journey.

	Fatima proved herself worthy of having ‘golden ears.’ She was able to easily discern noisy civilian traffic, identify the models to the best of her knowledge even before the predictor could see them and she sounded no false alarms. Aaliyah had been correct about the state of the patrols. There were no military ships out on the hunt for Union vessels. Even beyond the Cascabel region, the only naval vessel they ran into after coasting past Cascabel was a single Maltier-class utility ship. Like every other ship, Fatima identified it quite easily and reported it calmly and promptly.

	“Remarkable.” Captain Ulyana said. “Chief Petty Officer, you truly have splendid ears.”

	Fatima’s black-furred, slightly curved cat ears gave the Captain a happy little twitch.

	“Ahh, thank you Captain. I’m only sorry I was distracted for a moment and did not–”

	“You truly have nothing to be sorry for.”

	What an apologetic girl! She must have been maybe a millisecond off her own, already freakish idea of how quickly a sonar technician should detect and categorize hydrophone noise.

	Aaliyah tapped the ecstatic Captain on the shoulder with a demure look on her face.

	Her own ears gave a little twitch when acknowledged. Her face was a little bit flushed.

	“Captain, I understand what you were saying, but to compliment a Shimii’s ears like that, it’s a bit embarrassing. It’s not exactly proper, you know. You must take care of what you say.”

	“Hmm? Is it a cultural issue? Fatima did not look bothered. Her ears even wiggled.”

	“You were saved by the context, and praise is all well and good, but decency must be–”

	“Ah. I understand what’s going on. Don’t worry. You have lovely ears too, Commissar.”

	“Captain! It’s different than when you talk about a Volgian’s ears. I am not joking!”

	“How is it different?”

	“It’s different! It’s just different!”

	“Okay, okay. I’ll be more careful with my words. But you know, Nagavanshi never–”

	“I am not Nagavanshi. You would do well to get used to me and stop bringing her up.”

	“Ah, I’m so sorry. I will do my part to recognize and praise you for your unique merits.”

	“This is not about that at all. This is not one scintilla, one iota, one whit, about that!”

	Even the Captain and the Commissar expressed their high morale in their own ways.

	Sverland used to be one of the “colonies” that the Empire founded after the expanding from the Imbrium. Due to its proximity to the imperial heartland, Sverland became a management hub for Ferris, Lyser and Solstice’s production. Unlike the territories that would become the Union, Sverland boasted a handful of actual cities, and the most southern of these was Serrano station, a commercial hub through which everything coming and going through Sverland seemed to end up.

	A pillar-type Station of enormous size, Serrano’s base was set into a crater 1200 meters deep beneath the Ocean, while the highest point was at the 800 meter mark. There were three port structures, one at the base, one in the middle of the pillar and an exclusive covered dock at the very top. Fatima’s golden ears were overwhelmed around Serrano. There was a lot of traffic coming and going. There were perhaps a hundred large ships and many dozens of smaller, shorter ranged craft docked, docking, or departing from the station. In such a crowded scenario, the acoustic predictor was more efficient at analyzing the discrete models of ships around them than Fatima alone.

	For the first time, the Brigand saw Imperial naval vessels. Small patrol cutters covered the waters starting half a dozen kilometers from the station. They could not tell that the Brigand was a Union vessel. As far as they were concerned it was an old hauler that resembled several of the merchant vessels frequenting the waters around Serrano. So while their first brush with Imperial patrols caused the Brigand’s crew to break a sweat, the cutters merely floated by without incident.

	After meeting the smallest imperial ships, they soon met the very largest.

	Anchored to the same lower dock that was their destination, there was a truly massive ship.

	Gunmetal grey with an elegant, spoon-shaped prow and a sweeping chassis and fins.

	“Irmingard class.” Ulyana said.

	“You know it?” Aaliyah asked.

	“When I was Captain of–” the Captain began to reply but paused briefly as if staggered for a moment by the bitter memory she recalled. “When I was part of the Pravda project, the reason we were making such a big dreadnought was that a defector from the Empire managed to make it to us with the early plans for the Irmingard class. This was like, seven years ago. All of the Union’s current dreadnoughts are more advanced than the common Koenig class that the Empire has kept around for decades. But we have nothing against the Irmingard class. Not after the Pravda sank.”

	Aaliyah seemed to be able to tell the Captain’s mood had suddenly turned a bit foul.

	She put on an expression of sympathy and laid her hand on the armrest of the chair.

	Not touching the Captain, but offering some proximal physical support nonetheless.

	“The Brigand might not be the Pravda; but it’s no common ship you’re Captain of.”

	“Don’t try to console me about the Pravda.” Ulyana said bluntly. “Just ignore me.”

	That Irmingard dreadnought, like every other Imperial ship, had no reason to fight them.

	They would have to ensure it remained that way. Aaliyah did not press Ulyana any further.

	As they approached Serrano station, Kamarik took on the task of getting them docked properly, while Semyonova was in charge of communicating with Station Control to report in their ship and be assigned a space in the port. Owing to the indifference of a port that saw massive amounts of money going in and out every hour, the Brigand was not scheduled for a search and needed no further identification to berth. Imperial ports were famously corrupt, and the Brigand could have easily bribed its way through. And so the Brigand slipped in under a steel sky, above an ocean floor turned white by bright floodlights. The lower dock was accessed through massive openings in the base of the station, and was mostly inhabited by dismal-looking cargo haulers. The Brigand requested access via a cargo unloading berth — a massive structure into which the cruiser-size ship would be clamped, locked into place, sealed, and the berth would then drain. Finally, they would employ their cargo elevator for access.

	While this was transpiring, Captain Korabiskaya and Commissar Bashara left the Bridge in Semyonova’s hands and assembled the squadron who would be handling their first mission within the station itself. In the strategic planning room, Zachikova, Shalikova and Murati had been called to assemble, along with Akulantova and Ensign Van Der Smidse, a member of the security team. She was a young, bright-eyed woman with a mischievous smile, wearing her blond hair in two long braids. She had an athletic figure but was completely dwarfed by Chief Akulantova.

	“Murati,” Ulyana began, “You will lead Zachikova and Shalikova into the city to recover a refugee from ‘Warehouse Six’. This team was chosen because of your practical abilities — Murati has a track record as an excellent tactician and speaker, Shalikova has sharp eyes and hands and quick reflexes, and Zachikova has unique skills with computing and reconnaissance.”

	“Unless something truly unfortunate happens, the authorities won’t have their eye on you. So be cautious and don’t give anyone cause to follow you or suspect you of anything.” Aaliyah added. “Zachikova will be in contact with us through encrypted radio, and with her unique talents she’ll be able to tell if there’s any heat coming down on you by monitoring the station network. We’ll have part of the security team patrolling the docks just in case you find unwanted friends.”

	Akulantova smiled. “I’m going to stay here to help the Captain and Commissar. But I’ve assembled some of my people to guard the docks. Like this young lady, Klara Van Der Smidse; and another of my team, Zhu Lian, who is preparing equipment for us. I will station these two at the entrance to the docks. They can rush into the city to help if you need a distraction or cover or anything like that. Like the Captain said though, we’re hoping you’ll keep a low profile today.”

	Upon being mentioned, Van Der Smidse put on an almost smug look.

	She did not say anything, but her face showed she was quite pleased with herself.

	Murati showed no outward concern upon being given her mission.

	She did have questions, however.

	“Wouldn’t it be better for the security team to fetch and protect the refugee?”

	“Have some confidence in yourself Murati.” Aaliyah said, putting her hands on her hips.

	“Besides that, the reason you’re going and not the security team is that we’re not setting out to shoot anyone or extract under fire.” Ulyana said. “We assembled a team to blend in, make their way through city overlooked in crowds, and peacefully meet up with our refugee. Then assess the situation and return safely. Our Security team is better put to use guarding our perimeter here.”

	“I guess I understand when you put it that way. Are we taking any gear?” Murati asked.

	“You’re not getting a weapon.” Ulyana said. She had a faint, bemused smile.

	“I didn’t ask for a weapon. I just want to know what’s available.” Murati said. “Beside weapons, what about armor? What about barter items in case we need to negotiate for something?”

	“Murati, they don’t do much bartering in the Empire.” Aaliyah said.

	“You’d be surprised. Historically, in times of war, the value of currency–”

	“You’re all supposed to be civilian workers with a transport company.” Ulyana interrupted, before Murati could get too far into her history lesson. “Logistics personnel aren’t usually carrying around much on a quick trip into town. If you need to negotiate money with anyone, it’s going to be in imperial marks, not seashells and whalebone. All the gear you get is Zachikova.”

	Zachikova nodded her head. Shalikova glanced sidelong at her.

	“How will we find the meeting place? Warehouse Six, you said?” Murati said.

	“It’s likely in the city map. I’ll download it when we get outside.” Zachikova said.

	“We’ll also be making contact with the dockworkers.” Aaliyah said. “When you work with ships and cargo, you get all kinds of information. I’m hoping I can catch up on current events and see if there’s anything interesting going on in Sverland specifically. If I learn anything useful about your situation in particular, I’ll tell the Captain and she’ll inform Zachikova right away.”

	“Do we know anything about the refugee? How will I know it’s them?” Murati said.

	“I’m sorry to say we don’t know anything. To be honest, we’ve been assuming it’s only one person, but reading E.L.F messages can be like astrology sometimes.” Ulyana said. “That’s why I’ll be in contact. Keep me appraised of the situation.”

	“We also trust your judgment, Murati.” Aaliyah said. “As the first officer, Zachikova and Shalikova will follow your orders on the field. In fact, I’d prefer you limit contact with the Captain to avoid suspicions. Only do so in an emergency.”

	Ulyana sighed as if she was afraid it might come to that.

	Then, for a brief moment, everyone felt a faint vibration transfer from the floor.

	“We’ll be fully docked into the station soon. Is there anything else on your mind?”

	Ulyana addressed Murati, and the First Officer responded by saluting.

	Murati had a smile on her face. She looked at ease.

	“No, I think I understand everything. This should be nice and easy.” She replied.

	Shalikova crossed her arms over her chest. Zachikova stared at Murati as if knowingly.

	 “Any objections, you two?”

	Murati turned from the Captain and Commissar to her fellow officers and team members.

	“Of course I have no objections. Orders are orders.” Shalikova said bluntly.

	“All things considered, I’d rather stay on the ship, but I’ll go.” Zachikova replied.

	“Wow, so lively and full of enthusiasm.” Akulantova joked.

	Van Der Smidse hid a small laugh behind her delicate fingers.

	Shalikova threw a nasty glare at the too-affable security team member.

	“I’m glad you’re all still lively.” Aaliyah said. “Murati, depart as soon as possible.”

	“Yes ma’am. Will do. Thank you for choosing me for this mission.”

	“Of course. It’s our first outing in Imperial waters, but I trust in every one of you.”

	Ulyana stepped forward and shook hands vigorously with each of the team members.

	“Bring that refugee back safe, and we can start taking the Empire down a peg. Dismissed.”

	Everyone saluted. At least, the Brigand would enter the war-torn Empire and begin its quest.

	

	

	 


5.6

	Murati knew the history of the Empire and studied many theories about its economic system and social stratification. However, this was her first time seeing the Empire. Not only piercing the invincible front that the Union feared in Cascabel, but actually entering as an Imperial citizen would and setting foot within the steel colossi itself. This was entirely different than reading books.

	It was the first step on their journey.

	That immense mission, a quest so daunting they could hardly grasp its scope–

	Serrano station would be their first step on this long, winding road.

	Once the Brigand was fully docked into Serrano station’s central port, the cargo elevator descended from the rear of the hangar and touched down on the steel floor of the port landing below the ship, awaiting any goods “purchased” by the Brigand to be brought aboard. Each berth in the dock had thick glass and steel dividers that could contain the ship and either drain the water or expose the ship to water again, as well as the massive clamps that bore the ship’s weight. Everything was so gigantic, from the ships themselves to the berths that held them. Human bodies were utterly insignificant in mass compared to the fleet Serrano docked.

	Steel paths with tall guardrails led from the ship landings to the port grounds. 

	There were warehouses and container parks for goods, a travel agency, and offices for the port authority and guards.

	In contrast with the enormous architecture of the port, these places were eerily ordinary.

	Murati, Shalikova and Zachikova descended with the cargo elevator.

	Alongside them were two members of the security team. 

	Klara Van Der Smidse, the energetic platinum blond who had accompanied Akulantova to the meeting, swayed from side to side with excitement. Beside her was a second member of the security team, Zhu Lian, a long-limbed woman with a regal countenance. With her long black hair styled with even, blunt ends on her bangs and along her ears, and her easy, confident gait, she looked too sophisticated to be in the infantry with Klara. In the Union, of course, looks were very much deceiving in that regard.

	Commissar Aaliyah had also come with them. She would be going in a different direction than the rest.

	All of them were dressed in the Treasure Box Transports uniforms, with the teal half-jacket, white shirt and black pants or skirt. Aaliyah had left her peaked Union Commissar’s cap behind to better blend in. Zhu and Van Der Smidse had long jackets instead of the half-jackets worn by most of the crew. They concealed their pistols within the interior breast pockets of the full length jackets.

	Once the cargo elevator touched down on the station, the metal and plastic scent of the treated air within the Brigand fully dispersed. In its place, the predominant scent was an herby pungency that seemed to waft from a nearby berth. To the right of the Brigand on the next berth over, a glistening, rotund crop transporter ship unloaded multiple plastic drums and steel crates full of what smelled strongly of pickled herbs. Dockworkers in light labor Diver suits were unloading this ship.

	To the Brigand’s left, the next two berths were occupied by the same ship, just a bit too long for one.

	That enormous ship was an Irmingard class dreadnought belonging to the Imperial Navy.           

	“Do you think we miscalculated just a bit, docking here?” Klara asked, pointing at it.

	“We didn’t have a choice. We docked at the cargo berth we were given.” Aaliyah said.

	While everyone else would be taking the direct path out of the port, Aaliyah would walk the path to the right, alongside the agri-transporter ship and to the warehouses. Her own mission was to gather information, and the dockworkers were apparently on the Union’s side. She bid farewell with a twitch of her ears. “Good luck. Don’t do anything rash and get back safely.”

	“Acknowledged!”

	For a moment, the team watched the Commissar go on her way before they too set off.

	Murati was filled with emotion.

	Her expression was cool and collected, but her skin brimmed with energy as she moved, and her heart was beating fast. She was full of anticipation for a lot of different reasons. Her first mission as part of the Brigand’s crew; she had read and even written tactical theories for a lot of different situations, but this was the first big one. She had to put into practice everything she knew.

	Not only as a member of a team, but as the leader of the team.

	Everyone was counting on her. And she was confident she could succeed.

	After all, it was an easy enough mission. An extraction right under the enemy’s nose. The Empire did not even know that they had to be watching. Serrano was completely normal. No alarms, no lockdowns, not a hint of suspicion. As they walked between the port structures, nobody paid them any mind. Not from the heart of the docks, and not even at the open maw into the station sprawl.

	In those thick crowds ahead of them, there was no way anyone would notice them.

	“Alright, this is as far as we go.” Zhu Lian said. “Nakara, take this with you.”

	At the entrance to the port, where a small bridge connected the suspended structures of the port facilities with a sturdy city street, Lian and Klara stopped and fell behind momentarily. When Murati turned around to look, Lian extended her hand. There was a small bauble on her palm, with corners as if it were a cube but with round surfaces in between, nothing to indicate its purpose.

	“If you’re in trouble, press down the surface I’m rubbing my finger on.” Zhu Lian said.

	“We’ll come running to your rescue, my beautiful damsels.” Klara added.

	She winked at them and showed them a little bauble of her own with a blinking light.

	“Ours will blink faster as it nears yours. It’s a simple, concealable design.” Zhu Lian said.

	“We’re good at playing hot-cold, so we’ll find you no matter what.” Klara added.

	She gently bumped her elbow into Lian, who glanced at her from the side of her eyes.

	Lian’s gently neutral face and Klara’s playful bubbliness painted an interesting picture.

	“Thanks. Will you two be okay twiddling your thumbs here all day?” Murati asked.

	“We better be. Orders are orders, you know?” Klara said, with a big happy smile.

	“We’ll keep ourselves entertained somehow.” Zhu Lian added. “Don’t worry.”

	“Hey Lian, we can play punch buggy.”

	Zhu Lian smiled a tiny bit. “Let’s not, actually.”

	Murati smiled too. They would definitely be okay. “Let’s go, Sonya, Braya.”

	“Don’t first-name me.” Shalikova snapped.

	Zachikova cracked a little smile.

	“If you’re not going to call me mistress or goddess, only Zachikova will do from you.”

	Murati felt suddenly foolish for wondering how well Zhu and Van Der Smidse got along.

	Her mind returned to the task ahead.

	Flowing before them was an absolute flood of humanity.

	On that street adjacent to the port, alone, there must easily have been hundreds of people.

	Murati fidgeted with her tie while she walked into this enormous, omnidirectional crowd.

	For people used to pillar-type, segmented stations with numerous smaller floors and halls, the enormity of Serrano was a shock. City-type stations were something a Union citizen might never see since the Union only had two. In Serrano, the lower section of the station consisted of an enormous space encased in walls supported by massive steel and concrete pillars. There were hundreds, maybe thousands of discrete high-rise buildings crammed into this space and winding roads between them. Overhead, the sky was composed of massive arrays of lights suspended from the steel supports for the upper section over a hundred meters above.

	Surrounded by tall, multiple-use structures on all sides, the streets themselves were bright with fixtures and the colors from video-signs, but they branched into gloomy, forbidding alleyways that the crowds seemed to avoid going through if they could help it. There were all kinds of businesses and shops that shared the same buildings and street access, and computerized directories outside each building helped passersby to know if any one of the nearly identical grey spires contained the services they needed.

	On the surface, all cities had this kind of layout, or so the theories and histories claimed.

	While she had read that the lower section of Imperial cities was where the less fortunate citizens lived, there was a lot of variety in the way people dressed and carried themselves around Murati. She saw fashionable youths in bold, translucent vinyl and high-grade plastics; men and women in suits and jackets; people wearing nothing but a branded t-shirt and plain pants; and workers in uniforms and coveralls. Murati had expected to encounter mainly white Imbrians in the Empire, so she was surprised at the ethnic variety. There were even a few Shimii and Pelagis. It felt as though the whole world could be contained in this one city.

	Out of all the sights she saw, Murati was most captivated by the street vendors.

	People on the side of the road, in simple clothing, manning carts or kiosks.

	She was reminded of plaza table culture back in the Union — exchanging or gifting things you made yourself.

	However, in the Empire, everything revolved around money. 

	Every kiosk, every crate, every car, every shopfront, had big bold numbers so you knew right away if you had the money to get anything from them. Some people were selling out of the backs of electric cars, or out of crates with improvised wheels, but everyone had their prices up as large as they could possibly write them. Five marks for a snack fried before your very eyes, ten marks for a bag of oranges, a thousand marks for minicomputers in a self-described “back of the truck” sale. Everyone who was selling was shouting at passersby to come look at their goods. And they all had wary, intense expressions.

	All manner of goods were being sold, but the most common products were food items.

	“Real meat, huh?”

	Murati briefly paused near a kiosk where an older woman selling Milanesas.

	Thin cuts of red meat breaded on the kiosk table and fried on a portable burner.

	There was something bewildering about it for Murati.

	Animals were a precious commodity in the Union. Nobody in the Union ate animal meat.

	So to see a seemingly proletarian street vendor casually frying meat was so unusual to her.

	Union cattle were heritage breeds from the Empire. They had been brought to the Union to serve as the backbone of dairy production in the new colonies, for items like freeze dried bulk cheese and powdered milk that would then be sold in the Empire. The Empire did not get their dairy in the end, but the Union kept the cattle and nurtured them. The Union enjoyed access to dairy products in the present day because they were careful with those original cattle and continued to breed them well. There was bulk fishing in the Union, but fish were not eaten. They were used to manufacture certain specific products like fish glues, fertilizer, skin patches, and ointments. Animals were too precious to eat. Everything Murati ate was made of plants, fungi or yeast.

	It had been Murati’s understanding that even in the Empire, meat was for the wealthy.

	Murati almost wanted to try one of those snacks, but she had no money, and it might have made her sick.

	Instead she watched for a moment as the vendor exchanged one with a young man.

	He gave her a single bill worth five imperial marks, and she fried the cutlet right there.

	“Nakara?”

	Zachikova appeared by her side; Shalikova had walked out of view before turning back.

	“Are you hungry?” She asked.

	“Oh, sorry, no.” Murati said, surprised. “I was just catching my breath here for a bit.”

	“We should get moving before Shalikova decides to complete the mission without us.”

	“I heard that.” Shalikova said, arriving at their side once again, arms crossed, fangs bared.

	“Right. We can go in a second. Sorry, it’s the crowd. I’m not used it.” Murati said.

	Though she was nowhere near tired, it was a more respectable excuse than the truth. She didn’t want to tell them that what she was actually doing was admiring a cheap snack kiosk and thinking about meat production and class politics in the Empire. Murati knew and forgave herself for what distracted her, but it was still a bit embarrassing to admit to in the middle of a mission.

	Once the meat fried thoroughly, the vendor picked it up with a pair of tongs and laid it on a piece of plastic wrap. She wrapped the item and reached her hand out to the customer. He was about to take it, but right in front of Murati’s eyes, someone suddenly shoved in between them.

	A young child wrapped in a hood intervened, snatching the croquette, and running past.

	“You little shit! Get back here!”

	The vendor shouted after the kid and waved her tongs, but the child was long gone.

	Vanished into the crowd amid hundreds, maybe thousands of faces and bodies.

	Sighing with frustration, the vendor promised to fry the customer another piece of meat.

	Murati stood speechless for a moment.

	Why would that happen? Was that child that desperate for a snack?

	“Caught your breath yet, Nakara?” Zachikova asked.

	“Yes. I’ll lead the way. Thank you for being patient with me.”

	Murati started walking along with the crowd, keeping a cool façade but feeling a bit uneasy.

	The Empire was different than she thought. In her reading, she had almost come to think of it as the Union but with a greedy upper class. Labor value was alienated from workers, who had to pay their dues to the Imperial government. Proletarians led humble lives while the Imperial aristocrats could have any luxury imaginable and as much of it as they wanted. Goods were exchanged for currency and currency was earned as a wage. Those technicalities were still true, but Murati was starting to ponder what luxury actually meant, and what kind of lives you could actually have on your wage in the Empire. That girl who stole; was that bit of meat so valuable as to directly harm another person for it? To steal their hard work and products so easily?

	Murati knew that people in the Empire had to earn money for food.

	Surely, anyone could earn enough for the measly five marks the vendor asked for?

	How much was five marks actually worth then? It was troubling her.

	In the Union, petty theft was nearly unheard of. Murati had a hard time wrapping her mind around the motivations because of this. Seeing that act transpire made her reflexively compare it to the Union context. She might have understood stealing from the aristocrats, but stealing from people in the community? And what for? For a snack? Maybe meat really was as valuable as Murati had thought and the vendor was actually much wealthier than she looked. Something was not adding up.

	“I got a hold of a city map from the official Serrano visitor’s web page.” Zachikova said.  “The warehouses are to the northwest. There’s a small statue park between those two high rises,” she pointed ahead of them and to the right. “We can cut through there, less people, and it’s faster. The crowds avoid it, but those alleyways are supposedly cleaned and inspected regularly.”

	“Statue park, huh?” Shalikova said, seemingly interested in her surroundings for the first time.

	“Yes. There’s even a famous statue commemorating Serrano’s mascot, a stuffed pepper.”

	“What? A stuffed pepper?” Shalikova’s eyes drew briefly wide in surprise.

	“A stuffed pepper.” Zachikova said. She nodded her head solemnly.

	Murati had not been paying much attention to Zachikova before; she wondered when she had time to look up all of this and how she had accomplished it without bringing a minicomputer along. Could she “see” data through her eyes? Murati had seen little digits flitting over the surface of cybernetic eyes in the past. Data was being downloaded to her brain technically, so maybe she had a “sense” that let her parse that data. That sounded challenging to do while walking, too.

	Looking at Zachikova, she seemed completely untroubled and in command of herself.

	Walking calmly and confidently, eyes forward and attentive.

	She must have conquered any difficulties with her implants long ago.

	They navigated the stream of bodies to an alley a block away and sneaked out.

	Even in the alleys, there were people. 

	Delivery people bringing crates into the backs of shops from electric trolley carts, customers smoking near the side doors of clubs and restaurants after being asked to step out, workers throwing trash down chutes carefully hidden from the street view. In the gloomy world between the buildings, there weren’t crowds, but the tight alleys made every person seem like they took the space of ten. A group of three uniformed women stuck out amid scratched walls, puddles of nondescript fluids that had leaked, peeling paint and discarded refuse, and the rusty ductworks laid bare in places; but nobody gave more than a passing glance.

	There were a few people who just stood in the alleys, back to the wall, as if asleep.

	Murati thought they looked abandoned there. They looked as if forbidden to step outside.  

	Serrano somehow contained a world so much more expansive than anything at Thassal, but also a second world much more confining and inhospitable than anything in the Union. There was a certain greasiness, a rusty smell of decay and neglect, that permeated these alleys. They were designed not to be seen. Even the poor, or at least, the non-ennobled, could be stratified like this. Some workers could be walking out in the streets or tending to shop fronts. But others did their duties in these alleys, away from the eyes of those massive crowds in the main street. Murati for a moment thought perhaps she was ascribing it too much significance and tried to check herself. As a student of history, Murati wanted to make everything a grand narrative.

	To the people of Serrano, this was clearly just normal. It went wholly unacknowledged.

	But then– why was there so much tension in the air?

	Soon enough, the shape of that tension began to make itself clear to her.

	Beyond the alleyways, the team made it to a little park which stood at an intersection between several buildings that were larger than average. The park was about thirty meters of sparse-looking green turf with a few statues on display. There was a tree, whether it was a synthetic air purifier or a real tree, Murati could not tell. And of course, the statues were indeed of a stuffed pepper with eyes and arms — a rather silly sight, but city mascots were not usually dignified.

	However, this particular statue had company.

	There was a group of people sitting on the green, at least a dozen scattered in different places. When they saw Murati and her group approaching three men began to wave at her. All of them looked a little shabby at first glance, but she became alarmed as she walked closer. Their clothes had seen some wear, and their shoes in particular looked completely worn out. Everyone was skinny, too skinny, their limbs and necks were too thin, and they had not had a shave in a very long time. Seeing them in such a state led Murati to accept their invitation and come closer.

	“Nakara?”

	Zachikova looked at Murati with confusion as the Lieutenant stepped on the green.

	She kneeled in front of the men to try to make eye contact with them. They barely held her eyes with theirs. They tried to smile — they looked incredibly happy to be acknowledged at least.

	“Hello, what happened to you? Are all of you okay?”

	Murati asked what must have sounded to them like such a naïve question.

	One of the men responded with a kind voice.

	“What happened? Ah, this and that, ma’am. Everyone’s got stories. I was laid off for missing too many days of work. My head wasn’t right with me, you know. But right now, we’re just happy to see a friendly face. Me and the lads here, between the three of us we haven’t a mark to our names, nothing to eat. If you could spare anything for us, we’d never forget it.” He said.

	Not a mark to their name? Nothing to eat? Did they not have a place to stay?

	“You don’t have food? Do you have any place to go? We could escort you.” She asked.

	“Ah, no ma’am, we appreciate it kindly, but we don’t have any place to go.” He said.

	How could they not have shelter? Were they expected to sit out on the street forever?

	“Are there any canteens around here that you could eat at without having to pay?”

	Murati was still bewildered. All of the men gave her dejected shakes of the head.

	“Hello? We have to keep moving.”

	Standing a few meters away, Zachikova called out to Murati again.

	Shalikova stood behind her, staring out at the people in the park in plain confusion.

	Murati looked back at her over her shoulder and looked at the men again.

	The man who had spoken kindly gave her a gentle expression, as if saying she could go.

	“We understand ma’am. Thank you for blessing us with your pretty face all the same.”

	All of them resigned themselves. 

	Murati was briefly speechless. 

	She stood fully upright and wandered back to Zachikova’s side, but not all of her was there. Her head was swimming with scattershot thoughts. She could not understand it. Why didn’t they have shelter? It was a station, under the ocean, what were they expected to do? There was only shelter and the inhospitable world outside, there should have been a place for them to go. If they didn’t have a room, if they were just laying around on the street– why? Why would it be like that? It didn’t make any sense to her.

	She had read a lot about the Empire, their history, their strategies and tactical doctrines, monetary systems, the theory behind their social and economic systems. At no point did she consider that people could just lose their job and end up without food or shelter. She had spent some of her childhood as essentially a slave, and even then, the Empire fed her. Meagerly, but they did. They needed her and her parents to work, to be obedient. Didn’t they need to care for these men too in the same vein? These were workers! 

	How could they be abandoned here? Why?

	“Zachikova, have you seen anything like this before?”

	“Like what, Nakara?”

	Zachikova had a relatively inexpressive response to the people at the park.

	“These people don’t have homes or food.” Murati replied. “How can that be?”

	“I’ve never seen conditions like this. It just doesn’t happen in the Union. That being said, we need to focus on the mission.” Zachikova said. “You’ve been terribly distracted all day. You must have a lot on your mind, but I really want to get back to the ship as soon as possible.”

	Murati looked at her, feeling a little embarrassed. She had not been much of a leader so far.

	“Contact the Captain for a moment.”

	She looked at Zachikova with a renewed conviction. She had an idea in mind.

	“Well. If you say so. But let’s step a bit farther away.”

	“Agreed.”

	Murati gestured for Shalikova to follow, and the three of them returned briefly to the alleys.

	Zachikova tapped her finger on the side of one of her ears.

	“Murati wants you, Captain.” She said, her tone hinting at reluctance.

	Inaudibly, there was a response. Zachikova stared at Murati, prompting her to respond.

	“Ask the Captain if we have any Imperial currency to bargain with.” She said.

	Zachikova relayed the question. “She says we do have a stock in case it’s necessary.”

	Murati pressed on. “Ask her how much.”

	“She wants to know what for. She wants me to tell her what’s going on.”

	“Tell her we found some people who need our help.” Murati said.

	Dutifully, Zachikova relayed the situation as Murati explained it to the Captain.

	Again, there was an inaudible response, but Zachikova’s body language clued Murati to its contents. 

	Zachikova shook her head and crossed her arms. “She’s just sighing at you, Lieutenant.”

	“Ask her how much money we have available.”

	“Lieutenant, I don’t think–”

	“Ask her.”

	Murati stood her ground.

	Zachikova sighed to herself.

	“I see it’s useless to talk to you then. Okay– she says 3 million marks.”

	Murati’s face briefly lit up.

	“Those meat snacks were 5 marks each. It shouldn’t take much to feed them. Zachikova is it possible somehow that I can talk to the Captain about this myself? Can you patch me in?”

	Sighing, Zachikova pulled out much of the structure of one of her antennae.

	That long, flat-tipped, wrist-wide metal antennae that served as her “ear” came off.

	She handed the piece to Murati, who held it up like a two-way handset.

	Neither the mouth nor earpiece were clearly labeled, but Murati figured it out.           

	At her side, Shalikova was looking at her with an unreadable expression on her face.

	She stood close as if she wanted to try to hear what the Captain would say.

	Murati spoke first.

	“Captain–”

	She did not get more than a word in before a loud grunt cut her off.

	“Murati, the answer is no.” Captain Korabiskaya said through the communicator.

	Murati closed her fist and grit her teeth.

	“But we can help them. We can just buy them a little food or find them shelter.”

	She couldn’t raise her voice above a whisper, but she wanted to scream.

	How could anyone hear of this atrocity and even consider turning away from it!

	“Murati, it would attract attention we can’t afford. You will not do this. Move now.”

	“It would attract attention just to give them money? Just to find them some food?”

	“Yes. We shouldn’t discuss this much more. A bunch of encrypted traffic might–”

	“How can you think of abandoning them! I admired you, Captain! You served in the–”

	Captain Korabiskaya interrupted, frustrated. Murati had never heard her so upset before.

	“This isn’t about me! I know it is unjust and I know it’s hard to ignore! Remember what we’re here for Murati! If you go off on your own to help a few people you could render us unable to help millions of people! Billions! You need to focus and do the job you were assigned!”

	“What about getting them to shelter? Getting them a room? Is that so dangerous?”

	“Murati, you don’t understand. Those aren’t just rooms on Imperial stations. All of that housing is owned by private people who sell it to citizens. A private owner can refuse to house people that don’t meet their standards. And food is also owned by private owners, who decide who they will sell to. You will be wasting your time trying to find someone who will give you a flat for beggars, because the landlords don’t want these people housed, and you can’t find them food because restaurants won’t sell to them! We are not in a position to help them directly, Murati!”

	“How do you know this?” Murati asked, her voice rising almost to a shout.

	“Because I grew up in the Empire!” The Captain replied. “I fought for the Union as a teen because I’d already had a childhood in the Empire! My family was stripped of our rights and deported! Murati, it is nothing like the Union. The Empire is not an entity that views its role as helping people who are hurting. Back then, men like these would have been deported to the colonies to work off their debts for life in mining or manufacturing. That’s what we’re up against.”

	Murati listened, but she could not find it in herself to empathize with the Captain at all.

	For the Captain to know of these people’s sufferings and still talk like this was monstrous!

	“I can’t just stand here and do nothing, Captain. Those people will just die out here!”

	“You will move from that location, and complete your assigned task, and that is how you will help them. This is an order, Murati. Think of the bigger picture, please, and keep moving.”

	Murati felt something tug on her sleeve that drew her suddenly out of her building fury.

	At her side, Shalikova wanted her attention.

	“Lieutenant,”

	She paused, briefly, finding it visibly difficult to say what she wanted.

	“I understand how you feel.” Shalikova said at last. “But–”

	Her eyes glanced back at the park with a sorrow that Murati could palpably feel.

	Zachikova spoke up suddenly. “A public complaint was lodged on the station network.”

	“A complaint? What do you mean by a complaint? What’s happening?” Murati asked.

	“Citizens have reported the people in the plaza. Guards are being dispatched here.”

	Murati’s eyes widened. She could not believe what she was hearing.

	“Reported what about them? That they don’t have homes or food?”

	Zachikova grit her teeth with frustration.

	“I could read you the complaint verbatim but it’s useless, Lieutenant! We have to leave!”

	“She’s right– Murati.” Shalikova added. “We can’t do anything to help them now.”

	The normally icy Shalikova had such a mournful tone of voice that it shook Murati.

	Murati felt so helpless then. She felt like an overgrown child, a stupid, powerless child.

	A child who could not possibly do anything to affect the world around her. A child out of her depth, staring at a world cruel and callous beyond her imagination. Unable to form but the most amorphous idea of the wrongness she felt, or how she could possibly set any of it right.

	All the theory she had read, all the things she understood about the Empire–

	Those things leaked out of her skull like blood from a wound and emptied her mind.

	Seeing those people abandoned to their deaths for no reason– Gritting her teeth with the frustration and pain of that moment– It was entirely different than anything she had experienced. Monumentally different than simply reading about capitalism. That formless, massive evil thing was flaunting its power and she was helpless before it. Her sense of justice was a bleeding wound.

	“You’re right, Shalikova, Zachikova. I’m sorry for holding us up. Let’s go.”

	Captain Korabiskaya’s voice came cross the handset one last time. “Thank you, Murati.”

	Murati brusquely returned Zachikova’s antenna and started walking away before the rest.

	Conspicuously she had not acknowledged the Captain in that final exchange.             

	That child inside her who was screaming and crying as if told of death for the first time in her life hated the messenger who had forced her to acknowledge her helplessness and lack of depth. She felt a terrible, stupid, petty anger toward Captain Korabiskaya. The Captain was right; and Murati did not want to acknowledge it. She hated it. She hated her with a sudden, insane passion.

	

	

	 


5.7

	After their eventful walk into the industrial core of Serrano station, Murati and her team finally stood before the Warehouse No. 6 office door. All of those tall, tight buildings slowly gave way to the low, broad warehouses that stood within their fenced blacktop. There were workers organizing goods in the other warehouses, but No. 6 looked almost deserted. Discarded equipment outside, nobody going down the back or sides of the building. They couldn’t hear any activity from in or around the building.

	Zachikova was sure that this was the location indicated in the E.L.F. message, however.

	Their VIP would be waiting for them inside, and they would then escort them to the ship.

	“Will you be okay, Lieutenant?” Zachikova asked. “You’ve been out of it.”

	“She’ll be fine.” Shalikova butted in suddenly.

	Zachikova blinked hard at her in surprise and narrowed her eyes.

	“Thanks for the vote of confidence. I’ll be okay.” Murati said, before Shalikova could make some kind of response to Zachikova’s glaring. She was surprised that Shalikova had stood up for her. “I’m sorry about before, but that– it won’t happen again. We’ll meet with the VIP, and extract. I’ve seen enough of this awful city to last me a lifetime, so I won’t be distracted any longer.”

	Murati felt quite embarrassed. She had really been failing to lead them.

	Zachikova had gotten them to the VIP’s location. Now Murati had to take charge.

	“You once tried to comfort me by saying you trusted me despite the tension during our technology meeting. I’ll return the favor. I trust you, Lieutenant. I’ll let you do the talking.”

	Zachikova briefly saluted her. Murati could not help but smile.

	She had thought Zachikova was angry at her, but she was glad to still have her support.

	Even Shalikova looked a little surprised to see them getting along now.

	“Thank you, Zachikova.” Murati said. “Shalikova, I’ll be relying on your instincts in there too.”

	“Just do the talking and let’s get out of here.”

	Shalikova averted her gaze from the two of them, kicking her feet a little.

	Who knew what was going on behind those big indigo eyes of hers?

	Murati laid her hand on the door-handle, took a deep breath–

	“Wait!”

	Zachikova tapped her ear as if to indicate something, while reaching out to stop Murati.

	Was she getting a message?

	“Is it the Captain?” Murati asked. She swallowed a bit of bitterness that crept into her voice.

	“We have new information. Identify yourself as coming from ‘Cyril Station’ at this office.” Zachikova pointed to the door. “That will let the man on the door know who we are. Apparently, there have been a few individuals asking for passage to the Union lately, and the dockworkers are on edge about it. The Captain said not to contact her in front of them: it might freak them out.”

	“Got it. Thanks for the heads up.”

	“It’s just my job.”

	Zachikova winked her eye with an otherwise completely deadpan expression.

	Murati turned back to the door, twisted the handle and finally, walked inside.

	“We’re here to pick up!”

	Entering from the city street was jarring. Warehouse No. 6’s front office was tight and clean and sparse, entirely utilitarian in nature, a sharp contrast with the city that surrounded it. It resembled Union offices in a sense, nothing more than a square room with a few chairs that folded out of the wall, and a single long desk behind which an older man stood. There was a poster on the wall that explained the “cargo cycle” as if it was an organic, circular process driven by nature. 

	Behind the desk there was one door, slightly ajar, the crack fully shadowed.

	Two women stood on the opposite side of the counter, arguing with the old man behind it. They were dressed in tailored suits, black and grey with sharp jackets and pants, white shirts, black ties. There was a younger woman, maybe even an older teenager judging from the gentleness of her features, with the clearest skin Murati had ever seen and flowing, silky dark hair; and a taller, clearly more mature lady, leaning on the counter and seemingly doing most of the talking. She had her hair pinned up messily behind her head, bangs over one eye, and a severe expression. Her black bodysuit covered up to her neck. Though not as strikingly beautiful as her partner, the older woman clearly made up well, and exuded a sort of gritty handsomeness.

	When they turned around to meet the arrivals, the younger woman seemed untroubled.

	 But the older woman’s expression was almost wild with anxiety for a brief moment.

	The pair reminded Murati of stereotypical depictions of foreign agents.

	“G-men” they were called. Even in the Union, tropes like that persisted in media.

	“Badge,” Shalikova whispered. “Back pants pocket.”

	Murati did not visibly acknowledge.

	“Um. I’m Murati– I mean– I came from Cyril station!”

	She raised her hand up to her shoulder and waved with a smile. Stupid! I’m so stupid!

	Zachikova looked at her with a bit of confusion. Murati was thrashing inside herself.

	I can do this, it’s not a problem! Remember your speeches at all those navy meetings.

	Murati steeled herself. She didn’t know what she was seeing yet, but she had to take charge.

	The old man behind the counter clapped his hands together and greeted the new arrivals.

	“Cyril Station?” He said. “Then the women of the hour have finally arrived! My name is Benji! You came for the girl in the back, but can I have just a bit of your time first? I got some friends here who could use your help too. We’re all comrades here, right?”

	At the counter, the older of the pair of women turned fully around.

	She leaned back against the counter with a crooked grin on her face.

	“You could call me Benji’s friend.” She said. “But my name’s Marina McKennedy.”

	She then pushed off from the counter and walked forward, extending a hand to Murati.

	Murati looked down at it briefly and took it, shaking hands with Marina.

	“Heh, I thought you’d leave me hanging for a second, Union.” Marina said.

	At that moment, the younger woman stepped forward with sudden determination.

	“I’m Elen–”

	Marina wrapped an arm around her just as suddenly to quiet her.

	“This girl’s my partner, she’s a bit clueless! Let’s talk, Union, just you ladies and I.”

	Elen did not look very happy to have been swept up against Marina’s chest.

	Just then, Marina reached behind her back.

	Murati would’ve had her hackles up had Shalikova not told her about the badge.

	Instead of a weapon, Marina did indeed produce some form of identification.

	She flashed her badge at them.

	Carried in a plastic folding wallet, it was a badge with an owl atop a shield.

	“Marina McKennedy, General Intelligence Agency or G.I.A. I’m from the Republic.”

	“That badge is pretty banged up.” Shalikova said. She was staring daggers at Marina.

	“Well, I’ve been pretty banged up myself.” Marina said. She winked at Shalikova.

	Unlike Shalikova, Murati could not tell at first glance anything much about the badge.

	In that brief moment when Marina unveiled it, Shalikova must have been able to notice.

	“Hand the badge to my associate.” Murati nodded toward Zachikova. “She can verify it.”

	They did not confer about this beforehand, of course, but Murati trusted Zachikova.

	Marina sighed deeply and handed the badge over to Zachikova as Murati instructed.

	Zachikova quietly complied with Murati’s tactic and scanned over the badge.

	Tiny yellow lights played about the surface of her eyeballs.

	She was deep in thought for a moment. Then she handed the object back to Marina.

	“It’s a gold Osmium alloy. It has her name and some identifying information. Or, well, it has a name.”

	Marina looked conflicted for a moment. “If you want to interrogate me on the name, fine.”

	Elen looked between Zachikova and Marina with her gentle brow furrowed in confusion.

	“Lieutenant.” Zachikova looked to Murati. “Republic ID badges are known to be alloyed with Osmium. It’s a relatively rare metal as far as the composition of the planet’s crust, but it’s in high supply due to Agarthicite mining. They are found together in nature. Osmium is the only known agarthic suppressor: a dense piece of Osmium will rebuff small exposures to agarthic energy, and a very large annihilation can be “slowed” by Osmium, causing less destruction.”

	“I see.” Murati said. “They add Osmium to the badges as a symbolic gesture.”

	“Correct. It will probably not survive a ship’s annihilation, but it is more durable. At any rate: this badge is authentic.”

	“And it has her name on it– or you said, a name. Can we confirm her identity with it?”

	Marina looked like she was bracing herself to hear something she did not want to.

	“It has the name Blake McClinton.” Zachikova said. Marina cringed a tiny bit and sighed openly. “It also has a message printed on it. Any ordinary person would not be able to tell, but it’s encoded text. I bet that it can be read by machine to ID an agent, but the agent would know the content of text as a challenge. What’s the message on the badge, Marina McKennedy?”

	“I give this blood not for love or country, but for world peace.” Marina replied bitterly.

	Zachikova nodded. “Lieutenant, she either ran a thorough scan on this badge after she stole it and has a lot of inside information about it; or she is the owner of this very authentic badge, but placed in interesting circumstances.”

	“Are we done?” Marina said. “That was my old name you just blabbed out. I’m the owner of this badge.” 

	At that point, Murati truly understood the situation.

	Elen’s gaze turned to focus on Marina. She looked like her brain was working overtime to decipher this.

	Murati nodded in acknowledgment. “Let’s not be insensitive, Ensign. Please apologize.”

	“Of course.” Zachikova bowed her head to Marina. “I apologize for deadnaming you.”

	“Whatever. You did what you had to do.” Marina met Murati’s eyes. “So, Lieutenant, you can confirm that I am who I say I am. My partner here is just an analyst, not a full-fledged agent, and she’s also a cis woman so there’s nothing you can grill her on.” She was making a joke, but it was a pretty bitter-sounding one. “Do we want to go through more tedious interrogation, or can we talk?”

	“I’m also transgender, so please forgive us for what happened. I’d like to hear your story, Marina.”

	“My story is much too long; the reason I need your help is that our spy cell disbanded and scattered.”

	Murati nodded. She retained a neutral expression, but she was anxious about Marina. This whole situation was very irregular but if she was cautious, it could become an opportunity too. “Are you compromised?” She asked. It was the most obvious sticking point.

	“No. I made it out with my partner. We’ve been avoiding the authorities, and I am certain we don’t have a tail or a trail of any kind. We just need to escape somewhere safe. We don’t have any contacts or resources left in the Empire, so we can’t resume operations here. However, we have inside information about the situation in the Empire. We have a lot of value to the Union.”

	Marina reached out and confidently tapped Murati on the chest with her index finger.

	“If you get us out of here, we’ll make it worth your superior’s time, Lieutenant.”

	Murati looked around Marina. Behind the desk, Benji nearly jumped from her gaze.

	All of Murati’s pent-up malice was channeled into the glare she was giving Benji.

	“Benji, Marina is not the person we came to pick up. She’s your ‘friend’ — right?”

	“Yes, that’s correct. I told you, the girl you want is in the back right now.” Benji said.

	“So you just told Marina about us. And you just promised her she can get on our ship?”

	Benji was caught in a vice. Murati understood everything. 

	Marina needed to run away, and she had depended on the smuggling dockworkers of Serrano to get her over the Union border, like many before her. But his arrangement with Marina had fallen through, and to avoid the wrath of a G.I.A. operative he desperately promised her a spot aboard the Brigand, whom he had already arranged to deliver a different person. So he knew they were coming to pick that person up. Marina was not the VIP — he had tripped up and told them this immediately.

	Too honest for his own good, and yet quite conniving away from their eyes.

	He was slowly devolving into a stammering mess as Murati stared him down.

	“I mean– Ms. Lieutenant, ma’am I– I didn’t promise anything–”

	Marina grit her teeth. “You miserable fucking sack of shit–”

	“Benji, it looks like nobody is happy here. I’m not happy. She’s not happy.”

	Murati shook her head at him. To play these games with military personnel was not wise.

	But she judged the situation as one that she could gain from. She had him in her grip.

	“I’ll take Marina and her analyst to meet my superiors on our ship.” She said. “But you have overstepped the bounds of your relationship to the Union, so we’ll need you to do us a favor, or we’ll leave Marina and her friend here to take out her anger on you. Are we understanding one another, Benji?”

	Her voice was icy cold, ruthless. She did not betray an ounce of sympathy to this man.

	Marina seemed to understand what she was doing and started to grin.

	“Y-Yes, of course ma’am. I don’t want to upset any of my clients after all.”

	Benji submitted but was still apprehensive. “But ma’am, I’m not sure what I can do–”

	Murati raised her hand sharply as if to block his words and interrupted him, keeping up the pressure.

	“We’ll be leaving with more people than we intended. If we all exit as a party, we’ll draw more attention. Unwanted attention, Benji. For ourselves and ultimately for you. So you will help us get back to the port faster and safer. You’ll deliver us to the port in one of your lorries. We’ll also be needing some additional supplies for the extra people. Are we clear on that?”

	She glanced over at Shalikova and Zachikova, who nodded their acknowledgment.

	Marina looked like she was holding back an uproarious amount of laughter.

	Benji looked mortified at the prospect of handing over warehouse gear to them.

	“Supplies? And a lorry? Well, with all due respect, ma’am– I’m not sure I can get you–”

	“Do you want my security detail to have to come escort us, Benji?” Murati said.

	That threat visibly shook Benji to his core. “No, of course not. I’m at your service.”

	Murati grunted, maintaining her aura of displeasure to keep Benji under her foot.

	“Very well. Then I would like to finally meet our actual charge and get her out of here.”

	“She’s at the door.” Shalikova said suddenly.

	At that moment, the door behind Benji did finally open up. He almost jumped with surprise.

	A soft, gentle, but firm voice addressed the room with great confidence.

	“Indeed, how observant. I’ve been listening. I’m in agreement with the plan, Lieutenant.”

	Stepping out of the shadows, a young woman pulled down her black hood to show her face.

	“My name is Maryam Karahailos. I met with a Union agent here in Serrano who promised that he would help me escape. I’m a political refugee and have information to give the Union. I apologize if I caused any trouble.”

	Her long, straight hair brightened before Murati’s eyes, taking on a pale purple hue, and her pink skin very slightly lightened as if adapting its color to the light. What looked at first like two discrete lengths of hair shifted and moved from the sides of her head, shaking themselves free of the interior of the hood and revealing round, paddle-like ends that could move independently.

	Two thin, fin-like structures atop her head wriggled slightly as the hood brushed over them.

	Her retinas were deep purple with green and black pupils the shape of a W. When Murati looked into her eyes she thought, for an instant, that she saw something like a red glow to them. This effect was brief, and they quickly returned to their previous color. Murati chalked it up to the same effect as her hair and skin. She must have had some ability to change the pigment of her body.

	There was no doubt that she was a Pelagis. From the looks of it, with cuttlefish traits.

	Nonetheless, all Pelagis were human, and this was by all accounts just a harmless, slender young lady.

	Murati could not openly give her the benefit of the doubt that easily, however.

	“I also wanted to say, I believe we would all benefit from the G.I.A. agent’s information as well.”

	Maryam gave them a sweet smile that really made her delicate features shine.

	Though perhaps, part of that shine was also the color manipulation.

	Marina crossed her arms and stepped aside to allow Murati to approach the Pelagis.

	“We were ordered to pick up a VIP here.” Murati said, trying to size up the gentle and waifish-looking Maryam. One could not put all their trust on surface appearances when it came to military affairs. “I assume that’s you, but I have no way to confirm. So I am hoping that you prepared for this eventuality and can provide proof for us. Do you understand, Maryam?”

	“Of course. You are right to be cautious. It was like this when I escaped from Katarre too. Your agent and I thought ahead, and we furnished these– hopefully, it’s enough proof.”

	From her long and modest black dress, Maryam produced an item to hand to Murati.

	It was in fact a thin, plastic folder of Union ID sheets. They even had a stamp on the corner.

	Murati had seen and dealt with identification documents. 

	She could not be sure that the stamp was up to date or accurate in any way, but the idiosyncrasies of Union documentation were clearly visible. For example, the fields for “self-identification,” “sexuality” and “gender” which Pelagis usually filled with jokes. These were never present in Imperial documents, and sloppy forgeries would not have bothered with such a minor detail, but Union documents were exacting about allowing the person to choose their own identity to be referred by. In Maryam’s case, she had doodled a smiling, round cuttlefish for her self-identification and written “inky” in her gender but she did disclose her bisexuality. 

	A Union citizen definitely issued these documents to Maryam.

	While Murati looked over the sheets, Maryam turned her odd gaze to Shalikova.

	Her face turned a slightly flushed color. Even her hair shifted to look slightly brighter.

	“You have beautiful eyes, and so sharp. I’m not easy to see, you know?” She said.

	Shalikova stood stiff and speechless. She averted her gaze — their eyes had briefly locked.

	“I’ve only come this far because of my camouflage. I’m glad you’re not my enemy.”

	Maryam lifted her long skirt in a curtsy for Shalikova that quite upset the indigo-eyed girl.

	“You really don’t have to! My eyes are nothing special! Lieutenant, is she legit or what?”

	“She’s legit. She definitely got those papers from a Union agent. That’s good enough.”

	Murati handed the sheets back to Maryam, smiling at Shalikova’s exaggerated displeasure.

	“We’ll talk more on the ship. Just know, if you’re lying to us, we’ll jettison you right out.”

	For an instant, Maryam’s skin and hair turned a spotty, dusty white, then back to normal.

	“Of course. You have nothing to worry about from me. I was a Solceanos sister, you know.”

	“So was my mother.” Murati said. “And that didn’t stop her from killing a lot of folks.”

	

	

	“Are you able to tell me your name? I’d love to have something to call you.”

	Shalikova grunted and turned her head away. There was not much else to stare at than Maryam and the walls of the crate around them. Even when she turned her head, Shalikova could still see a pale white light from the gentle bioluminescent glow of Maryam’s tentacles and from a strip of soft bioluminescent flesh across the bridge of her nose and under her eyes. There was no avoiding it. She was stuck in a box with this woman, so she had to humor her at least a little bit.

	“Sonya Shalikova. I’m no one important, so feel free to ignore me.”

	“It’s a beautiful name. As beautiful as your eyes are, Sonya.”

	Going for the first name this soon? 

	This woman clearly wanted Shalikova to die. There was no other explanation.

	“Oh come on! My eyes are nothing special! They’re just like anyone else’s eyes!”

	Despite Shalikova’s attempts to rebuff her, Maryam sounded as excited as ever.

	“Your eyes have a beautiful and rare color. And they saw through me so easily.”

	“Maybe catching you sneaking around isn’t such a big accomplishment?”

	Maryam giggled. “It’s not just that you saw me, but the circumstances.”

	“Ugh, can you calm down? You’re so cheery for no reason.”

	“You knew I was listening at the door the whole time, right? Even before I came out.”

	“I spotted you when I called you out. That’s it. Nothing fantastic about it.”

	“Ah, well, if you say so.”

	Shalikova couldn’t escape her, laying down, side by side atop tight stacks of pack rations.

	Never before had she felt so unnerved beside such a peaceful and harmless person.

	“Sonya, you’ve helped me feel relief for the first time in months. I can’t thank you enough.”

	Maryam shifted onto her side. She was definitely looking at Shalikova.

	With her back turned to her, Shalikova avoided the eye contact that would have resulted.

	“I haven’t done anything. You’re just way too quick to heap praise.”

	Maryam giggled again.

	But she acquiesced to Shalikova’s desire to be left alone and in silence, for a little while.

	For a while, the two of them simply lay beside one another, waiting for the end of the ride.

	The sooner Shalikova could leave this crate, and this woman’s side, the better.

	It felt like such a blur of events. How had she come to be trapped in here?

	After Murati had satisfied herself with interrogating everybody at the Warehouse, with the help of that G.I.A. agent they cornered the old dockworker into driving them to the docks. He had an electric lorry, eight-wheeled with a ten-ton bed, associated with Warehouse no. 6 but rarely used. Already loaded on this lorry were a few crates of packed imperial rations, from which the dockworkers would dole out one or two meals for the road, to the people they smuggled out.

	Two of the crates were emptied enough that someone could easily lay atop the rations.

	“This will be sufficient. Open up the crates for us. Shalikova and the VIP in one crate, and Marina and Elen in the other. Zachikova and I will hide in the front. You’ll drive, Benji.”

	“I’ll drive? Ma’am, if the fellas see me running around, they might have the wrong–”

	“Who do you need to please the most right now Benji? Us or your friends?”

	“Right. I suppose that’s true. And you’ll be taking the rations too?”

	“That’s the plan. We’ll stop at the entrance to the docks to report to our security team, and then you’ll drive the truck over to our ramp. We’ll do all the unloading, and then you take it back.”

	“And I am not gonna be able to negotiate you down to letting me keep a crate?”

	“No Benji, you’ve failed at negotiations enough as it is, we’ll spare you another one.”

	Murati could be really terrifying when she wanted to. Shalikova made a mental note of it.

	Afterward, Shalikova climbed onto a crate with Maryam and that was that.

	“Do you believe in God, Sonya?”

	Shalikova sighed. Her answer came quickly after, without much thought. “No.”

	“Do you believe in something like fate then?”

	“I guess I believe in luck.”

	“I see! Then it was lucky that we met.” Maryam said.

	“Look, you’re being really weird. How could you possibly think that? You don’t know anything about me.”

	Shalikova turned around to meet Maryam’s eyes. She wanted to look at her.

	She wanted to look at her so she could glare at her. But she was struck by what she saw.

	When she met those w-shaped eyes they looked so soft and sad in return that Shalikova slowly lost her ability to be antagonistic toward her. Maryam in general was a very gentle-looking girl, so delicate and ephemeral that it almost felt like a strong gust of air could have scattered her like dust collecting on an intake vent. Shalikova dared not to touch her, but she imagined that the Pelagis must have felt like marshmallow, a skinny marshmallow, but soft and delicate, nonetheless.

	It was hard to be angry at someone so vulnerable-looking, someone so gently full of sorrow.

	“I’m sorry for getting too familiar. I’m just a very emotional girl I guess!”

	Tears started to collect around the edges of Maryam’s eyes. Her jaw clenched a little.

	“It’s really ok! You’re fine.” Shalikova said. A note of anxiety crept into her voice.

	“I’m so sorry. I’m finally going somewhere safe, after all this time fearing for my life.”

	Maryam sounded so emotional that even Shalikova could not just ignore her now. That Pelagis really was just going to break down crying in a box with her in it. Shalikova felt compelled to keep talking to her just to calm her down. As difficult as it was, she held Maryam’s gaze as warmly as she could. She could not just turn her head away again. That would have been cruel.

	“You don’t have to be sorry! I’m glad you’re safe too! You said you were from Katarre?”

	“Yes. I was born there. Unfortunately.” Maryam said.

	It was tough to see, but her colors shifted. She turned paler than normal.

	“Well. I don’t know how you could feel safer with me, but I’m glad you feel safer.”

	Maryam laughed bitterly. “I’m just happy to know where I’m going and with whom.”

	Shalikova almost felt like saying she herself did not know where they would end up.

	But with Maryam’s teetering mood, it was better she learned about the Brigand later.

	So Shalikova choked down that truth and held Maryam’s gaze as best she could.

	“I’ll– We’ll all help you out. So you don’t need to cry or worry about anything.”

	Growing up in Katarre must have been really rough. Shalikova could not imagine it.

	She was just a baby when her family was deported to the Union. It was impossible for her to remember the battles of the revolution. And even then, growing up in a poor country after a horrible war, she knew she could not compare her experiences of pain and privation to those of a Katarran. Shalikova was not as much of a historian as a certain self-righteous Lieutenant she knew, but everyone who studied in the Union learned about places in the world like the Empire, the Republic, the Eastern lands like Hanwa and Yu and about the Empire’s neighbor, Katarre.

	Katarre brought out the doomsayer in anyone who spoke of it. People called it an eternal battlefield, a hell on Aer where life had no value, a red sea of scattered ruins. Children there were born and bred for either slavery or death. Unethical sciences ran rampant in Katarre to the point that most of the population were Pelagis. It was a place where it was cheaper to tamper with eggs and sperm than to conceive children. A place where a gun was worth more than a human body.

	Those who escaped from there did so with terrible scars and few prospects. All they had were their durable bodies, with whatever engineering the Katarrans did to them, and what little education they picked up along the way. In the Empire, they did dirty jobs, or became criminals and mercenaries in desperation. There were fewer Katarrans in the Union, because Katarrans wanted to build up wealth to return to their country and free their families, or start businesses.

	A Katarran who decided to go the Union therefore had no use for wealth, no family. Maryam must have been like that. Running away, all alone. First from Katarre and then from the Empire’s religious cult. The more she thought about it, the more Shalikova couldn’t help but sympathize with her. Maryam looked nothing like Shalikova imagined a Katarran would look like.

	She was just a sad and scared girl who had been running and hiding.

	Or at least, that’s what Shalikova thought.

	Maybe she was doing that thing again– where she read too much into someone else.

	But she couldn’t turn away when someone was hurting. It just– It wasn’t right.

	So despite her reservations, Shalikova tried to comfort Maryam.

	“Hey, don’t cry. You’ll be fine now. We’re communists, we help everybody.”

	Maryam wiped her hands over her eyes. She smiled. Her color started to return.

	“Your eyes are so kind Shalikova. You’ll protect me, right?”

	Shalikova felt Maryam’s tentacles reach out curl against her hip and shuddered suddenly at the touch.

	Normally her tentacles masqueraded among her long hair, but now they were stretching out.

	Her hands she kept to herself, but Maryam clearly looked like she wanted to get closer.

	“I’ll– I’ll do what I can I guess–”

	“You will protect me, Sonya.”

	Maryam’s locked eyes with her, a bright red glow suddenly emitting from them.

	At first Shalikova thought she was hallucinating it, but it was there, clear as day.

	Her odd w-shaped pelagis eyes had a red, glowing ring that they did not possess before.

	Shalikova almost felt like that glow was trying to consume her.

	It felt so deep, like gazing through an open doorway–

	And just as suddenly as it had appeared, it just vanished.

	Maryam closed her eyes and smiled happily.

	“You’re a very special person Sonya. God would not give your gifts to someone evil.”

	“If you say so– I mean. Thanks, I guess. Sorry, I’m not good with random praise.”

	Shalikova finally felt a bit of relief inside herself. She couldn’t have just laid there while a girl was bawling her eyes out just centimeters away. But what a tedious situation! She would have never predicted their VIP would be like this. What was all that about her eyes? If anything, Maryam’s eyes were far more interesting. She wondered if Maryam was like her — a bit too observant for her own good. Then again, everyone on the Brigand was a weirdo in their own way.

	At least Maryam was calm and content the rest of the way. That was what mattered most.

	

	

	On the busy street outside the entrance to the port, while nobody was looking, a group of people exited the back of a lorry. They easily filtered in among the crowd and crossed the bridge back into the port, now accompanying the lorry. Among those to drop unnoticed into the street was Elena von Fueller. She had regrettably already become comfortable being treated like cargo, as this happened to be one of Marina’s preferred ways of getting around unnoticed. So the ride to the port hardly caused her anxiety. In fact, she was somewhat numb to everything happening..

	Nobody knew who she was with her hair dyed and her lavish dress and makeup long gone.

	Having failed to come up with a cover, she was now “Elen,” a quiet Republic analyst.

	Marina was the center of attention, and the real prize in anyone’s eyes. Nobody saw “Elen.”

	At the entrance to the port, the communists collected the two unassuming women forming their security detail. Elena thought this, but of course, she should not have judged them so easily. After all she had been surrounded by characters like Gertrude, and then later, Victoria, and even Sawyer who apparently took everything away from her. Unassuming girls could be quite strong.

	It was only Elena who was now unassuming but also weak. She was nothing but a little shrimp swept up in the great streams blowing around her. Marina told her to walk, so she walked. She told her to trust the communists, so she did. She told her to get on their ship, so she did it.

	She could scream, and yell, and cry all she wanted, and she did, with great fervor.

	But at that moment, she was just tired. This would be the fourth station she’d leave behind.

	For what purpose? She did not even know what life she would have.

	She stepped on the cargo elevator of the hauler Marina had been looking at when they arrived at Serrano. To think this was the ship of destiny Marina had been so anxiously escaping towards. This was the Brigand — the ship that would ferry her out to the Union. As she was lifted up into the bowels of the ship, she cast a glance down at the port. This was a moment that to her, should have had no meaning, like the rest. And yet, it was fateful, because she chose to do it herself.

	For an instant, her tired indigo eyes locked with a pair of green eyes down on the port walkway.

	A tall, handsome woman in uniform cast her own brief glance at the rising cargo elevator.

	Elena could not believe it. Their eyes met and their gazes held as long as they could.

	It was impossible that she had been seen and understood to be who she truly was.

	Elena ignored it. She chose to believe that moment was a figment of her weary imagination.

	She could not have known the tragedy that would unfold from briefly meeting those eyes.             

	From briefly and fatefully giving a terrible hope to Inquisitor Gertrude Lichtenberg.

	

	

	 


5.8

	“Captain, why are we doing this? We can just disembark right now.”

	“A hospitality order means we have to keep them in here, but I just can’t accept doing so under the present circumstances. Not when neither of them actually knows the whole story.”

	“We only have to keep one, technically speaking. Those are our orders.”

	“We can’t just leave Republic Intelligence out to dry. We need them as allies.”

	“Did you plan on doing this from the start? Orders are orders, you know.”

	“We have to tell them. I’m not going to hold innocent people hostage here for months.”

	“While I will support your chosen course of action, I disagree with it.”

	“Aaliyah, I can’t live with myself if I tell them halfway to Carmen that they might never set foot on a Union station. If they end up leaving, I’ll take responsibility with Nagavanshi.”

	“Ulyana, it won’t just be with Nagavanshi and it won’t just be you alone, you know?”

	Captain Ulyana Korabiskaya stopped in the middle of the hallway.

	She and Commissar Aaliyah Bashara were just meters away from the planning room.

	Ulyana had not considered how her actions might have affected Aaliyah.

	It was this that gave her pause as she contemplated going against her orders.

	She looked back at her Commissar, visibly conflicted. Aaliyah shook her head.

	“You need to have the conviction to choose your course of action, Captain.”

	“Well, I don’t want to end up making decisions like this for you.”

	“I happen to agree with the ethical thrust of your decision.” Aaliyah said.

	She sounded a little frustrated. Ulyana felt a bit baffled at her response to this.

	She was such a ball of contradictions sometimes.

	Perhaps that is what it meant to advise someone. Maybe this was just her style.

	“So you agree with the sentiment behind my actions but not the actions themselves?”

	“I’m just saying, Captain. Orders are orders. But I will support your decision. It’s my duty.”

	Ulyana nodded in acknowledgment.

	Silently, she turned back to the door of the planning room and stepped inside.

	Around the table, Maryam Karahailos and Marina McKennedy waited with Akulantova.

	Marina’s analyst was away: in security custody with Van Der Smidse for the moment.

	“Greetings, comrades! I’m Captain Ulyana Korabiskaya of the UNX-001 Brigand.”

	Marina gave the Captain a quick salute. “What does UNX stand for? Union Navy what?”

	“Experimental. I’m Commissar Aaliyah Bashara. Care to introduce yourself, Republican?”

	Aaliyah interceded. She bristled at Marina for her breach of etiquette.

	“Marina McKennedy, I’m with the G.I.A Directorate of Operations.” Marina said.

	Republic personnel had a reputation in the Union for having sloppy decorum.

	Ulyana did think that Marina looked a bit disheveled, even in that sharp suit.

	“I suppose I don’t have many questions, except, ‘how long from here to Ferris’?”

	Marina grinned and leaned back on her seat with arms crossed over her chest.

	Beside Marina, a cuttlefish Pelagis with a gentle smile raised her hand.

	“I’m Maryam Karahailos. It’s nice to meet all of you. Thank you so much for taking me in.”

	“Pleasure to meet both of you.” Ulyana said. “Agent McKennedy, your appearance was unexpected, but we welcome you board. In fact, having your Diver unit aboard has really fascinated our techs. So feel free to make yourself at home. Sister Karahailos, we will want to speak with you about the information you want to share and get it on the record.”

	“Indeed!” Maryam said. Her hair and skin seemed to glow just a little bit.

	“How long will I be making myself at home here for? I’m hoping for a clean run south.”

	Marina seemed quite impatient, and Aaliyah looked to be chafing against her attitude.

	“We’re here to talk about that.” Said the Commissar, her eyes narrowed and her hands on her hips. “And the reason we’re not disembarking yet is precisely because of that, otherwise we would have just stocked you with some blankets and roomed you in one of the torpedo chambers.”

	“You’re right, there shouldn’t be much to explain. So what’s going on?” Marina asked.

	“Simply put, we’re not going back to the Union. You got a bit unlucky with your rescuer.”

	Ulyana heaved a sigh after saying this. She tried to play it cool, but the responses were dire.

	Marina stared at her, briefly speechless, tentatively raising and lowering her hands.

	Maryam turned momentarily pale white as a cave mushroom. Her whole body shuddered.

	Her body’s color scheme seemed to “glitch,” a wave of disturbed, “noisy” color sweeping over her.

	“What the fuck do you mean by not going back?” Marina shouted, standing up suddenly.

	Akulantova reached out a burly arm and casually forced her back to her seat.

	“Language. Address the Captain with respect, if not for her then for me, please.”

	Marina scarcely resisted. Most people didn’t once they felt Akulantova’s grip on them.

	“God damn it. So I’m just your hostage then, to wherever you’re fucking off to?”

	“No. You can walk back out that cargo elevator and go back to Serrano if you want.”

	Ulyana pointed her thumb over her shoulder to indicate the door behind her.

	“In truth, we don’t really know where we’re going next, but it’s not the Union.”

	“We’re part of a train and equip mission to sabotage the Empire’s ability to suppress the Bureni insurgency.” Aaliyah said. It was an accurate enough description as any, though Ulyana felt like she was being charitable about the ultimate goal of their journey. Certainly, Buren was a destination, but whether they would be able to train and equip anyone, and what that would do to the Empire’s fighting ability where it mattered — that was very much up to luck to sort out.

	Even Marina seemed able to quickly tell the obstacles in front of them.

	“No disrespect to your sense of duty, but you comrades are getting sent out to die.”

	“You must understand what that feels like, as a G.I.A. agent, but also why we do it.”

	“Sorry commie cat, but I’m not a blood and country type like the rest of you.”

	“Well, you can always be a ‘washed up on the docks with no ride’ type instead.”

	Ulyana interrupted before Aaliyah could respond to the ‘commie cat’ remark.

	“Fuck you.” Marina replied. Akulantova sighed audibly. “You fucking know I can’t leave!”

	“Nobody knows who you are! You could go back to the dockworkers and get another ship down South. The border’s all clear! We can even give you money for bribes. You can leave right now. If you stay here, I’m going to need you to really consider the situation and acknowledge your support for us. And you don’t have long to decide.”

	Ulyana leaned down to the table, setting down a fist on it, and locking eyes with Marina.

	Marina’s whole body was shaking with a visible fury and frustration.

	“Excuse me, may I butt in for a second?”

	Maryam raised her hand, and one of the tentacles coming from the side of her head.

	She had a nervous smile on her face and her colors had returned to their lively hues.

	“Right, sorry we forgot you for a moment.” Ulyana said. “Sister, to us, you are a VIP that we have orders to retain in custody. Those orders came from our direct superiors. That being said, I can’t in good judgment force anyone to stay that does not want to. It could undermine morale and cohesion to have people here under false pretenses.”

	“Oh, don’t worry, I will stay.” She said. “I am valuable to you, so I know you’ll keep me safe.”

	For a brief moment, Maryam’s gaze looked intense, full of determination and confidence.

	Ulyana looked into those odd, beautiful eyes and felt a wave of reassurance wash over her.

	She smiled back at Maryam. What a relief to have somebody cooperating with them.

	“I’m glad to have you aboard Sister. So what do you think, Agent McKennedy?”

	Marina scoffed. “Well, you have me by the dick so what am I supposed to say?”

	“You can start by apologizing for that mouth of yours.” Akulantova raised her voice.

	“I need to get out of this station, Captain Korabiskaya.” Marina begrudgingly moderated her tone. “I can’t risk waiting for another ship. I don’t have a tail now, but no one knows what tomorrow will bring. I can’t gamble her– my life like this.” She paused briefly, rubbing her hands down her face. “All I have now is you people and my Diver in your hangar. So I will stay. And it behooves me then to cooperate with your mission, so I will do it. But I want access to all of your intelligence. I want to be an equal partner in this. I can stand in your bridge; I can see everything you do. Clear?”

	Ulyana crossed her arms. “I suppose that’s fair. Commissar?”

	Aaliyah’s ears bristled. She really seemed to hate Marina’s tone of voice.

	“I’m not against sharing information, but she’s not part of our chain of command.”

	“If she wants to stand on the bridge, she can stand there, and I’m sure she can make herself useful. You and Maryam can be our advisors on Imperial culture and current events. Does that sound good enough, McKennedy?”

	“Sure.” Marina shrugged. “And as for Elen, my analyst, I want her exempt from ship duties.”

	“She can take a pleasure cruise then. Looks like we’re all agreed finally.” Ulyana replied.

	Maryam clapped her hands gently. “Welcome aboard, Agent McKennedy!”

	Marina gave her a weary, dismissive look. “So, where’s my torpedo tube?”

	“Good question.” Ulyana said. “We’re going to need to clear out some room space.”

	“All our officers are housed alone in two-bunk rooms.” Aaliyah said. “So we can assign each our guests to bunk with one of the officers. That would be the simplest solution to get everyone housed with the least trouble.”

	“I want to bunk with Elen. Is there a spare room I can have for two?” Marina said.

	“You ask for a lot, you know that?” Aaliyah snapped.

	“I’ll give my room to her and Elen.” Ulyana said. “That should make everyone happy, right?”

	“Overjoyed.” Marina grumbled.

	“Captain, where will you go then?”

	Ulyana turned from Marina to Aaliyah with an awkward expression.

	“Well. I was hoping my next-door neighbor could help with that–”

	Aaliyah’s ears and tail darted up as straight as they could go.

	“Captain– We’ll discuss it later!” She said, clearly flustered. Ulyana should’ve known it’d become an issue.

	

	

	“Serrano has cleared us for departure!”

	Semyonova’s face appeared on every screen aboard the Brigand, informing the personnel that the carrier was departing Serrano, only a few hours since they first arrived. While there were some groaning sailors who wished they could have gotten to see the shore at all, almost everyone felt relieved that they had entered an Imperial station and could now leave it without incident. It meant that maybe the crazy journey they were on had a chance in hell of actually succeeding.

	Around the Brigand, the glass and steel of the berth shifted, isolating them from Serrano’s port and then flooding their chamber. Finally, they were exposed to the Nectaris Ocean and then released from their docking clamps. The Brigand freed itself from the port structure and began once again to make its way through the ship traffic out from under the station and into the open ocean. In tow, the ship had a VIP, a Republic G.I.A. agent and her mech, an analyst of no repute, and several crates of pack rations courtesy of Warehouse No. 6. Their first mission was a success.

	“We’ll talk about our next moves tomorrow. For now, just rest up. Have a biscuit.”

	Captain Korabiskaya dismissed Maryam and Marina with a gentle nod.

	They had resolved the long-term situation with their guests’ lodging.

	Marina and Elen would be staying in the Captain’s room.

	The Commissar reluctantly agreed to bunk with the Captain temporarily.

	“Oh, what a cute bear!”

	Maryam Karahailos was assigned to bunk with Sonya Shalikova and arrived at her room.

	When she walked through the door, Shalikova nearly jumped off her bed in a fright.

	“What are you doing here?” Shalikova called out.

	She shouted with such a passion that Maryam’s colors briefly turned pale.

	“Ah, I’m sorry for disturbing you. I was assigned to this room.”

	“Assigned? This room?”

	“I need a place to stay long term. After all, you’re not returning to the Union.”

	Maryam closed her eyes and smiled, her hands behind her back, with a cutesy expression.

	Shalikova felt a gnawing guilt in her chest, watching Maryam trying to act unbothered.

	She knew it was only just acting. Shalikova was too observant not to notice the signs.

	The Pelagis had hid her hands behind her back because they were shaking.

	Her whole body language spoke of someone covering up what they really wanted to say.

	That smile was all false; her cutesy posture and movements meant to hide her anxiety.

	She had just caused Maryam more pain in the end. She had not really spared her anything.

	“I’m really sorry. I– I could have told you back then and I didn’t.” Shalikova said.

	Regardless of whether she was a soldier and needed to follow orders, Shalikova was raised as a communist. She didn’t know a lot of theory like Murati did; and she was not able to just blindly follow all orders like the Commissar might. But Shalikova was a communist and a soldier because she could never stand by and let people be hurt or trampled over. And maybe that meant keeping her distance from others. So she couldn’t hurt or inconvenience them herself.

	Shalikova could have told Maryam the truth.

	She lied because she was pathetic.

	Because as much as she hated to, she was always hurting others too.

	“Ahh you have such a sad aura suddenly! I understand, it’s ok! You’re a soldier. They asked you to come fetch me. If you told me you weren’t going to the Union, and I ran off in a passion, it would’ve caused you trouble. I get it. I don’t hold anything against you. I’d hate it if you felt guilty over something so small, you know?”

	Maryam’s body language visibly relaxed. Shalikova was a little perplexed.

	She really expected Maryam to hate her.

	To have taken this room assignment solely for the purpose of confronting her.

	Or something like that.

	Maybe it was her overdramatic brain, twisting herself into knots. How stupid!

	For a girl with such keen senses Shalikova’s feelings had become very unclear to herself.

	Her heart was twisted up in a knot. It was– it was very unsoldierly of her.

	“I told you, and I meant it. You help me feel comfortable. We’re on a first name basis, even!” Maryam beamed ever more broadly. “I was so nervous that I’d bother you by showing up here, but when the Captain said I could room with anyone, there was only one person I wanted to stay with. If it’s someone I could be around for months and months, then it had to be you, Sonya.”

	That impassioned speech fell on Sonya’s head like a falling light fixture.

	“Why are you like this? What is your problem?” Sonya shouted suddenly, in a cracked tone of voice like a crying child. Her face was burning red. “You’re so weird! Fine! You can stay in my room if you want! But stop being so familiar!” She raised the blankets of her bunk over her head, gritting her teeth.

	Maryam stared at that particular display for a moment without any reaction.

	“Ah, I’m sorry. Back in the convent the other nuns always said I was too emotional–”

	Sonya grumbled. “It’s not about being ‘emotional’! What you are is much too ‘forward’!”

	“Eh? Well, I don’t get it, but I’m sure we’ll sort it out over time, roommate!” Maryam said.

	“That’s what I mean by too ‘forward’!”

	Sonya remained defiantly under her blankets. 

	She had wanted to rest after the mission, and even secured permission to do so from the Lieutenant, who headed straight to her bunk herself. Now the prospect of resting was furthest from her mind. Her room had been invaded by a certain cuttlefish. And that cuttlefish was bringing a bag of clothes she got from the quartermaster into the room.

	“Sonya, can you come move this bear?”

	Maryam asked this quite innocently.

	“Why?”

	“I can’t move it, or can I?”

	Sonya snapped. “No! Don’t touch Comrade Fuzzy.”

	She threw off her blankets and stood up from her bed. 

	Dressed only in a pair of shorts and an undershirt, she was quite unprepared for visitors, but Maryam should not have been there, so it was too late to lament her wardrobe choice. She stomped past the Sister with her fists closed at her sides and carefully brought Comrade Fuzzy up into her arms, before stomping back across the room and hiding with him under her blankets once more. She put her back to Maryam and grunted.

	Maryam watched without expression and then giggled at her.

	“I knew it was special. It gave off your aura. It is very well cared for.”

	Sonya’s eyes drew wide under the blankets, but she did not respond.

	“I didn’t want to touch it without your permission.”

	“Okay.”

	She was in no mood to say, ‘thank you for being understanding.’

	Though no longer looking at her, Sonya could hear Maryam shuffle over to the other bunk and unfurl her bag of clothes on top of it. Then her locker slid open. She was putting her stuff away. While she did so, she hummed a tiny little tune. Sonya could not help but imagine it in her mind’s eyes. The purple-haired, pink-skinned cuttlefish in her black dress, skipping around. Those tentacles coming from the rear sides of her head wiggling around.

	“At what times do you get up and go to sleep?” Maryam asked.

	Sonya sighed. She really was just going to hash out the entire arrangement right then.

	“0600 to 1800 at the ready, sleep at 2100 hours.”

	“I can do that. I don’t want to disturb you. You have a really important job after all!”

	“Okay.”

	Sonya successfully avoided saying more than one syllable at a time to Maryam for hours.

	That also meant, however, that despite her best efforts, she talked with Maryam for hours.

	

	

	“Hubby! Aww, look at you, rough day?”

	Karuniya entered the shared room and instantly found Murati, whom she continued to cheerfully dub her “husband,” lying down on the bed drawn out of the left wall of their room. She had a pillow over her face. Too weary to say anything, Murati merely grunted in acknowledgment from under the pillow. Then she heard footsteps. 

	She could see a shadow fall over what little light she saw from under the pillow.

	“Get up for a little bit, make room.”

	Murati felt Karuniya’s hands patting her on the shoulder.

	Without giving it much thought, she pulled the pillow off her face and wearily sat up.

	Then, Karuniya sat beside her, grabbed hold of her head, and pulled her back down.

	“There. Isn’t that better? Just like the picnics we used to have at the Academy.”

	A lap pillow: Murati’s head now rested atop Karuniya’s warm thighs.

	She looked up at her girlfriend, her eyes weary. A trickle of tears drew from them.

	“You can talk to me, you know?” Karuniya said, stroking Murati’s forehead.

	“I got back from my mission.”

	“I know.”

	“It was– it was tough, Karu. I just need a moment to rest.”

	“You know, I’m going to be upset with you if that’s all you end up saying.”

	Karuniya looked down at Murati, smiling, her fingers running softly over Murati’s hair.

	“I told you that I am quite done with your whole strong, silent type posturing.”

	At her girlfriend’s behest, Murati stopped fighting back her tears and putting up a front.

	She lifted her arm and put the back of her fist over her eyes, weeping openly into her gloves.

	“I hate that you’re hurting, Murati. But I’m happy you’re being honest about it.”

	Karuniya’s hands felt so warm over her head. Murati almost felt that she didn’t deserve it.

	“I’m here to comfort you, no matter what happened. So please let me in.”

	“I just feel really helpless. I feel like I don’t know what we’re supposed to do here.”

	Murati finally spoke up, raising her voice through a particularly violent sob.

	“People are going to keep dying here. We can never save them all. And who knows if we’ll even be able to save any? Why would they help us at all? How could they possibly see this one ship and think it’s going to change anything? Against the enormity of what the Empire has built? They just dispose of their people so easily. It’s so monstrous.”

	As a soldier, Murati had always been confident that she could win battles against enemies provided she had the resources: weapons, allies, solid intelligence, and the ability to move. But in the Empire, the enemy she was up against was not just soldiers with ships and divers. This was a whole society that was unleashing violence on multiple levels. Murati felt such immense pain in her heart from staring at the injustices of the Empire and not being able to do a damned thing about it. She felt that she had lost a battle that day, and it shook her faith in their ability to win a war.

	Maybe the Brigand could kill Imperial soldiers. Maybe it could kill scores of them.

	But their mission was not simply to engage and kill Imperial soldiers like in a normal war.

	They were supposed to build a resistance against the Empire to help them fight.

	How could they do so with one ship?

	How could they do it if all they could do was kill soldiers?

	Killing soldiers and destroying ships wasn’t going to save the downtrodden of the Empire.

	Not by itself.

	And if not the common people of the Empire, who was going to fight alongside them?

	Murati felt herself falling down a spiral of hopeless thoughts until her fiancé spoke up once more.

	“You know, there’s something about me I never really told you.” Karuniya said.

	Murati lifted her hand off her face to look at Karuniya. Her eyes were red and puffy.

	“I can’t imagine what it could be.”

	Karuniya smiled knowingly. “You know, Murati, I love you more than anything in the world. I love you more than my own ambitions, and more than my own beliefs. So that’s why some stuff was not worth saying.”

	She winked at Murati, who failed to understand what her fiancé was getting at.

	“I really don’t follow, but now I’m getting kinda anxious Karu.”

	“You don’t have to be. It’s really silly. But I really used to be afraid you’d be mad if I told you.”

	“Could you come out with it and stop dragging it out?” Murati pleaded.

	Karuniya giggled. “Sure. It’s about a line of theory that was suppressed by the Union.”

	“What? What do you mean ‘theory’? What kind of theory? Karu, talk to me.”

	Was Karuniya about to confess to being a capitalist or something?

	That was the last thing Murati needed to hear on this rotten day!

	“Okay, I’ll just tell you then. I had a professor when I was a teenager, who was exiled from the Empire to the Union for his beliefs on environmental conservation. Truth be told, he wasn’t much liked for the same reason in the Union. He believed that agarthic salt concentration was anthropogenic and rising, which is a bit of a doomsday prophecy.”

	Murati let out a loud, heavy sigh. “You nearly gave me a heart attack.”

	“Ah, well, I’m glad you disagree with Union environmental policy writ large.”

	“Everyone thinks I’m some kind of zealot. There’s a lot about the Union I disagree with.”

	“Name one thing, honey.”

	Murati grumbled.

	“What’s this theory of yours? Tell me the whole story and stop teasing me.”

	Karuniya’s stroking became slower as she lost herself in thought.

	“Let’s see, where can I start? I think I was still in preparatory school thinking about what I wanted my career to be. I studied introductory oceanography under Dr. Hans Wadzjik. I must have been fifteen; it was before we met. He never taught according to curriculum. There would always be fights between him and the Education commissar at Lvov Station, where I used to live. But his classes were really fun, and his ideas felt really convincing to me. He was stuck teaching in preparatory school because his life’s thesis, about agarthic salt in the Ocean, was too radical. Even the Union did not want these ideas to gain too much purchase. The Union has a dark side too; Dr. Wadzjik was always being censured. They didn’t throw him in jail or anything. But they made life just a little bit harder for him.”

	“He should have stuck to the curriculum then.” Murati said callously.

	Karuniya laughed. “Ah, there’s the Murati that I know and love!”

	“What? He’s supposed to prepare kids for the Academy, not impart personal ideology.”

	“You’d make such a horrible teacher Murati.” Karuniya said, her voice gentle and fond.

	It was as if she found Murati’s attitude charming and cute. Her tone was quite annoying.

	“Explain what his theory is in full and maybe I’ll agree.” Murati said.

	“Okay. Basically, the activity of agarthic reactors and agarthicite mining is giving off an increase in agarthic salt in the ocean water. Agarthic salt is microscopic agarthic matter: basically the tiniest specks of dust, unable to react meaningfully. We used to believe that deposition from the surface, trickling down the water table, was responsible, but Dr. Wadzjik believed that human activity in the Ocean itself was actually responsible for the increase in Agarrhic content in the Ocean’s water table. He spent his life building as much solid evidence for this as he could. No one wanted to hear that, of course. Agarthicite is so important for our lives down here after all.”

	“Without those reactors, we wouldn’t have stood a chance for survival.” Murati said.

	“True, and it’s not even the station reactors that are the main culprit. It’s the inefficient miniature reactors on ships that are the problem. They’re built smaller and cheaper than Core Pylons at the cost of longevity and fuel efficiency. So of course, neither the Empire nor the Union wants to hear about this sort of thing. But I was fascinated by it. And I do believe it’s true! When I entered the Academy I swore that in my current thesis, I want to package his scholarship in a way the Union will listen to. He had one other belief that was a little too radical for anyone, as well.”

	“More radical than the rest?” Murati drew up her eyebrows.

	Karuniya laughed a little bit.

	“He predicted in 200 years that we’d see the Calamity under the Ocean.”

	“What? That’s just mad. Do you believe that Karu? The Calamity, again, down here, in 200 years?”

	“No, I don’t believe it. I think the conditions under which he grew up in the Empire colored his perceptions. He was a bit of a misanthrope and a fatalist. For agarrhic salt to start reacting on its own, without human intervention to deliberately blow up the Ocean, it would take a truly insane level of salinity. Even when we try to make Agarrhic salts react, the reactions are tiny; there was a case where a red tide occurred during a black wind in Katarre, the most polluted place in the Ocean. In that case, the survey ship was coring the earth for Agarrhic deposits when it struck. The ship that recorded this event suffered extremely minor instrument degradation. So no, it won’t become a Calamity. At least, not in 200 years, at current conditions. Of course, things could become suddenly worse.”

	She looked down at Murati with a cute smile, stroking her hair.

	Murati sighed. Why was she telling her all of this now? It didn’t really matter.

	In fact, the Lieutenant was mostly annoyed that Karuniya hid all this out of some irrational fear.

	“I wouldn’t have said anything about this, you know? Are you that afraid of me?”

	“I’m not afraid of you at all. I didn’t tell you this because it didn’t really matter.”

	“If it’s something you’re passionate about, it matters to me. I wish I had known.”

	“I’m passionate about conservation. That’s just one tiny aspect of it. That’s my point.”

	Murati frowned. “You’ve neglected to make this point of yours at all, during any of this.”

	“I was getting to it.” Karuniya puffed her cheeks and lifted her hand from Murati’s head.

	“Well, sorry for being so annoying then, I guess.”

	Karuniya laid her hand back down on Murati’s hair and ruffled it very harshly.

	“My point, you blunt, stubborn, tragic fool, is that you can’t just give up because the problem is too large for you by yourself! I can’t save the Ocean by myself, but I want to promote and advance the science of Conservation to teach others to do their part, and maybe, slowly, budge society in the right direction with regards to our environment.” Murati blinked. Karuniya’s voice grew impassioned, so much that she herself started to weep just a little and started wiping her tears periodically. “If we feel helpless, the world doesn’t get better for our inaction. The Union Naval HQ didn’t see the Brigand and think ‘this will be useless because it can’t destroy every Imperial fleet by itself.’ They saw the larger battle of which we are a part and decided to act. You should know that! We can’t save everyone; but that’s no excuse for giving up. Even if all we can do is give the Empire a black eye, that in itself is not a useless undertaking.”

	She raised a hand to her own face and wiped her tears.

	“I think the Murati who pursues justice at any cost and never lets anything go, is really admirable and really sexy and really cute! That’s the woman I fell in love with. When you set your mind to it you keep trying, doggedly, standing in front of the same apathetic crowd again and again even if the outcome doesn’t change. You did it in the Academy, you did it in your military career, and I want you to keep doing it. That’s what I admire about you. And it makes me feel emboldened to take my own crazy ideas in front of people who don’t care. That’s it; that’s my whole point.”

	Murati looked up at her fiancé as if seeing her in a new light. Was this something about Karuniya she had overlooked this whole time? She felt monumentally stupid for a moment, both deeply touched and deeply ashamed. She recalled when Karu teased her about being neglectful. Had she ever expressed to Karuniya this level of passion, of admiration?

	“I’m sorry for making you sad, Karu. I seem to keep doing that.” Murati said.

	“Don’t be sorry! I’m not crying because I’m sad.” Despite the presence of ever more tears, Karuniya continued to wipe her eyes frequently. Her lips slowly curled into a smile again. “I’m so happy that I’m here with you. I always thought that our careers would break us apart one day. I wanted us to be able to pursue our dreams together some day.”

	“I could have stayed with you.” Murati said. “I could have left the Navy.”

	“No, absolutely not. Because the woman I love doesn’t turn her back on her ambitions. All I want is for you to keep your chin up, and if you can’t take the pain, to please, please, come to me. I’m here for you. I want to be part of what makes you strong. And you don’t even know the degree to which you are part of what makes me strong too.”

	Her words hung in the air for a moment. She looked down at Murati, locking eyes.

	“I feel like you’re confessing to me all over again.” Murati said warmly.

	“Think of it as my long overdue vows then.” Karuniya said, wiping more fresh tears.

	Murati sat up from Karuniya’s lap and turned around on the bed to face her.

	She took Karuniya’s hands in her own and looked deep into her eyes with determination.

	Drawing out all of the feelings that she had trouble giving form to: her own vows.

	“Karuniya, I admire you too. You’re so important to me!” She said. “You always felt so strong and casually confident. Like you knew you’d get anything you wanted. So maybe I haven’t been putting in the effort for you, from my end. Maybe I have been neglecting you. Ever since I met you, I wanted to be a part of your life. And I do want us to be able to pursue our dreams while having a home with each other. I’m sorry I’m telling you this on a fucking warship.”

	“Sounds like we both need to practice that whole ‘openness’ thing more often.” Karuniya smiled.

	“I guess so. But you know… there was always language we shared that we both understood.”

	Murati took Karuniya, pulled her in and suddenly kissed her. 

	She seized her with such fervor that she stumbled over her in bed. Not one more word was said. Their eyes locked together, and the pair followed their hearts and bodies, laughing in each other’s faces, fumbling with each other’s shirts, kissing on the lips, on the neck, biting, clawing, breathing heavy with the weight of their passion.

	

	

	Marina knocked on the door to the room but let herself in without waiting for recognition.

	Not that Elena wanted to say anything to her.

	When she saw who was at the door, she curled back up in her bunk and turned her back. On the floor, her coat and pants lay discarded. She had thrown herself to bed in her bodysuit alone. Covered up with the blankets, she wanted nothing more than to sleep for months, maybe years. To sleep until she couldn’t tell sleep from this nightmare.

	“Settling in?” Marina asked with a sweetness Elena read as forced.

	Marina stepped in and the door closed. Elena made a low, irritated noise in response.

	She had stood for about an hour in the hall while Marina talked with the Captain.

	Then the Captain returned, introduced herself briefly, and took her things to another room.

	Elena finally got to lie down and had five minutes of peace before Marina barged in.

	The more she thought about everything happening to her, the angrier Elena became.

	Her feet hurt. She felt like she had never walked so much in her life without having a soft bed to settle into. The bunks in this ship were not the same. Everything seemed to be filled with a stiff gel, from the mattress to the pillows. Back in Vogelheim her pillows and her bed were feather-soft and held her body with perfect amount of resistance. Such a simple thing, and even that was denied to her in current predicament. She almost wanted to cry about it.

	And she felt stupid for that. Stupid, small, helpless, unable to do anything for herself.

	“I have to get a medical evaluation on the Captain’s orders. I’ll be back later.”

	“Why?”

	Elena turned around briefly to look at her self-styled guardian’s face as she responded.

	Why would they care about Marina’s health? They would be gone in a few days, right?

	That ‘why?’ seemed to go through Marina like a knife. Her face grew sullen.

	“Shit. How do I explain this?”

	“Explain what? Explain fucking what Marina?”

	Curse words just tumbled out of Elena’s royal lips now. Maybe Marina’s influence.

	Elena had become practiced in pinning every problem on that woman’s influence.

	Marina sighed audibly. She covered her face with one hand.

	“We’re not going to the Union anymore. The Brigand has a different mission–”

	“Ugh. Whatever. I don’t even care anymore. Just go away and let me sleep then.”

	After a sharp pang of anger all Elena felt was a hole in her chest, as if sucking in air.

	She turned her back on the door again and covered herself in the stiff blankets.

	“Tell me when we’ve arrived wherever we’re supposed to be.”

	She heard a foot stomp on the room floor.

	“Elena, I’m really not in the mood for your fucking attitude. You better start shaping up.”

	Oh? Gears started spinning in the princess’ head and heart.

	“Yeah? So what? Are you going to knock me out again? Stuff me in a crate?”

	Elena gritted her teeth under her blankets. She let herself steep in hating Marina.

	 “I’m strongly considering it.” Marina grunted.

	There was a little, pathetic victory swelling in the heart of the lost Princess.

	She had hurt Marina finally. Finally pierced through her shitty little armor.

	She could feel it. Radiating from Marina like a cursed fire.

	“I’m not scared of you.”

	“Elena–”

	“I just have to touch your bare skin; you’ll go down crying like a baby again.”

	“Elena!”

	“It’s Elen, stupid, don’t blow my cover, especially if we’re going to be here longer.”

	Marina’s breathing grew heavier and more audible.

	“I can’t believe you. You ungrateful– I’ve done nothing but protect you–”

	“Looking for a reward? You won’t get one from me. I don’t have anything anymore.”

	“If your mother could see you like this–”

	“Shut up about my mother! Just go get your head checked already.”

	In an instant she heard the door slide open and closed again behind her.

	All of this was Marina’s fault. And Marina didn’t even care about her anyway.

	Your mother this; your mother that. Every other word out of her mouth was about Elena’s mother. If she was doing all this for Elena’s mother, well, that woman was dead. Elena barely remembered her. Certainly, Elena was not doing a goddamned thing for her mother’s sake. Her mother abandoned her in Vogelheim to be an accessory to the Emperor’s family gatherings. Had Marina even once said she was doing anything for Elena’s own sake alone? She couldn’t recall.

	“I hate you. Just leave me alone.” She mumbled to herself, tears swelling in her eyes.

	She did not want to say another word to Marina ever again.

	

	

	 


5.9

	This scene contains graphic sexual content.

	When the Captain and Commissar arrived at Doctor Winfreda Kappel’s office, they found her reclining in her chair, her face sullen, swirling a tiny bit of yellow-brown fluid in a small glass. There was an uncorked bottle on the counter nearby, along with a minicomputer with an open patient file. Ulyana glanced at the screen and saw a freshly-taken photo of a certain Marina McKennedy on the screen.

	“No one on the crew is supposed to drink unless we approve it.” Ulyana said.

	Her tone was more playful than it was stern.

	Dr. Kappel smiled at them, arranging her colorful hair out of her eyes and behind one ear.

	“Good Evening, Captain, Commissar. If I recall correctly, and I do, the regulation lists the specific alcoholic beverages that can only be drunk with a formal release by the Captain. However, the ship doctor’s standard-issue lemon brandy is actually exempt. It’s why I took this job at all.”

	“Huh. First time I’ve heard of this. Is that true?” Ulyana asked Aaliyah.

	“It doesn’t sound true.” Aaliyah replied. “It sounds like shameless excuses.”

	“Wait, so you don’t know for sure?” Ulyana said.

	“You’ll forgive me for indulging after the depressing visitor you sent my way.”

	The doctor winked at them and took a small sip of her brandy.

	“I’m glad you did see her, and not just the depths of your brandy bottle.” Ulyana sighed.

	“I’ve got good news for you, Captain: she’s biologically alive.” Dr. Kappel laughed.

	“We’d like to know the bad news then.” Aaliyah said. For a moment, the room quieted.

	Then it was Dr. Kappel’s turn to sigh. She ran her hand over her forehead briefly.

	“Let me think of where to begin. It was a lot of work I’ll have you know.”

	Ulyana was afraid it would be something like this. “That bad, huh?”

	“You don’t see patients like this in the Union very frequently.” Dr. Kappel replied.

	“Start with the basics then and work your way to what’s actually bothering you.”

	Dr. Kappel reached out to the countertop and picked up her minicomputer to glance at it.

	“Marina McKennedy has a strong baseline level of health if you judge purely on her general physicality. She has the level of fitness I would expect from a combat soldier. No chronic illnesses. Lots of lean muscle, flexible and dexterous, not too dense, or heavy; full range of movement in her limbs, solid reflexes, good hand-eye coordination, perfect hearing; good eyesight, from her good eye. I’ll get to that shortly. Her weight can’t really be faulted, but she clearly has been eating poorly. Despite this, she maintains an acceptable level of fitness by Union standards.”

	She spoke almost robotically and looked up at the Captain and Commissar for remarks.

	Neither made any expression, so she continued reading from her notes. “She disclosed a single gender affirming chest surgery, but not the timeline of the surgery. I believe she has fully recovered from it. Upon learning of her status I prescribed her hormone treatments. She did not disclose any other health information: including that she had a second skin applied, which is visibly fading. I figured that out myself during our checkup. I did not disclose this suspicion to the patient.”

	“A second skin? Over what specifically?” Ulyana asked.

	Normally second skins were applied on certain parts of the body.

	They were applied to the faces or bodies of performers to typify certain beauty standards.

	Unblemished cheeks, the illusion of a beautifully toned body, different skin colors.

	“Full body, except a patch on her chest where there’s an older scar.” Dr. Kappel said simply. “And I believe it’s not for gender affirming reasons. In fact, I don’t think the surgery she disclosed was for that either. I would know. As a trans woman and a doctor I can tell you nobody gets surgery for such a humble size when they can go bigger.”

	Aaliyah and Ulyana glanced briefly at each other. A full body second skin was quite rare. In the Union you rarely saw it. The ingredients were better used for other medical purposes. Applying a second skin required a lot of hours of precise work in order to look perfect.

	“What is she trying to hide then? That’s what you’re implying, right?” Aaliyah said.

	Dr. Kappel sighed as if it was painful to recall what she saw.

	“Scars. Lots of scars and damage. All over her body. Not just surgical scars, either.”

	“I’m not sure I understand the reaction you’re having here, Doc.” Ulyana said gently.

	“I’m just upset whenever I see evidence of extensive and brutal torture, is all.”

	Dr. Kappel turned a weary glance to her superiors. Her voice grew more impassioned.

	Ulyana and Aaliyah glanced at each other again as if they hadn’t expected that.

	“Marina McKennedy was traumatically tortured, Captain, Commissar. Any doctor could have told you that. Even the Security team’s medic. Marina is covered in irregular scars all over her body, that are becoming visible again. She styles her bangs over one side of her face to cover it, but I believe she suffered violent eye trauma too, necessitating an implant. Likely a back alley job, but I didn’t want to push her to let me check it. Psychologically, she is deeply troubled. She is afraid to be touched on her bare skin. Even if she knows she will be touched and if extensive consent is sought, she will allow the touch but react quite negatively.”

	As she spoke, Dr. Kappel pulled back the sleeve of her coat and bodysuit to reveal a bruise.

	“Even for someone with military combat training, it was hard to block her strike.”

	“Solceanos defend.” Ulyana whispered to herself. Aaliyah’s tail turned stiff and straight.

	“I don’t want you to think she’s dangerous. I think she’s just deeply, deeply hurt.”

	Dr. Kappel set her minicomputer back on the counter and downed the rest of her drink.

	“I understand. Is there anything else we should know?” Ulyana said.

	“Her main vice is smoking, which she herself admitted.” Dr. Kappel said. She had the same tone of voice as when she was rattling off facts collected in her notes. As if she had walked herself down from getting too emotional about the patient. “I’ve informed her this ship is a smoke free zone, and tobacco is relatively rare in the Union, so I’ve prescribed medication to wean her off it. You’ll have to keep an eye she doesn’t bring any tobacco into the ship. It’s more prevalent in the Empire than the Union. She has a mild dependency on opiates, I also prescribed drugs for that. That’s all the pertinent information.”

	“Do you think her judgment is impaired in any way?” Aaliyah asked.

	“Bit insensitive to ask after all I just told you, no?” Dr. Kappel replied.

	“I don’t see it that way. I have to know so I can help the patient be safer too.”

	“Fair enough. I don’t believe so. I think she is fully cognizant and operating in reality.”

	“We’ll just have to be patient and see if we can get her to open up.” Ulyana said.

	“Good luck with that. At any rate, I did let her know we’ll be doing weekly checkups.”

	Ulyana smiled nervously. “Thanks for volunteering, Doc.”

	Dr. Kappel scoffed. She poured herself another glass. Her cheeks were starting to flush.

	“I feel obligated to help, from one transgender sister out in the world to another. I can’t leave a patient to depend solely on you two brutes for her long-term health.” As the doctor berated them, Ulyana and Aaliyah simply stood in place and averted their gazes awkwardly. “But you understand that henceforth, I can’t tell you anything she confides in me, per Union regulations.”

	“We get it. Don’t worry. She’s a spy, we know we’re being lied to.” Aaliyah said.

	“As long as you keep her from blowing up on us, I agree to confidentiality.” Ulyana added.

	“Good. Honestly, I should have braced myself to see such things, but still. What she’s been through, it’s so evil.”

	Dr. Kappel looked up at the ceiling, as if referring to the whole ocean around them.

	“I feel like we’ve all seen enough of the Empire to last us a lifetime already.” Ulyana said.

	“Well, we’re barely getting started. So we’ll all need to toughen up.” Aaliyah said.

	Her own droopy ears and tail belied her personal sense of demoralization, however.

	For a first step, this mission seemed to have only reminded them all of their smallness.

	There was nothing bold or glorious about it.

	Of course, that was military work through and through. It was not always glorious.

	Not for the officers, not for command, not for the sailors or even the doctor.

	

	

	Ulyana did not have much to move from the former Captain’s quarters over to the Commissar’s.

	Her personal clothes were packed in a neat bundle, and she could always get more TBT uniforms. They had extras. Aside from one nice dress, she only had a few good pairs of pants and their matching coats and dress shirts, and one good Union formal uniform. So she took these effects into the Commissar’s room right after the room was reassigned, pulled down the bunk on the right-hand wall and set them there. Her makeup kit was easily portable and slotted in nicely into the storage under the bunk. There was one item she had to be delicate with, a bottle full of something quite special.

	It was this item she was fetching from a lockbox in the Commissar’s room wall, when Aaliyah entered in from the hallway, looking exhausted. As soon as the door closed behind her she took off her hat and set it on a hook, took off her long coat, and pulled off her tie and the top few buttons of her shirt. The way she did it, it was like ritual: a daily, trusted act of undressing, in the mindlessness of privacy, fully at ease with herself. Her whole body language softened that instant.

	She even let out a little cat-like purr.

	Of course, she then noticed Ulyana in the room and immediately jerked back.

	“Captain!” She cried out.

	Ulyana waved a hand, her lips curling into an awkward little smile.

	“Warm greetings, Commissar. I live here now.” She said.

	Aaliyah’s wild expression softened, and she averted her gaze.

	“I– I know that! I thought you would be somewhere else at this hour!”

	Her ears drooped and her tail curled, flicking behind her.

	Ulyana extricated the bottle from the confines of its padded bag and pulled it up.

	“I was planning on a shower, but first, I actually wanted to invite you to a drink.”

	“What? A drink? What kind of drink?”

	Holding it by the neck, Ulyana showed Aaliyah a dressed-up bottle of a fancy liqueur.

	“It’s tuzemak infused with coconut.” Ulyana said. “Small batch, but good quality.”

	Ulyana uncorked the bottle. She had already tasted it, quite a few months ago.

	Her demeanor was guarded as she offered the bottle. She ready for Aaliyah to yell at her.

	Instead the Commissar looked intrigued. She approached and gave the bottle a good look.

	“That’s quite an interesting combination. How did you get your hands on this?”

	“You’re acting like I stole it.” Ulyana laughed. “It was on a plaza table in Sevastopol.”

	“Sevastopol is situated close to an agri-sphere. I guess it makes sense for a plaza find.”

	Ulyana felt lucky that Aaliyah’s response was so passive. Maybe she was too tired to moralize. Feeling emboldened, Ulyana pushed things one step further, set the bottle on the commissar’s pull-down writing desk, and withdrew two small, clean shot glasses, setting them both neatly on the desk too. Aaliyah watched her quietly while she was doing this.

	“Would you do me the honor of joining me for a toast?”

	Aaliyah’s tail went from flicking back to swaying gently behind her.

	“Well. One drink could not hurt I suppose.”

	That response put a radiant smile on Ulyana’s face.

	She poured a full shot glass for each of them and handed one to Aaliyah.

	The second she took and raised to eye level.

	“A toast: to a successful mission, and a victory for communism!”

	Aaliyah and Ulyana touched glasses and lifted them to their lips.

	A slick, sweet taste, sugar beet with a hint of coconut, burning all the way down.

	It made Ulyana’s chest warm. Even in this ship, in this unknown ocean, it felt like home.

	“That was amazing.” Ulyana said.

	“It was delicious. Thank you for the toast, Captain.”

	“Want to go for seconds?”

	“Going to have to stop you there.”

	Aaliyah put her hands on her hips and threw a narrow-eyed glare at Ulyana.

	Ulyana took the shot glasses and bottle back with a knowing grin.

	The Commissar stood there watching her Captain clean the glasses in the room’s water dispenser and remained like a fixture or a piece of furniture while she put them away. Once they were back safely in the storage under the bunk, Ulyana came face to face with Aaliyah again, and she, too, became a fixture in the middle of the room, between the bunks. They avoided staring directly at one another and neither spoke for several long seconds. Ulyana then realized she was standing in the way of Aaliyah’s desk, so she moved aside and sat on the bunk instead.

	“We can’t go on like this.” Aaliyah said. “Let’s set some boundaries, Ulyana Korabiskaya.”

	When presented with an awkward situation Ulyana would always smile.

	Because it was a forced smile, it was usually crooked. It did not really improve things.

	It was, simply, just what happened. “Not Captain Korabiskaya?”

	“Ugh. If I had to maintain that formality at all hours of my life, I would go insane.”

	“I agree. I just thought you would prefer it. Like keeping a bit of distance, even in here.”

	“Not at all. I think you’ve misread me. In my room, what I want is to relax, and to be able to dress down from the mask I have to wear around the crew. I’m expected to help the Captain enforce discipline. I need to command respect even if the Captain is lenient. It’s a big burden that I take off for a few hours in solitude. I won’t be alone anymore, but I still need to have that time.”

	Ulyana nodded. Maybe Aaliyah did not realize that the Captain wore her own mask too.

	That was something she would not bring up. She was the guest, and she would fit in.

	“I understand completely. I want to help ease your burden however I can, Aaliyah.”

	Aaliyah’s ears straightened up. She averted her eyes again in a demure expression.

	“Well, thank you. My routine is that I write a Chronicle entry in silence, so I can reflect on the day. I want to ask you to be silent and still while I do so. Maybe take a nap or go catch your shower at this time. I always do this at 2000 hours, and then I read before sleeping at 2200 sharp.”

	“I’m fine to keep that schedule.”

	The pair stared at one another as if they were each waiting for there to be more to say.

	Another awkward silence fell between them. The ship was so quiet too.

	“Well. I guess it’s all settled. Thank you, Cap– Ulyana.”

	“You could call me Yana too. Most of my friends do. Even Nagavanshi did.”

	Her face turned briefly warmer. Oh, why did she chance on saying that?

	Aaliyah merely shook her head and walked past her to the desk and sat down. She reached over the desk and pressed her hand down on the wall, sliding out a fake metal panel to expose the Osmium lockbox in which the ship’s chronicle was kept. All the while Ulyana watched her as she unlocked the box, took out the chronicle, gently booted it up. From her holster, she took her snub nosed revolver and set it down on the table — of the Bridge officers, only the Captain and Commissar were so armed.

	Then she began to write. With her back to Ulyana and her eyes staring down at the screen.

	“Duly noted. I’ll go catch that shower.”

	From the desk, Aaliyah waved at her. “Enjoy your shower, Ulyana.”

	When she said her name there, it felt so pointed. Ulyana shrank just a little from it.

	Like an arrow right through her heart. What a stupid thing to feel!

	Of course, what was she thinking? That they could have another passionate night?

	That sort of fantasy would have just gotten her in great trouble.

	At least she was not cast out into the hallway without a bed to call her own.

	

	

	Her body was flung from high into a jagged precipice and fell down a dark chasm. She watched a stark white sky shrink into a sliver as the walls encroached around her. Falling for what felt like eternities, skin unfeeling in a rushing wind until she suddenly hit the ground.

	Her back arched from the impact and she cried out soundlessly.

	Skin and clothes split off from her body like glass shattering instantly into dust, rising into the air like a cloud.

	There was no pain, but she still settled with the wind knocked out of her, naked on the ground, sweating, heaving. Her skin, the only layer that was left behind over her body, was wet, soft, and pale like an insect’s callow after molting. Eyes heavy, dragging herself on the cold, blank floor, her surroundings a blur. Who was she? She could barely remember her name.

	All around her there was nothing but a curtain of squirming shadows.

	Footsteps. Why would there be footsteps? She was supposed to be alone.

	She looked over her shoulder in time to see thin shadows lashing out of the walls.

	Her leg was seized as if by a wet, black rope and she was lifted bodily by the ankle.

	That tendril dragged her toward a gaping maw of shadows that seethed and curled.

	A second tentacle whipped around her neck and pushed her head up.

	Thin, inky limbs formed bonds around her wrists and forced her arms behind her back.

	As suddenly as she was seized, her body was set down, forced to her knees with her back straight.

	Before her eyes, a human figure appeared from the shadows as if phasing through a membrane. A woman’s upper body leaned forward, red eyes, grinning lips, nose to nose with the skinny, soft callow that she had caught in her arms. A bioluminescent glow upon certain areas of her skin gave delineation to a slender chest and its exposed curves. Her eyes pored over the pale figure.

	“Sonya,”

	That sweet, luscious voice recalled the nymph’s identity with great joy. Sonya Shalikova.

	As the woman spoke, Sonya’s cold, unfeeling body tingled with the warmth of the woman’s breath.

	Then the tentacles binding her arms pushed against her back, forcing her chest forward.

	Limbs slid around her back, tracing her ribcage, climbing over and squeezing her breasts.

	A tendril glided up her thigh, sliding heavy against her groin, its slender tip curling around her dick.

	Breathing ragged, pulse quickening, her pale flesh slick with sweat.

	Sonya’s body reacted in a primal way. 

	Hips shuddering, chest quaking, a building pressure in her core that caused her to bite down on her lip. She did not hate the sudden grip of pleasure she found herself in. She didn’t fight it. As her body bucked, the tentacles moved in rhythm with her.

	Sonya let out a soft, soundless gasp into the face of her captor. Her own lips curled into a little, exhausted smile.

	“Sonya,”

	A human hand reached out and caressed her cheek. 

	Two fingers penetrated her lips. Saliva trickled from her mouth, her tongue struggling instinctually against the intrusion. The voice grew more possessive as its lips closed in on Sonya’s face, past her cheek, and dug into her neck, leaving a red marking.

	As the figure neared, the arms around her body squeezed to the point Sonya felt crushed.

	Pleasure and love that once danced electric on her skin became consumptive, choking–

	“Sonya,”

	In a deepening constriction, the voiceless Sonya finally let out a scream in agony.

	Everything went dark.

	Back aboard the assault carrier “Brigand,” Sonya Shalikova darted upright in her bed.

	Her undershirt clung close to her heaving chest with patches of cold sweat.

	She reached to the wall and struck the contextual button that appeared to dimly light the room.

	Lying on the other bunk, Maryam Karahailos stared at her, covered up her neck in blankets.

	Her skin and hair were completely white, and her expression was frozen in a vacant smile.

	“What are you looking at?” Sonya shouted.

	Though her facial expression remained unchanged, Maryam shook gently with fright.

	“You were making strange noises that woke me up. Then you started screaming.”

	As if expecting further verbal outbursts, Maryam pulled the blanket over her head.

	That bundle of blankets continued to shake for a few moments with Maryam’s fear.

	“You had a very scary presence.” She said. “I was afraid you were in pain.” 

	Sonya brought her hands to her face and dropped back into her pillow, squirming.

	Fleeting images of some kind of dream emptied out of her head.

	She felt unsettled. But she knew it wasn’t Maryam’s fault and she shouldn’t have yelled.

	After a few minutes she rebuilt the courage to speak. “Sister Karahailos–”

	“Please call me Maryam, Sonya! Oh I hate hearing that cold formality with your voice!”

	“So you’re still just awake and staring at me under the blankets?”

	“Well, yes–”

	“Maryam–!”

	At that moment, Sonya was interrupted by flashing red lights going off in her room.

	There were no loud alarm sounds– no alarm sounds went off for silent running alarms.

	Maryam pulled off her blankets. 

	“Sonya, is that something important? Oh– your presence is getting scary again.”

	

	

	“It should be illegal to make me do late shift so much. This is cruel and unusual.”

	“Then at home you should have remained, therein bemoaning your pitiable existence.”

	“All you did was say the words in a weird order. You’re not as fancy as you think.”

	“Silence, gamer.”

	Fatima al-Suhar sighed under her breath.

	In the background, the two other late shifters kept themselves entertained complaining at each other near-endlessly. Had she been the sort to gossip or provoke, Fatima would have joked that Alexandra and Fernanda sounded like a married couple. Maybe once upon a time, she would have done so. But she could no longer stand causing inconvenience. She was so thankful to be alive and so sorry to have ever done wrong in her life. So she bit down that troublesome instinct.

	Instead she hunkered down and went to work.

	Raising her headphones and tucking them into her ear fluff, tail gently swaying as the sounds of the Ocean overtook the cacophony that proceeded apace directly behind her. It was this sound that strengthened her belief in God, even when everything looked bleak. That sound of gentle rushing punctuated by the sharp notes of life beneath the water. Fatima thought of it was the heartbeat of an organism that encompassed all things — for Allah was exalted and seen in all things.

	Most people did not understand that the Ocean was always singing with life.

	Within the water table, the ocean itself moved, creating currents and underwater waves that made bubbling and rushing sounds. Their ships were designed to move by sucking in water and accelerating it through the structure, so at higher speeds the disturbance of the water as the ship passed could also be heard, and understood, if the operator had a good ear. There was life all around them, even in the aphotic depths at 1000 meters below. Fish swam, crabs scuttled, squid and cuttlefish hid in the benthic depths and rushed out for prey. Sharks and other large fish that dove deep for food could be heard distinctly from the rest.

	They rarely ever acknowledged it, but there was so much more in the Ocean than humans.

	Fatima loved hearing those sounds. It was soothing. Even with the tension of hearing an enemy ship always looming over her, she could be at peace with the sounds of Ocean life. Most of the time, her job involved her sitting as if alone, isolated even in a room full of people. The youthful, noisy gas gunners below her, the bridge officers around her, and the Captain and Commissar behind and above her, all disappeared, and she only heard the endless call of the deep.

	As if she herself was surrounded in the water, adrift in the lightless blue.

	When she looked down at her console, she had various diagrams to monitor. 

	There were three major ones: a square spectrogram display for the hydrophones, a bearing imager with its own graph using the acoustic data, and a digital visual drawn up using the acoustic prediction algorithm.

	In her opinion, the predictor was useless, except as something to look at to pass the time.

	Most of the time she was staring at the spectrogram, watching the sounds being recorded and keeping an eye and an ear out for anything strange. All of the sounds picked up would appear in her spectrogram as lines, and she was well trained in discerning meaning from those lines. Meanwhile the bearing imager had angle markings and displayed the paths of large objects as lines so that Fatima could tell what direction ships may be coming from. There were bearing imagers installed in various places on the ship, but Fatima was the one tasked with the one on the Bridge, and it was the most fully featured on the ship.

	Below the imagers, a text terminal displayed predicted origins as well as spectrum data.

	On that night, like any other night, Fatima expected to hear more “biologic” noises than ships.

	And the ships she expected to hear were slow, noisy civilian vessels.

	They were heading to the Nectaris jet-stream, a major byway for Ocean traffic.

	So at first, when she heard a distant, but distinctive sound of a large hydrojet–

	She second-guessed herself. Her reflexes were lightning quick, however. 

	As soon as her brain registered a sound, and the realization shuddered through her whole body, she looked up at the spectrograph, bearing imager, and even at the predictor. She read the data on the terminal, as it was sometimes faster than calculating from the frequencies in the spectrograph. In seconds, Fatima’s little world had gone through several convulsions. Her ears stood straight. Her tail started flicking in the air. Her eyes drew wide as she slowly accepted the truth of what she calculated.

	“It can’t be– It just can’t–”

	Even as she said this, she stood from her station suddenly.

	Beside her was Semyonova’s station. She ran her finger across a touchpad to awaken it.

	From the side of the station she pulled up the corded handset.

	Red lights started to flash as Fatima raised the alarm.

	“Attention! All hands, duty “Semyon”! Repeat, duty “Semyon”!

	Semyon was the code phrase for the combat alert.

	Fatima’s voice came out from speakers installed throughout the ship.

	Fernanda and Alexandra turned sharply around from their stations in disbelief.

	All around them the red lights flashed. Doors started to open throughout the ship, bleary eyed people stepping out. There were no klaxons, and she could not say too aloud the words “combat alert,” because the enemy could possibly pick out loud sound from within the Brigand and glean insight into their intentions. Instead, Fatima simply repeated, in a falsely calm voice, “Semyon!”

	She could not say out loud that an Irmingard class vessel was tailing at combat speed.

	Nor that it had brought company.

	 

	

	

	 


Innocents In The Stream 

	6.1

	After a short journey from western Sverland, the Irmingard class dreadnought Iron Lady made it to Serrano Station in the south and was cleared for a double berth in the lower docks. The absolutely massive craft required delicate and patient handling to enter its berth gently, without smashing into the confines of it from any retained momentum or striking any of the vast quantity of ships sailing around them. For what seemed like fifteen minutes the vessel inched its way parallel to the berth walls. With its skilled crew and experienced Captain, there was no danger.

	Once it was secured and drained, the crew received a transmission from Station Security.

	Such was the urgency of Serrano’s authorities that they requested to speak to Gertrude Lichtenberg as soon as possible on the matter for which they had called her and requested to bring their prisoner to her; and such was their indelicacy that they left her waiting for hours even after requesting she descend alone. And so a sullen young woman in uniform stood aimlessly in the docks, crossing her arms, tapping her feet, glaring furiously at the guardhouse in the distance. Sometimes she walked to and fro. Halfway through her vigil, food and water was sent down to her.

	Nevertheless, she spent an insulting number of hours simply waiting, by herself.

	Official business was usually beset with setbacks. Gertrude was not unused to waiting for a contact.

	But she hated that she was given time to think of where she was and what she was doing.

	Serrano was preceded by what felt like an interminable chaos after the fall of Vogelheim.

	There was so much discord raging across the Empire that Gertrude’s Inquisition reeled in its attempts to get a hold of any of it. Several states made explicit declarations of both disregard for the central authority of the Empire, and willingness to take violent action against one another. The Inquisition was ultimately not a military authority, it did not have the power to go to war. It had impressive weapons, which were used to pursue and prosecute criminals in the Empire ranging from anarchists springing up on college campuses, scheming nobles with private security forces, and katarran bandits who snuck into the Empire armed to the teeth and pushing guns and drugs.

	As a High Inquisitor, Gertrude made a careful statement that her loyalty to Imperial rule of law had not changed. She had hoped to remain neutral, and to do her best to continue to protect the common people from opportunists during the unfolding conflict, but the rival political factions immediately came to treat the Inquisition as part of Erich von Fueller’s camp. She was explicitly not allowed to operate in their territories by the new governments of Rhinea, Bosporus, and Skarsgaard, so after leaving the Imbrium to help quell banditry in the weakened southern Sverland, she found herself “stuck” in the Nectaris Ocean. Unless she took her chances through Rhinea, or snuck through the Khaybar Pass, she could no longer return home to the Palatinate to link up with the Prince and his forces.

	Even in Sverland, she was friendless, as in the Emperor’s absence the national parliament, the Council of Lords, had joined the Royal Alliance. What could she do when the basis of the law she followed was also just heedlessly throwing itself into partisan war? Not that it mattered. Gertrude was merely filling her time to avoid thinking and feeling. When she told Prince Erich of what happened to Elena, he had no sympathy to show. She hated his cold, pragmatic reaction, and could not support him, not wholeheartedly. The Volkisch were animals and freaks, braying for violence. She wanted them all dead. And the rest? The so-called Royal Alliance, the “Vekan Empire,” the anarchists, all a farce.

	Gertrude was moving, in mind and body, purely because stopping brought back the pain.

	In reality, she felt lost. Her body was driven only by the tiniest, most demented of hopes.

	Everything she held dear, everything she wanted to nurture and protect, was destroyed. Hunting bandits at least prevented innocent people from becoming prey. It was just something to do while she struggled with what she really wanted to do: whether a hopeless search or a bloody, screaming vengeance. Could Elena really be out there? And if not, could Gertrude avenge her?

	Now, however, she was drawn back into the fulcrum of the Empire’s new age of strife. She had been called to Serrano to deal with a “sensitive prisoner” at the Station. As the only vestige of the central Imperial government left in the area, Gertrude accepted. It was her duty. And so her ordeal in Serrano stretched on, her lonely, aggravating ordeal. Waiting, alone and unstimulated.

	She contemplated returning to the ship. Her mind was starting to wander her many wounds.

	Then a lorry painted white and blue arrived just around the corner and deposited several official-looking men and a few uniformed guards. At the head of the group was the Serrano Defense Commissioner, Arberth Hoffman, who had contacted her when the Iron Lady berthed. As his entourage approached her Gertrude wanted to give them an earful. However, she was given pause by the figure in their escort, and the state in which they dragged her along.

	She was a tall woman, taller than her captors, long-limbed, physically fit and perfectly proportioned. Her shining blond hair trailed behind her, tied into a voluminous ponytail. She rarely lifted her sorrowful, tear-stained blue eyes from the ground. Her athletic figure was well dressed in a black naval uniform with long pants and a fitted coat decorated heavily with awards which the guards had not stripped from her, and which accentuated her strong shoulders. Crosses and roses and oak leaves all rendered in gold marked her as a great hero of the Empire.

	And yet–

	Her facial features were partially hidden behind a Loup muzzle, but she was not a Loup. Her hands and feet were also shackled, and the chains met with each other, and then attached to a shackle around her neck.

	Gertrude recognized this woman immediately. Anyone in the military would have.

	“Baron Sieglinde von Castille.” Gertrude muttered to herself.

	Her shock would have been forgiven but nonetheless, she hid her feelings behind a mask.

	An Inquisitor’s unreadable, taciturn expression to meet Sieglinde’s sad, frustrated eyes.

	What did you do? Gertrude wondered silently. How had this war hero ended up here?

	And more importantly: what did they want Gertrude to do to her?

	Rather than waiting even more for these people to walk to her, Gertrude met them halfway. 

	She reached out a hand to the Commissioner and they shook. Everything was cordial despite Gertrude’s personal displeasure toward the group. The Commissioner was sweating and had a friendless look to his face that made him look much smaller and more pathetic than his pristine uniform would normally suggest.

	“Inquisitor, apologies for the delay in meeting you.”

	“I’m sure you’re quite busy, Commissioner. I’m curious why you have a member of the nobility under your custody, and in such a humiliating position. Frankly, it makes me quite upset.”

	She pointed past the Commissioner at his entourage of guards and their captive.

	“Milady, it was all we could do to pacify her, I’m afraid. You don’t know her strength, nor her resolve to escape from us. I’m afraid we have all had good reason to fear her these past days.”

	Gertrude’s expression darkened. Her annoyance with this man was boiling over to hatred.

	“I know her strength perfectly well, Commissioner. She’s a decorated and exemplary war hero and more importantly bears a peer title. It is disrespectful and dehumanizing to have her in such restraints. Maybe you’ve forgotten such things with the times. Before any further discussion, I demand that you release her from those horrible bonds and treat her with dignity.” She raised her voice such that Sieglinde might hear her. In the background, the men guarding her became startled, and Sieglinde’s eyes looked up from the ground for the first time since she had appeared.

	For a moment, the Commissioner seemed to silently weigh his options, but the growing petulance in his expression belied his helplessness in this matter. Gertrude had all the power in this situation. Never mind that she had the power and access to military assets needed to potentially seize him by force for any grave offense he caused her; she could also just leave. He called her because he needed her, and therefore he needed to follow her terms so she would help him.

	He turned to his subordinates and nodded his head in Sieglinde’s direction.

	Two men behind her back with electric prods stepped back, while two other men undid the shackles on her hands and feet. They disconnected the chains which connected these shackles to her neck shackle, and undid her mask, but she would not allow them to remove the shackle around her neck completely. Or at least, she gave them a very stern look when they returned to her orbit to try to touch the nape of her neck. So this particular shackle simply remained as part of her look.

	When the mask came off, it unveiled a youthful, strikingly beautiful face even for the brooding, petulant expression upon it. For someone who fought in the Colonial War, Sieglinde looked remarkably like she could be Gertrude’s age, and with only the barest hint of makeup. Her soft nose and sleek cheekbones gave her a royal appearance, and along with her blue eyes and golden hair, she was the ideal of Imbrian aesthetics. Moreso than the dark-haired, swarthy-skinned Gertrude — not that she was envious. Nobles worth their salt were simply unmatched in beauty.

	Nowadays most nobles were not worth their salt.

	“You are Baron Sieglinde von Castille, correct?”

	Gertrude shouted past the Commissioner so the captive would hear.

	“Unfortunately, yes.”

	Sieglinde responded simply, in a deep and rich voice. She was rubbing her wrists each in turn where she shackles had been and stretching her arms. All of the guards gave her a wide berth as if they feared being slapped away by accident for being near her as she moved. It was quite a ridiculous scene. One woman surrounded by armed men who were all terrified of her every move.

	“Then I humbly request you join us, Baron.” Gertrude said.

	The Commissioner sighed heavily as Sieglinde stepped forward and stood at his side.

	She glared at him sidelong before turning her full attention to Gertrude.

	“Commissioner, did you catch the Baron in an act of wrongdoing? Are there witnesses?”

	It was then the Commissioner’s turn to glare sidelong and up at the taller Sieglinde.

	“I did not, and we have no direct witnesses. Allow me to explain the matter–”

	“You’ll be allowed. But first, I have to say, even common criminals deserve a chance to prove their innocence if they have been accused without witnesses. Why was she restrained?”

	“I confessed.”

	Sieglinde spoke up. Gertrude turned to face her with sudden interest.

	The Commissioner cleared his throat. 

	“To elaborate, she confessed to the murder of the entire bridge crew of the cruiser Oathkeeper.” The Commissioner waited for Gertrude to have any response to this, but she was using all her power of concentration to avoid having a reaction to such a ludicrous scenario, and so said nothing while studying Sieglinde’s unshaken expression. While the Inquisitor silently questioned the brooding Baron, the Commissioner continued. “It is my understanding that Oathkeeper was ordered by the Grand Western Fleet to serve as part of the Rhinean Defense Forces in case the Republic’s forces penetrated the defenses at the Great Ayre Reach. According to the Baron, the bridge crew hatched a plot to defect to the Volkisch Movement forces in Rhinea. She ambushed and killed them in a melee and commanded sailors to sail the ship to Sverland where she hoped to turn herself in to the Royal Alliance. Clearly, she’s no helmsman — she was wildly off course, never made it to the Yucatan gulf, and we caught her here instead.”

	Sieglinde closed her eyes and set her jaw, clearly bothered to be spoken about like this.

	“Where is the Oathkeeper now?” Gertrude asked.

	“It’s berthed in Ajillo substation with the rest of the Southern Fleet’s inoperable craft.”

	“Inoperable?”

	“When she surrendered, we struck its jets and towed it. We couldn’t take any risks.”

	“But you confirmed the deaths of the crew?”

	The Commissioner nodded his head. “We found the bodies in the ship morgue and no attempt was made to clean the Bridge. All of their wounds were consistent with a chaotic brawl. You can review the evidence yourself, but everything ultimately matches the Baron’s own testimony. She did not hide anything from us, Inquisitor; however, she believes her monstrous act is justified. Several times after we took her into custody, she attempted to escape judgment, once she realized we would not simply agree with her that an entire Bridge crew had to be slaughtered.”

	Sieglinde scoffed loudly.

	“I misjudged you as men of honor, when you are clearly the same type of rats as the Volkisch.”

	“Baron, you will keep silent for now. You’re in enough trouble.” Gertrude said.

	The Commissioner took a step to the side, creating more room between himself and the Baron. He then addressed Gertrude once more. “Inquisitor, we would like to transfer this prisoner to your judgment. She surrendered herself to us, but as you are well aware, we can’t render the appropriate punishments because of her circumstances. Furthermore having custody of her puts us in a difficult position with regards to the current events. I hope you understand the situation.”

	Gertrude was keenly aware of the Commissioner’s problem.

	When the duchies rebelled and declared their intention to separate from the central Imperial government, it had a profound effect on the aristocracy. Every duchy had long lineages of noble families, and differing attitudes toward them. In Rhinea, a highly capitalistic and industrial state, the aristocrats were just old money. They were not seen as special or remarkable individuals. The disparate Volkisch movement had several anti-noble factions. Similarly, the anarchists in the duchy of Bosporus and the communists in Buren were united in their hatred for the nobles.

	Veka’s nobles were largely bankrupt save for the ruling ducal family, and easily cowed into submission.

	Skarsgaard’s nobles had small institutional power compared to the might of the church, despite their coffers.

	Erich von Fueller expressed no interest in retaining a relationship with the aristocrats writ large. He had not declared himself Emperor and had not called for the aristocracy to join with him against the usurpers. He had already carefully cultivated his personal allies and was extending no other hands. Some aristocrats even accused him of fomenting the attack on Vogelheim to kill their heirs.

	The Imbrium Empire had codified rights and privileges for the aristocrats, but many had wasted their wealth, fallen into debt, and failed to adapt to the economy of the modern Imbrium. In many states, there had been a mass transfer of wealth from the aristocracy to an industrial class of rich “new money” capitalists. Access to capital, workers, industries, and innovations trumped the privilege of one’s title or the worth of one’s ancient holdings, particularly when the real value within those duchies had become the protected, private property of the capitalists and not the nobles.

	All of this led to the creation of an additional faction in the civil war: The Royal Alliance, formed by the coming together of like-minded aristocrats from across the Empire who wanted to preserve and even expand the privilege and power of the aristocracy. Or who simply needed a place to hide from the persecution in their home duchies. Taking all the assets they could run away with and leaning on their old money siblings and cousins who had achieved high positions in the old Imperial Navies; they gathered and began to build a resistance in the Yucatan Gulf to the northwest.

	Sverland, which was still essentially an underdeveloped colony and had little autonomy from the central Imperial government, became the chosen ground for their own movement, as it had no ability to defend itself from them.

	Knowing these developments it was easy to see how Sieglinde was a problem for Serrano.

	As a noble and a war hero, Sieglinde would be highly valuable to the Royal Alliance. As a killer of men who swore themselves to Rhinea, the Volkisch would want her dead. Both these factions were descending on Sverland. Serrano had no means to oppose either of these factions and could not simply assume they would have reasonable reactions to Sieglinde’s presence there. More than likely, it would give each side an excuse to act more punitively.

	By transferring Sieglinde, they would have a simpler position toward whoever appeared.

	“What is the status of the Southern Border Fleet?” Gertrude asked.

	“Essentially disbanded.” Said the Commissioner. “Lord Admiral Gottwald started the year with maybe a hundred functional ships. A quarter of the fleet was already just stuck in Ajillo and Pepadew awaiting a fleet overhaul that never came to pass due to the Emperor’s passing. After the death of Lord Groessen, and Lord Gottwald’s failed punitive expedition, only a handful of ships returned. Some incorporated into our patrol fleet; but we also lack supplies to maintain readiness.”

	“So if the Volkisch Movement invaded southern Sverland, what would be your plan?”

	“Surrender, obviously. But you see, the Baron’s presence could complicate that process.”

	“Understood. I will take the Baron into custody. Do not expect any further assistance from me. If you’re not looking to fight, then I will be organizing some of those men for my own purposes. Erich von Fueller pays a damn sight better than you lot do, at this point, so it shouldn’t be hard. I expect to receive the patrol roster before I depart.”

	“Very well. You have our support to do as you please with, Lady Lichtenberg. Good luck.”

	The Commissioner had a truly bitter look. At his side, Sieglinde almost looked a bit smug.

	He and his entourage departed with their heads hanging low. Their future was bleak.

	Gertrude did not envy them. She escorted Sieglinde back to the Iron lady and stopped her just before the cargo elevator. Gertrude was quite tall for an Imbrian, man or woman, but Sieglinde was almost 190 centimeters. To lock eyes with her meant looking up at her, and this was foreign to Gertrude. She suppressed a hint of bitterness toward the tall, perfect noble who was constantly giving her such a childish, petulant expression, as if caught drinking underage and scolded. She looked like– like a princess pouting when things did not go her way. An ignorant demeanor.

	“You are incredibly lucky to have the protection of your family title.” Gertrude said.

	Her hand reached out, and she jabbed Sieglinde in the chest sharply. Sharper than intended.

	Gertrude’s aggression toward the noblewoman was starting to boil over too rapidly.

	To think, while certain others were dead through no fault of their own, this fool was–

	“I won’t accept pity for my family circumstances. Try me as you would any other.”

	Sieglinde spoke up, cutting off Gertrude’s train of thought. She found her words offensive.

	“You led a massacre on your own ship! I’m not unsympathetic to your reasons, but if you were any normal person Serrano’s guards would have simply killed you where they found you! But you’re the last scion of a noble title. Whether you like it or not, your adopted name is why we are talking. You need to have some perspective here, Baron. Your conduct has been erratic and naïve, and that childish face you’re making belies your foolishness.”

	“Inquisitor, I do not care what you make of my character. So what will you do to me?”

	“I guarantee the fullest extent of the law will be carried out upon you.”

	“Then mete out justice however the law says you should. When I drew a weapon on those scoundrels, I was prepared to face any torment that befell me for it. That is the righteous thing–”

	Gertrude slapped Sieglinde across the face. Her anger had swelled for a tragic instant.

	“These are not righteous times, you imbecile! Are you just throwing away your life?”

	Tears.

	Tears welled up in Sieglinde’s eyes. Her cheek red where she had been struck.

	She raised a hand to hold down the reddening flesh that was once so pearlescent.

	Gertrude realized how far she had gone and felt horrified with herself.

	Not as a matter of privileges; Sieglinde’s privilege did not matter to her.

	But as a matter of humanity. Since when had she become someone who abuses her charges?

	Sieglinde looked to all the world like that hand had cut across her very soul.

	Weeping openly, teeth grit with frustration. A woman nearly ten years Gertrude’s senior.

	“What is it about my face that invites so much abuse?” She whimpered, sobbing openly.

	“Baron, I’m so sorry.” Gertrude said. “I was frustrated, and I got out of hand with you.”

	She raised her hand gently but lowered it immediately when she saw the Baron flinch.

	“I will accept my punishment, Inquisitor. But if you think you will earn my respect and cooperation by beating me, no one has, and many have tried.” She grit her teeth. “If you presume to lecture me, then put away your hands! Otherwise, you will have to shackle and muzzle me again, like an animal, because you will turn me into an animal. Send down your damned elevator when you’re ready, but do not speak to me until your pointless anger abates!”

	Sieglinde stormed off toward the Iron Lady’s cargo elevator without awaiting a response.

	Gertrude watched her go, silent, ashamed of herself.

	Her eyes went down to her feet and her fists were at her sides. Everything was in pieces. She felt suddenly that she was deluding herself. What authority did she even have? There was no law that could try Sieglinde. And maybe Sieglinde’s was the right attitude. In this horrifying maelstrom, Sieglinde did what she could to fight back. Even if it cost her life; her life was cheap. All their lives were cheap. What was Gertrude judging her for? That she lived when Elena didn’t?

	Gertrude was the one who had failed.

	Standing alone in the lowest docks of a backwater southern port, unable to affect anything in her life. She was unable to save the person she loved when it mattered. She had no power to save the citizens of the Empire from the civil war that was brewing around them. She could barely keep them from the depredations of bandits and opportunists. An Inquisitor who served a Justice that had fully collapsed, who struggled for a life she had lost in the span of a night. Leader of a crew that was adrift, far from home, without a master to serve or any ability to return.

	Maybe Sieglinde still stood for something. And maybe in this era that had become naïve.

	At that moment Gertrude wanted to raise her head to the steel sky and scream.

	Then her eyes met with the eyes of a stranger, stealing away on a cargo elevator.

	Ascending into the belly of a nondescript old cargo vessel, like a pearl lost in the sand.

	For a moment, the world stopped moving. For an instant, Gertrude was transfixed, frozen.

	Her time had stopped. It stopped the moment she randomly, fatefully, met those eyes.

	She felt as if she had glanced into a broken seam that once stood between her lived reality and an impossible otherworld. Her eyes pored over the figure in that cargo elevator that was slowly, slowly disappearing, and with a ravenous hunger snatched every single detail about her that they could. Was it really her? Could it possibly be her despite everything that had happened?

	They saw each other. Gertrude knew that her longing gaze had been reciprocated.

	Those bright indigo eyes, full of intellect, magnificence, regality. Her skin, pearlescent and untouched, her features nymph-like, delicate, with soft lips and cheeks. That perfectly silken hair that fell down her back like a cascade, luxurious even when painted black. That lithe, ethereal figure, fairy thin even with her small shoulders draped beneath a sleek business-like suit.

	It couldn’t be. 

	Gertrude’s eyes drew wider. Her breath caught. Her heart stopped. Obsessively, feeling insane, her eyes followed that woman until she disappeared. It couldn’t be. Elena was gone. Gertrude had lost her. Gertrude had failed her. Gertrude, the tragic fool, the puppet of fate, who had dared to surpass her station and taste the forbidden fruit. Who had dared to love an Imperial princess condemned to a beautiful bird cage in Vogelheim. In those eyes, in the soft skin of her hands, in the delicate flesh between her legs, Gertrude found heaven. But God had cast her down from that heaven. It just could not be Elena; it was insane to think so, because Elena had to be gone. 

	She had to be gone for Gertrude to suffer, for Gertrude to be punished forevermore.

	This was some random woman she was obsessing over– but those eyes! Those indigo eyes!

	Gertrude, whose fate had been defined by those gorgeous indigo eyes, could not turn away.

	She recalled the maids, those survivors of Vogelheim who said a strange woman took her.

	Did she dare dream? What would Dreschner or Ingrid say to these wild fantasies? How could she possibly prove that woman was Elena? How could she even prove Elena was still alive to begin with? How did she survive the tragedy that Gertrude had brought upon her? There was so much against her, so much of her logic was strained, but Gertrude wanted– needed to believe. She needed an inkling of hope so she could take a step forward in any direction.

	Dumbfounded, she watched for what seemed like an eternity, until the ship began to move.

	Her entire body shook with fear and frustration and elation and madness, sheer madness.

	“Dreschner,” Gertrude tapped her ear, breath ragged. “Call the tower– the cargo ship– the one there–” 

	She couldn’t speak as she watched that ship of fate disembarking from the port.

	Elena was alive. Someone had taken her to this ship. Elena was on board.

	That ship was leaving the port with Elena in it!

	How could they have taken her? Was Vogelheim entirely a plot to steal Elena?

	Were they working with the Volkisch? Where were they taking her?

	“I’m sorry, Lady Lichtenberg, you may be breaking up?” Dreschner replied.

	Gertrude watched with wide open eyes, moving as if in slow motion, suspended as if in the water outside of the station, cold and crushed with the pressure of what was happening. That cargo ship transferred through its berth and started on its way. Where could it possibly be going? Whoever took Elena from Vogelheim, they already had a chance to deliver her to the Volkisch or to the Royal Alliance if they were in Sverland. But they bypassed Rhinea and the Yucatan Gulf and traveled this far south. If they were in Serrano, what places could they possibly take her to–

	“Veka.”

	Those words rose to her lips like hot bile. Could it be the Vekans?

	Was it– was it anything to do with Victoria? Victoria who had become van Veka?

	Gertrude had confirmed that Sawyer was present at Vogelheim. So then, could it be–

	Her head was racing, but a terrible clarity emerged to tie together disparate pieces.

	As if all of the naivety of their childhood had resulted in this evil time they were living in.

	“Dreschner, I want Schicksal to gather as much information as she can on that ship, that cargo ship that just left from the berth next to us! I believe they have a VIP hostage! We must prepare to depart right away and go after it! We’ll need boarding parties, Divers, cutters– we have to catch up and detain them! Understood?”

	Anxiety brimmed under her skin like electric bolts as she awaited Dreschner’s response.

	“Of course Inquisitor, it shall be arranged right away.”

	He did not question her. Of course, Dreschner would never question her.

	She was High Inquisitor Lichtenberg and nobody on the Iron Lady would question her.

	Even as she descended with all of her fury on some cargo ship, purely out of wild emotion.

	“I’m insane. I’m going insane.” She mumbled to herself as soon as she was off the line.

	With a trembling jaw and tearful eyes she looked over to the cargo elevator.

	Sieglinde had her back to her, head bowed, awaiting her fate.

	Gertrude drew in a breath, purged her face of emotion, set her jaw, straightened her back.

	Maybe she was going insane. But she was driven by an inkling of the radiance she had pursued all her life and thought lost forever. For the warmth of that light, she would do anything. 

	More than justice, it was that light which held the meaning of her life.

	

	

	 


6.2

	This chapter contains mild sexual content.

	“Semyon!”

	Fatima’s voice sounded across the ship, in every hall and every room.

	Everywhere it was heard, the crew was unprepared to respond to it.

	Murati in particular had Karuniya’s legs wrapped around her waist, her lips giving deep, sucking kisses on her neck, when the alarm sounded. Murati had just barely thrust inside Karuniya when the pair of them were so suddenly startled by the flashing lights and the voice. Each of them wanted to jump a different direction and they fell off the bed together, hitting the cold ground. All around them the dark room was tinged red by the alert lights.

	“What the hell?” Murati cried out. Karuniya barely clung to her, breathing heavily, still dazed with passion.

	Code “Semyon” meant an all-hands on deck combat alert.

	“Solceanos defend!” Murati shouted, uncharacteristically. “We’re under attack!”

	Karuniya’s eyes drew wide open for the first time since they hit the bed.

	Upon realizing the gravity of the situation Murati and Karuniya scrambled in opposite directions for clothes.

	There was no time — they had to react immediately. Murati had hardly buttoned up the sleeveless TBT shirt and put on a pair of pants when she ran out of the room, sans jacket, hat, a tie, her shoes or even underwear. She was still struggling with the buttons as she went, but the urgency of the situation did not allow her to tarry any longer.

	“Good luck!” Karuniya shouted after her.

	“I love you!” Murati shouted back.

	She ran as fast she could, cutting through the commotion in the halls to reach the ship’s Bridge.

	There Murati found a bedraggled group of officers in varying stages of undress getting to their stations. 

	A group of young gas gunners with bleary expressions and half buttoned shirts ran past everyone down to the bottom of the bridge to access their weapons. Semyonova wandered in wearing a bathrobe over a bodysuit. There were several officers that were wearing camisoles or tanktops, workout pants, or simply underwear. Fatima Al-Suhar at the sonar station seemed to be the most aware of the group, along with a sick looking Alexandra and a jittery Fernanda: this trio was also perhaps the most fully dressed of the officer cadre, since they were assigned the night shift. 

	The Captain had just taken her seat, along with the Commissar beside her.

	“We absolutely have to develop more readiness than this.” Aaliyah grumbled. 

	She was barefoot and had a long coat fully closed over whatever she was wearing under — if anything.

	Ulyana was still fiddling with the buttons of her shirt even as she took her place in the Captain’s chair. With clear consternation in her face and in clear view of everyone, she did her buttons one by one over what was clearly a quite risque semi-translucent lace-trim black bra. She had the time to put on the uniform skirt, but no leggings.

	“I guess we should all sleep with our clothes on from now.” Ulyana grumbled.

	“Why do you sleep with all your clothes off?” Aaliyah whispered to her.

	Murati clearly heard them, standing next to the command station, and cleared her throat audibly.

	This noise sent Aaliyah’s tail up into the air. “Captain on bridge! Let’s get organized!”

	For a bunch of half-asleep, half-naked people, the bridge crew responded to the alarm in a few minutes total. This was a showing that could have gone much worse. At least they were now alert. Fatima looked like the wait had been nailbiting for her. She was catching her breath when she was asked to report. With a sweep of her fingers, she pushed the various findings from her Sonar display over to the main screen for everyone to examine more closely.

	“I sounded the alarm after identifying distant mechanical noises over the sonar as a fleet of Imperial navy vessels. In all the fleet has eight vessels: four cutters, two frigates mainly acting as Diver tenders, a destroyer covering the flagship, and an Irmingard class dreadnought. All of the models save for the flagship are older designs. From the knocking sounds of their propulsion they are also in relatively bad shape. This fleet has been approaching at combat speed.”

	For a moment, everyone hearing Fatima’s report froze up. Alex briefly and audibly hyperventilated.

	Fatima looked like she wanted to hide behind the divider to the gas gunner’s stations.

	Everyone’s bleary, terrified attention was on her and she was withering under their gazes.

	“Are you absolutely sure this fleet is headed toward us? It could be a coincidence, right?”

	The Captain was the first to break the silence. Fatima shook her head, her ears drooping.

	“All evidence points to them matching our bearing from a long distance.” Fatima said.

	“Captain, should we proceed as though this is a combat situation?” Aaliyah asked.

	Ulyana put her hands on the armrests of her chair and took a deep breath.

	“Yes, I trust Fatima’s instincts completely. If she says we’re being chased, then we are. What I don’t understand is what would compel a whole fleet of Imperials to suddenly tail us? Including that Irmingard class from Serrano?”

	Murati felt a sudden weight in her stomach. Listening silently and wracked with guilt.

	Had her tarrying in Serrano led to this? Had she doomed the mission and all her crew?

	“It can’t have been anything we did. None of our actions in Serrano could have raised suspicion.” Aaliyah said. “Perhaps order has collapsed; these ships may have formed a fleet to turn to banditry due to the absence of a strong central Imperial authority after the Emperor’s death.”

	“That makes a really dark kind of sense. God damn it.” Ulyana said.

	That settled the issue of culpability immediately.

	Murati’s panic simmered down to a small guilt and shame over her own reaction.

	The Captain and Commissar continued to deliberate for a few moments.

	“Maybe we can bribe them to go away then. But maybe 3 million marks won’t be enough.”

	“Right now the overarching question is: do we run, or confront them?” Aaliyah asked.

	Ulyana grunted with consternation and turned her head to the weapons officers.

	“Gunnery, report! Fernanda, how’s the main gun? What’s the ETA on weapons range?”

	Fernanda shook her head.

	“Our primary armament is woefully ill-positioned to forfend attack from an enemy pursuer. We will have at our disposal only three 76 mm guns on the aft mounts if our positional relationships remain unchanged.”

	“Of course, the conning tower is in the way.” Ulyana lifted her hand over face. She was clearly having difficulties. “But if we turn to commit to a fight, we may not be able to turn again and run. Helmsman, if we max out the engines now, can we get away from that enemy fleet?” By this point everyone had taken to their stations properly, so Helmsman Kamarik was taking the wheel of the Brigand as he was addressed, and Zachikova and Semyonova were also on station.

	“My girl can outrun the trash, but not that Irmingard, at least not for long.” Kamarik said. “Newer dreadnoughts have bigger reactors, more efficient jets, and better distribution of mass. We can sprint away for a moment, but she’ll catch us in the long run; unless we’ve made any progress on those extra thrusters. Maybe that’ll give us enough of an edge.”

	“Zachikova?” Ulyana turned to the inexpressive electronic warfare officer for comment.

	“I’ve got some test software ready in my station. We can certainly try it.” Zachikova replied.

	“We still have to do something on our end to create an opening to escape. Otherwise they will just shoot us with the dreadnought’s main gun, and we’ll be sitting ducks, if we even survive the attack.” Aaliyah said.

	“Unfortunately, I’m inclined to agree with you. We’ll have to assume we’re trapped for now.” Ulyana said. “At the moment, running is out of the question. Even if it becomes possible later, those guns remain a problem–”

	While the Captain and Commissar deliberated, Murati stood in silence next to them, thinking about the tenor of their discussion as the Irmingard loomed distantly. Her mind was clouded. A mixture of fear, anxiety, and the frustrating need to act in the grip of both kept her cowed, but there were seeds of an idea, born of that frustration. Every part of her being was screaming at her that this was not right, and something was missing. She kept asking herself what the Captain and Commissar assumed about their situation. Why were they talking like this?

	“Commissar, if they go all out, do you think the armor will hold?”

	“If they hit us in the rear, we’ll sink, full stop. Not even worth thinking about further.”

	They were wrong.

	They were both wrong about the scenario!

	Murati thrust her hand up into the air and closed her eyes.

	In that instant, everyone who had been looking the Captain’s way turned their eyes on her.

	She felt like the entire crew was staring at her at that moment.

	Ulyana and Aaliyah noticed quite quickly.

	“Got any ideas, First Officer?” Aaliyah asked.

	“Yes, I believe I do. I think we’re looking at this the wrong way.”

	Murati lowered her hand slowly. She was a bit embarrassed and couldn’t hide her troubled expression.

	“You have the floor then.” Ulyana said. “Try to make it quick though.” She winked.

	“Right.” Murati took in a breath and centered herself. She remembered her speeches to the peer councils, where she petitioned time and again for a ship. Those speeches that Karuniya admired so much. “At the moment, it is not possible that the Irmingard class sees us as a military vessel. The Brigand was classed by the Serrano tower as a cargo ship. Our main guns are hidden, and we have never moved at combat speed since we left Serrano. We have an advantage there; we don’t know the Irmingard’s intentions, but they on the other hand are unaware of our capabilities.”

	In a battle, initiative was important, but initiative was enabled by information.

	Maybe an enemy with perfect information could have taken the initiative against them.

	Murati believed the Commissar and Captain to be overestimating the enemy’s information.

	Or perhaps, they simply filled themselves with anxiety without thinking realistically.

	“You’re right! That’s a sharp point.” Ulyana said. “They wouldn’t expect a Diver attack! Hell, they wouldn’t expect an attack of any kind right now. We could do some damage with that. Maybe enough to get away from them.”

	“If we can surprise them, maybe.” Aaliyah said. “That said even if we catch them off-guard, we can’t withstand a direct hit from the Irmingard’s main gun to our rear. So trying to lure them into a trap might still be a moot point if we have no defenses against their counterattack. We could just be dooming our diver squadron to be captured for nothing.”

	“I don’t think the Irmingard will shoot us.” Murati said. While her superior officers watched, she started to talk, uninterrupted, disgorging the contents of her mind. “Their objective just can’t be to destroy us. What does that profit them? It makes no sense! You said it to me yourself, Captain. In the Empire, it’s all about the money. We can’t know whether they’re bandits or not, but I think you’re right that they want something from us, that they stand to gain from this. Why randomly attack a cargo ship? Why sink it? It would cost them ammo, time, fuel rod erosion, parts wastage, especially with those old and janky ships. I think that Irmingard is calling the shots, and it rounded up this fleet to come after us. I believe they have an agenda that will prevent them from shooting. Violence at this scale is never random.”

	Ulyana and Aaliyah stared at Murati, who for a moment thought she must’ve said something wrong to get that kind of reaction. They then looked at one another, deep in thought. A few seconds of deadly silence lasted from when Murati stopped talking, to the Captain standing up from her chair. She seemed to have hatched some kind of plan right then.

	“Murati, I’m betting it all on you, so don’t let me down.”

	She spoke so that only Murati and Aaliyah could hear, and she winked at the two of them.

	Then she turned to the bridge and began to give off orders, swinging her arm in front of her with a flourish, a determined smile on her face and a renewed vigor in her voice. “Al-Suhar, I will need up to the minute updates on the position of the enemy fleet! Keep an eye on them! Helmsman Kamarik, retain this speed for now but match the Irmingard’s once it comes within a 1 km range. Semyonova, send out a line buoy to trail behind the ship and when the time comes, demand to speak with the Irmingard’s commanding officer on video. Geninov and De La Rosa, prepare the weapons but you will only shoot with my explicit orders. Zachikova, have your software ready to go as quickly as humanly possible. And Nakara, get your squadron ready to deploy immediately, I want you out of the hangar the instant I command it. Get out and there and give that flagship hell! We’ll escape once you’ve bought us an opening.”

	For a split second the bridge officers were in awe of this sudden display of authority.

	Never before had their Captain Korabiskaya spoken so powerfully and decisively to them.

	With that same vigor that she showed them, the officers began to respond in kind.

	Even Aaliyah seemed taken aback with the Captain’s swift turn and remained silent.

	Letting her assume command, unassisted, the only voice heard: a Commissar’s respect.

	“We’re not fighting to score a kill here! Let’s make like the pistol shrimp: punch and run!”

	Captain Korabiskaya sat back in her chair, pushed herself up against the seat and sighed.

	All around Murati, the bridge came to life again. Every officer turned their backs and their gazes fell deep into their stations, working on their computers. When they communicated, they spoke from their stations with clarity rather than turning to face the Captain again. There was no complaining. Having received clear instructions from the Captain, they set about their tasks. It struck Murati that this is what every other bridge she’d been in was like — these folks could all be professional when the situation demanded. All of them had great achievements on their records.

	They could rise to the occasion, even if they were eccentrics personally.

	There was a reason they were all selected to be on this ship.

	Maybe, they could pull this off if as long as it was this crew — and led by this woman.

	“Captain Korabiskaya, ma’am,”

	Murati stood in attention at Ulyana’s side and saluted.

	“My squad will be ready. Have Semyonova let us know when to deploy.”

	“Godspeed, Murati. I’ll do everything I can from here to give you a good distraction.”

	Ulyana smiled at her, and Aaliyah saluted back at her with a small smile as well.

	The Captain’s face was bright with hope as always, but also steeled with determination.

	At her side, the Commissar sat with her eyes deeply focused, a rock of stability.

	They had developed a silent trust. Everyone in this room was developing this trust too.

	Murati had never seen them like this, and she felt conviction rising again in herself.

	That deep, clear, commanding voice, the radiance in her eyes, the grace of her movements. Ulyana Korabiskaya truly was a seasoned ship’s Captain. She was everything Murati aspired to be. The feeling Murati had in her chest when she witnessed her taking command is what she always wanted to instill in others. That ability to dispel helplessness and move these disparate people toward a single justice. Spreading her wings to protect them, while inspiring them to fight at her side. Ever since Murati saw this same thing when she was a child in the care of Yervik Deshnov.

	There was no room to falter when she was commanded by such a gallant Captain.

	In fact, she felt ashamed that she ever had doubt in Captain Korabiskaya.

	The Captain had been right. Murati was still not ready. She had a lot of work to do.

	It wasn’t enough to just know how to fight. She had to learn to lead people too.

	Nevertheless, as she left the bridge, her determination to achieve that seat burned brighter.

	

	

	Since being detected, the Irmingard class and its escorts trailed the Brigand through open ocean for what felt like an eternity before coming into range of a trailing line communications buoy that Captain Korabiskaya had ordered deployed from the aft utility launcher. With about a kilometer separating the enemy fleet from the Brigand, and closing, it became increasingly clear to the Captain that the enemy had no intention of shooting first. 

	She could breathe just a bit easier.

	Murati had been right. Ulyana should have thought of the bigger picture.

	Anticipating her video call with the enemy, Ulyana took a moment to complete dressing herself, donning the teal TBT uniform half-jacket, and tying her blond hair up into a ponytail, as well as quickly redoing at least her lipstick. She had enough time to make herself professionally presentable, if not comely, before the situation accelerated once more.

	Communications Officer Semyonova had hailed the enemy fleet through the comm buoy.

	Minutes later, the bubbly blond had a dire expression as she turned to the Captain.

	“Captain, we’ve received a response. The Irmingard class is identifying itself as the Iron Lady, an Inquisition flagship under the command of one High Inquisitor Gertrude Lichtenberg. She has acquiesced to speaking to us, but is it really okay for us to link up with her?” She asked.

	It took all of Ulyana’s inner strength not to respond too drastically to that information.

	She wanted to scream. An Inquisition ship could mean they messed up somewhere.

	“I can’t think of a single justifiable reason they would be tailing us.” Aaliyah said.

	Ulyana let out a quiet breath, thanking God for the good timing of her Commissar.

	Aaliyah was right. Looking back on everything that happened in Serrano, nothing should have caught the attention of the authorities to such a drastic degree. It was not possible that the dock workers could have ratted them out, because Union intelligence money was part of their bread and butter smuggling gigs, and the Empire would have had them all shot, not made a better deal. Murati’s stubbornness with the homeless people would have never provoked this kind of response. Ulyana could only reasonably assume that this was a personal action for this Inquisitor.

	Why their cargo ship specifically? 

	It was berthed nearest, perhaps, so the Inquisitor saw it and saw it being loaded with some goods, like Marina’s crated up Diver. So perhaps it made a juicy target in that way. The Brigand, as a cruiser-size hauler, was among the biggest ones that would have been at the port of Serrano. Or perhaps they were simply unlucky, and the Inquisitor had just set out the same way and found a target to slake her corrupt appetite for civilian money.

	There had to be an explanation for everything. Ulyana had to get in this woman’s head.

	“Commissar, I’m going to do my best to keep them occupied for a bit.” Ulyana said.

	Aaliyah understood. She took off her peaked cap, put it out of view, and stood away.

	That way it would be only Ulyana and Lichtenberg talking, or so she hoped.

	“Semyonova, open video communication. Zachikova, watch the network closely.”

	Zachikova grinned. “Let them try anything. I’ll slap them so fast their heads will spin.”

	Semyonova nodded her head solemnly. “I’m connecting us to the Iron Lady.”

	Ulyana adjusted the arms on the sides of her chair to bring a monitor up in front of her face. This monitor and its attached camera would project her face and show that of her opponent. For a moment it showed nothing but diagnostics, until Semyonova swiped a video window from her station to Ulyana’s. That feed was murky at first, but when the connection went through, a woman appeared on the screen with a pristine silver wall behind her. There was a shield emblazoned on that wall that was visible in the feed, the surface of it bearing a symbol of a cross and dagger.

	“Greetings, Captain. I am Gertrude Lichtenberg, a High Inquisitor of the Imbrian Empire. I take it that you are in command of the hauler registered in Serrano as ‘Private Company Asset TBT-009 Pandora’s Box’? Quite a grand name for a humble workhorse of a design if I may comment. So then, Pandora’s Box, who am I speaking to today?”

	Though her face remained void of emotion, Ulyana kicked herself internally.

	Why did she let Semyonova decide the ship’s name that they gave to the Serrano tower?

	She should have known the flighty blond would pick something silly.

	For a moment, Ulyana hesitated as to whether to give her name to the Inquisitor. Thinking about it briefly, however, she felt that Imperial intelligence wouldn’t have had information on individual soldiers. They were probably concerned with people more important than that. While Ulyana was known as a war hero to the Union Navy, she wasn’t a household name. There was no chance an Inquisition computer would identify her immediately.

	“I’m Ulyana Korabiskaya.” She finally dared to say.

	Gertrude Lichtenberg gave off a strong presence, even through the video. In Ulyana’s mind, it was not just the uniform either. Certainly, the cape, epaulettes and the tall hat helped; but it was the strong features of her face, like her sharp jawline, regal nose, piercing eyes, and olive skin that really gave her a degree of fierce handsomeness. She was the first Imperial officer Ulyana had talked to face to face. Her easy confidence and almost smiling demeanor directly traced to the incredible power she boasted. This woman commanded one of the most powerful ships on the planet.

	“We’ve been tailing for a while, Captain Korabiskaya. You’ve clearly been aware of our presence but maintained speed all the same, and even matched us when we neared. You know we’re pursuing. While I appreciate being able to talk face to face, I would like to request that you slow down for an inspection. We could arrange to meet in the flesh.”

	Ulyana gave a prearranged signal to the bridge crew, laying back on her seat.

	Helmsman Kamarik began to slow down by miniscule amounts, fractions of a percent.

	Semyonova, meanwhile, sent a text message down to the hangar. Ulyana took notice.

	“We are slowing, Inquisitor. May I ask what your intentions are in this situation?”

	“You say you’re slowing?”

	“Indeed, I’ve already given the command.”

	Lady Lichtenberg narrowed her eyes and grunted lightly.

	“Don’t test me, Captain. I want you to actually slow your ship down, right now.”

	“I’m afraid this old thing can’t just stop instantly without a turbine breaking.”

	“That’s none of my concern. Slow down for detention and inspection this instant.”

	No threats of shooting? Ulyana felt like any ordinary police would have drawn a weapon.

	Especially an Inquisitor with the world’s biggest ship-mounted guns to potentially draw.

	The Captain was starting to believe her counterpart truly didn’t have intention to shoot.

	Ulyana continued. “Are we charged with any sort of wrongdoing? Are there routine cargo checks in place now? And here I thought Sverland would be a good place to do business in the current climate. Being frank, our reputation is at stake, so we can’t be delayed very long. In tough times like this, we need to prove our reliability.”

	Something about what she said clearly struck a nerve with the Inquisitor.

	Though she was not sure of which part, Ulyana could see she was getting under her skin.

	Sounding as irritated as she looked, the Inquisitor responded, in an almost petulant voice.

	“You’re quite mouthy for someone I’m a few minutes from detaining.”

	“Aside from speed, tenacity and courage are what our customers expect from us.”

	“Listen, mercenary, I’m neither fooled nor impressed with your little cover story. We all know what you mean by transport company. I have no idea what rotten deeds your crew have participated in, and I frankly don’t care. All I want is to inspect you, get your roster, and be on my way. If you’ve got nothing to hide from me in your cargo hold, then you’ve got nothing to fear. Slow down considerably, or we will be forced to slow you down by our own means.”

	Mercenary? What did she mean by that? They were pretending to haul goods!

	Was transport company really a euphemism in the Empire? And a euphemism for what?

	Nevertheless, Ulyana was getting what she wanted. There was still no mention of the guns.

	In any other situation, those guns would be all the leverage the Inquisitor would ever need.

	Trusting in Murati’s assessment, she called Lichtenberg’s bluff and continued to push.

	“Inquisitor, if you shoot us, it will jeopardize our valuable cargo, and nobody profits.”

	At that moment, for the first time, Lichtenberg’s stone visage suddenly shattered.

	Her eyes drew wide and for a moment, her breath seemed caught in her throat.

	She was not quick to any issue any more threats. In fact, she was not speaking at all.

	“I believe we can come to a suitable agreement.” Ulyana said, pushing her luck in the Inquisitor’s silence and the sudden moment of anxiety her opponent experienced. “We’re on a tight schedule, and our cargo is our life, but I’m able to part with a tidy sum of cash instead. Purses are probably getting a bit tight in the Inquisition right now, are they not? I’ll pay a nice fine so we can overlook all of this unpleasantness and go about our days.”

	“You bastards; you fucking animals; you’ll desist at once. At once!”

	That reaction was unexpected. Seeing the Inquisitor so filled with frustrated emotion.

	Lady Lichtenberg suddenly started shouting. “Captain Korabiskaya there is no way for you to run from this. We will hunt you to the end of the Ocean. If you run from me I guarantee you that your life is over. My men will board your filthy little ship and slaughter every illiterate merc stupid enough to have taken your money to do this job. I’ll personally make you taste the floor of the coldest, darkest cell in the foulest corner of the Imbrium, where you’ll be interred in lightless stupor until your skin and hair fall off. Stop right now, or I will make you beg to be shot!”

	Ulyana blinked with surprise. Never before had she been so verbally assaulted in her life.

	However, the sheer brutality of that reaction belied the inexperience of its source.

	Everything Murati suspected was confirmed.

	Inquisitor Lichtenberg could not turn her ship’s mighty cannons on the Brigand. 

	Confident in herself, Ulyana mustered up a smile, despite the accelerated beating of her heart and the ringing of the Inquisitor’s furious voice still abusing her in her ears. And as the Captain’s pretty red lips crept up into that smile, the Inquisitor froze in mute fury once more, eyes slowly drawing farther as she failed to elicit her desired response.

	“Inquisitor, kinky as it sounds, that’s just not my idea of a good time. Such handsomeness as you possess is wasted completely if you can’t read what your partner wants from you. I would not be surprised to find out you’ve been quite unlucky with love if this is how you flirt with a gorgeous older woman the first chance you get.”

	Ulyana winked at her.

	Lady Lichtenberg’s jaw visibly twitched in response.

	Her lips started to mouth something, as if she were mumbling to herself.

	Anyone else may have overlooked it.

	For Ulyana, used to picking up girls in the loudest parties in the Union, it was clear.

	You– You must– You must know about her. You must know who she is.

	It was so strange and outlandish a thing that Ulyana second guessed herself if she saw it.

	“Inquisitor, we’re detecting an approach!”

	From outside the frame of the Inquisitor’s video feed, someone was getting her attention.

	Somehow, despite everything stacked against her, Ulyana really had done her part.

	“I’ll have to bid adieu, Inquisitor! Zachikova, deploy the acoustic jammer, now!”

	“Wait! What! I’ll–!”

	The Inquisitor’s furious gaze was cut off as Semyonova terminated her video feed.

	Zachikova flipped an arming switch with a grin on her face. Fatima withdrew her earbuds.

	On the main screen in front of everyone on the Bridge, the sonar picture of the enemy fleet, approaching past the kilometer range, suddenly blurred heavily as an absolutely hellish amount of multi-modal noise across a host of frequencies began to sound across their stretch of the Nectaris. One agarthic-powered munition fired from the utility launcher sailed between the fleets and began a massive attack on the acoustic equipment the ships and computers depended on. It was such a cacophony that the visual prediction grew muddy, the shapes of things deforming like clay as the source of the data the computers were using was completely distorted by the waveform pollution.

	For a ship fighting underwater, this was akin to screaming at the top of your lungs to deafen an enemy.

	Everyone for kilometers would have detected the noise.

	However, as part of that gamble, their enemy would be completely blinded for a key instant.

	It was all the cover that they could give their Divers as they approached the enemy.

	In an age of advanced computing such as theirs, these diversions were short lived.

	But every second counted in the informational space.

	Once the jamming noise was ultimately attenuated out by the enemy’s electronic warfare officer less than a minute later, Zachikova shut down the munition on their end, and once again the main screen on the Brigand represented an accurate picture of what was happening around them. Six figures representing their Divers had been able to gain substantially on the enemy from the distraction, and the battle was about to be joined in earnest by all parties.

	“Battle stations!” Ulyana cried out. “Get ready to support the Diver operations!”

	Captain Korabiskaya led her bridge with the same crazed energy that led her to try to flirt with an Inquisitor. Everything they were doing was wholly improvisational, the enemy before them was qualitatively stronger in every way, and they had no way of knowing if they could even escape this engagement, much less throw off the Inquisition’s pursuit in the longer term. In truth, their mission could have been jeopardized forever at that exact moment, over before it began.

	And yet, Ulyana’s heart was driven by this same insane hope that she had instilled in everyone else.

	Murati Nakara had been right. Despite everything, they still had the smallest chance to succeed.

	Now all she could do was to lead her precious crew and entrust Murati with the rest.

	“Captain,”

	As the battle was joined, and Ulyana sat back in her chair to breathe for just a moment before she had to start directing their fire and taking communications, Commissar Aaliyah resumed her seat beside her and gently whispered, in a way that would draw the Captain’s attention to her.

	Across her lips, a fleeting little smile played that warmed the Captain’s heart.

	“Unorthodox technique, but well played. You were excellent, Captain.” She said.

	“At least I maintained emotional control. But the Inquisitor was a poor opponent for a woman who has sweet-talked her way into as many wild parties over the years, as I have.” Ulyana said nervously.

	For once, Aaliyah’s ears perked up, and she laughed a little bit with the Captain.

	For a brief second, the pair of them could take comfort, as if in the eye of a storm.

	Despite everything against them, they created a small chance to win, and Ulyana could savor it.

	

	

	 


6.3

	Despite her commissioned rank, Shalikova was not a bridge officer, and she did not report to the bridge during the alert. Her place was in the hangar, awaiting orders to deploy in her Diver for battle, and that is where she went, after sternly telling Maryam to stay in her room and out of the way of the sailors and officers. 

	Not that she believed Maryam would have heeded her.

	That Katarran really seemed used to doing whatever she wanted.

	Shalikova ran down to the hangar wearing a pair of pants and her sweaty tanktop undershirt, her hair tied up into a hasty, messy ponytail. She found several of the remaining pilots and half the sailors in similar states. 

	Dominika was dressed in what looked like yoga pants and a sweatshirt; Sameera had her TBT uniform pants with her sleeveless button-down half done up; Khadija had thrown her jacket on over what was clearly a lacy nightshirt, with a pair of sweatpants. Out of the regular crew, Valya was the one wearing the green, brown and black pilot’s bodysuit.

	“My, my, look at you,” Khadija teased them. “How did you get ready so quickly?”

	“Um, I was already down here.” Valya replied. “I was tuning up some stuff in my Diver.”

	“I’ve always just gone out in what they give me. How much do you gain from your tuning?”

	Valya looked bashful. “Well, every microsecond counts in a fight, Ms. al-Shajara.”

	“Please, please do not.” Khadija raised pair of delicate fingers to her forehead. “Khadija.”

	“I’m sorry, Ms– Khadija.” Valya averted their gaze while Khadija shook her head gently.

	Murati, the squad leader, was a bridge officer in addition to a pilot and had not yet reported to the hangar, so the pilots were left in the lurch at first. Shalikova looked blearily at the scenes around her, marveling at the scale. 

	Covering the vastness of the lower deck was a flurry of human activity. Sailors in the dozens ferried parts, power tools and ammunition and pushed weapon racks into place using forklifts, so that the mechanics and engineers would have everything they needed at hand to run the final maintenance checks on the Divers. Mechanics ran hasty final tests on the Divers, checking the joints, the batteries, the internal computers, checking every part of each available weapon on the racks, tuning up the diamond sabres and drill lances, AK rifles and Gepard SMGs. There were a dozen people on and around every gantry and maybe two dozen per gantry moving equipment to and from stations.

	Within those tall grey walls, on those bare, wide open floors dotted with splashes of lubricants and oil and grase, underneath the sterile glow of white strips of light; within this enclosure of steel, the six Divers and their gantries were the most dominating presence. All of the workshops and stations around them were like islands that seemed to gravitate around these giants they had bound to the walls. And people moved about those islands like schools of fish, in an anxious panic. Shalikova felt a sensation akin to synesthesia; as if there were colors and sounds and tastes associated not with these people but the feeling of their motion, their activity. As if halos lifted off their heads–

	Shalikova shook her head vigorously. She was clearly spacing out.

	At that point, the Chief Mechanic, Lebedova appeared as if she had come out from under the floor, suddenly in the middle of the crowds. She raised her hands and shouted over the cacophony in a deep, commanding voice. 

	“We’ve gotten word from the bridge that a situation brief is coming! Keep at it!”

	Though they had briefly paused to listen to her, the workers resumed with undiminished vigor. Shalikova felt stupid standing around in the middle of all this activity, but there was nothing she could do but pilot the damn things. She would just be in the way otherwise, even more so than she was just standing in the middle of the hangar with the rest of the pilots. Her whole body was brimming with anxiety. She had been in combat at Thassal, but she sailed toward the danger with a full account of what she was getting into. In this situation, her imagination was far too free.

	Meanwhile her fellow pilots were all seemingly too carefree for her own liking.

	“Nika, were you working out? You look good! Flexible! Glowing with strength!”

	“Who said you could call me by a nickname? And stop staring at my legs!”

	“I just think you have really good definition! Show me your leg routine sometime!”

	“As a matter of fact, it’s high kicks. Want me to demonstrate one right now?”

	Sameera tried her luck again, but Dominika was having none of it, even in yoga pants.

	“To think, for once I managed to fall asleep at 20:00 sharp, and this happens.”

	“Do you suffer from insomnia ma’am?”

	“Truth be told, I was just bored and lacking for company, or I’d have stayed up later.”

	“Oh. Well. I see. Is that so?”

	Valya tried to humor Khadija, who kept complaining with a bored expression on her face.    

	Shalikova wanted to scream.

	It was not even just the stupid things they said, but the sheer control of their body language.

	How did these sociopaths manage to maintain their composure in this kind of situation?

	Before Shalikova got an opportunity to scream, their idle time was finally at an end.

	Semyonova’s face appeared on the large screens around the hangar.

	Everyone in the hangar received an abridged version of the officer’s discussions.

	Soon, Semyonova was replaced on the screen by acoustic predictions of an enemy fleet.

	There was a brief pall of silence as the sailors beheld a diagram of the Irmingard class.

	However, they were far too busy with their own strict tasks to panic for very long.

	Shalikova had no such luck. She felt as if her heart had stopped in her chest.

	“When did I become such a coward?” She chided herself internally.

	But she still couldn’t help it. And she hated herself for being afraid in this situation.

	Especially when the other pilots had much more muted reactions.

	Moments later, Murati Nakara arrived from the bridge dressed in parts of her TBT uniform.

	“Form up! You saw the brief; we’re going into battle. It’s the real thing.” She said.

	She gathered everyone near a wall monitor, which she commandeered for a demonstration. Using a minicomputer, she swiped onto the wall monitor a projection of the enemy fleet, as it was last seen and assembled by the algorithmic predictors. A tight formation, with a vanguard of cutters and two frigates leading the flagship, which was covered by a destroyer. There was a prediction that at least eight Divers would be present as well, but not fully confirmed.

	It was this point, when Murati was about to discuss her plan, that Aiden Ahwalia appeared.

	He had his arms crossed over his chest, and a disgruntled expression.

	Unlike everyone around him but Valya, he was wearing his full pilot’s suit already.

	“Lieutenant, can you really look at this sorry ensemble and tell me I’m not ready yet?”

	Shalikova rolled her eyes. Khadija practically growled at his appearance.

	He seemed to have missed the irony in talking like that to a half-dressed Murati, too.

	“Aiden if you interrupt me again during a briefing, I’ll demote you from Pilot trainee to Sailor for a month. You’ll get your chance someday. Listen, observe and build some character, or get ready to swab the hangar.”

	Murati’s tone and the disdainful eyes of the rest of the pilots cowed Aiden into silence.

	Khadija cracked a little grin.

	“I want everyone’s attention on this monitor. Now.” Murati withdrew a laser pointer from the pocket of her button-down shirt and aimed it at the diagram of the fleet. All the pilots turned from gawking at Aiden to the Lieutenant. “Good. Our mission will be to draw the attention of the enemy away from the Brigand, penetrate the enemy fleet formation and inflict some damage on the Irmingard class flagship. Our weapons won’t even scratch it, so we’ll need to plant demolition charges and detonate them to breach the hull. With any luck, even if we don’t sink it, we’ll break enough electronics to keep it off our backs for now. Once the charges go off, we’ll be fleeing immediately.”

	Everyone looking at the board waited with eerie silence for Murati to continue.

	Shalikova had never seen this rowdy bunch actually stay so still before.

	Murati had a fire in her eyes; she was speaking with confidence and strictness. 

	She was not shouting or overcompensating. It was as if she was in her element at last. 

	“Captain Korabiskaya is going to parlay with the commanding officer of the Irmingard to buy us a few minutes to deploy and get moving. It’s unlikely the fleet will take initiative without the commander’s explicit say-so, since these all look like old patrol craft from Serrano. So hopefully that will give us some time without big guns in the fray. Once we’re in the water, we’ll close in and engage the enemy in close quarters battle. They’ll have to watch their friendly fire, while we’ll have carte blanche to bring everything we got to the fight. We should prioritize disabling their Divers and any enemy Flak guns, both so we can get in and plant the charges, and so we’ll have an easier time escaping.”

	On the monitor, the computer overlayed patterns around the individual ships in the enemy fleet indicating the range and possible traverse of their gas guns as well as the volume of their fire. Flak, an ancient loanword of indeterminate origin, was the term given to 20 mm gunfire from gas guns which would form the primary response by the fleet against the fast-moving Divers. Each of the smaller, slender cutters had two gas gun turrets and a primary 76 mm main gun, providing a limited Flak coverage. Both of the larger frigates had four gas gun turrets to support the covering barrage. The Irmingard had several, but the real danger was the Destroyer. Sitting between Frigate and Cruiser size, the Destroyer bristled with over a dozen turrets meant to ruthlessly defend the flagship from incoming fire.

	Every Diver pilot knew to properly respect Flagships, but to fear the cover of Destroyers.

	“The Brigand has three 76 mm guns on the aft, but we can’t expect the Bridge’s fire support to do our jobs for us. I’ve got a plan, but it’ll depend on all of our skills for it to work.” She aimed her laser pointer in a straight line to the Cutters at the head of the fleet. “One group will attack the cutters and any Divers around them, trying to maximize damage. That will be up to Sameera and Dominika as the heavy firepower team.” She moved her pointer up in a semi-circle around the outer edge of the fleet formation. “Shalikova and I will attack from higher up on the water table, hoping to draw out the Destroyer and engage it. Valya and Khadija will engage targets of opportunity on the opposite flank. There will be three bombs, carried by Khadija, Sameera and myself. Those are our three shots at the objective.”

	Murati dropped her laser pointer back into her pocket and crossed her arms.

	“You’re all here because you’re pros. You’ve been around Diver operations or studied them extensively. There’s nothing I can say that will make you ready if you aren’t. Follow the plan as best as you can, trust your instincts, protect your squadmate, and if you see a shot at the objective, seize it! Above all else, make it back to this hangar. Understood?”

	“Sounds good to me!” Shalikova spoke up suddenly and sharply as soon as Murati had paused. 

	As if trying to release all the pressure that had built up inside her, her face lightly red.

	There was a brief silence before, all around her, the other pilots nodded in accent.

	“Yeah, everything makes sense.” Sameera says. “You even had graphs! That’s so cool!”

	“It felt quite, official.” Dominika added in a low voice, averting her gaze from Sameera.

	“You’re impressed by the graphs? That’s what’s surprising?” Murati asked, taken aback.

	“Oh my, who knows what these two experienced in their backwater assignments.” Khadija sighed, pointing over her shoulder at Dominika and Sameera’s general direction. Sameera seemed not to mind but Dominika was practically glaring at Khadija for the remark. “Lieutenant, it does feel like you really covered all your bases well. And here I was, wanting to tease you the first mistake you made. Maybe next time.” Khadija winked at Murati, who averted her gaze briefly. “Of course, the old adage states that even the best plans are built to fail, so we should be careful.”

	Valya merely pointed their fingers in Khadija’s direction as if to silently say, “what she said!”

	Shalikova sighed. She felt more and more like she was the idiot among these idiots.

	Before long, the pilots dispersed across the hangar, standing in front of their machines, and waited for the cockpits to be released by their supporting engineers. Shalikova had a moment to look up at the suit of mechanized armor in front of her, standing at more than four times her size. She had gotten into and out of machines like this dozens of times now. Whether it was training with real equipment, simulations, or combat at the battle of Thassal, it was the same. This was what she had chosen to do, she told herself. With a deep breath, she tried to ready herself for battle.

	Right then, no one else on that ship, but those six pilots, could protect the rest from danger.

	One life on the line in one piece of machinery, to potentially save two hundred others.

	No one had ever embellished to her, the promise of death that came with piloting a Diver.

	Shalikova chose this path knowingly; because it was just, because it was necessary.

	Opening and closing her fist, tapping her feet, she examined her weapon to center herself.

	This Strelok was very slightly different than the stock models Valya and Khadija had. Perhaps standing partway between the common, simpler shapes of the Strelok and the more extreme Cheka design, all of the armor surfaces complicating the oblong body were sharper, more angular. Its rectangular head, barely more than a box for cameras on the original Strelok, was rounded and flared to disperse water. On the back, there was an additional thruster fed through a newly introduced intake atop the cockpit, the grille almost like a mouthpiece for the head.

	She wondered how many milliseconds this would earn her over Valya’s “tuning.”

	Moments later, the cockpit plates spread open to admit her.

	Shalikova climbed inside the Strelok and strapped herself in.

	It was her first time deploying in this machine, so she took some time to adjust the monitors to her preferred arrangement: one in the center, two off to one side and three off to the other. Main forward camera was right in the middle, just like if she were strapped into an actual suit of armor with a natural viewport. She then locked the controls and then tested the tactile feel of the control sticks, the click of the buttons, the pressure on the trigger. Everything was pristine. Nothing like the well-worn training machinery she had used before. Now reasonably certain of the quality of her gear, she unlocked the controls and began the startup procedure along with her engineer.

	Shalikova looked with forlorn eyes at the familiar startup screen.

	She saw the Union’s standard, a plow and a sword crossed over the opaque dome of an Agrisphere.

	“A thousand generations live on in you,” was a saying often paired with that standard.

	Most of the time, she thought nothing of it. But in that particularly vulnerable state of mind–

	Shalikova could not help but think: “Zasha, are you living on in me?”

	Stupid, foolish, fearful sentimentality that was useful to no one, much less herself.

	For everyone’s sakes, she had to be stronger. She had to be tough. She could not waver.

	Or else, she would really be nothing but a burden on the world around her.

	Soon the Divers were armed, released, and made the way to their deployment chutes.

	On one of Shalikova’s monitors, Murati appeared in a feed from within her own cockpit.

	“Thanks for the support back then, Shalikova. I was actually a bit nervous.” She said.

	Shalikova scoffed. “We all were. I didn’t do anything. You– You did fine, Nakara.”

	Murati nodded her head and seemed to understand Shalikova wanted no further comment.

	Deep down, Shalikova truly appreciated the silence between them as they deployed.

	

	

	“Can I have a sandwich?”

	Outside the door to Shalikova’s room, Maryam Karahailos found a sailor pushing along a trolley full of food. 

	Having eaten nothing but dried vegetables, cornmeal gruel and vitamin bars in her exodus, her eyes practically shone in the presence of an enormous tray of sandwiches, slick with cheese spread, pickles and what looked like thin slices of juicy protein cutlet. Everything was as fresh as could be cooked on a ship, lovingly assembled from scratch. To her deprived eyes this was a buffet for the senses. Her surface colors turned just a little flushed with anticipation.

	“Ah, sorry ma’am, you are–?”

	“I’m a VIP, Maryam Karahailos.” Maryam said. She was echoing what the Captain said to refer to her.

	In truth, she was not sure what the crew viewed her role as or how they intended to treat her. 

	Maryam sold herself as a useful informant, but that meant different things to different people. In her travels she had been a soothsayer, a priestess, a matchmaker — whatever made sense for the people she needed to get on her side. Whatever made sense to survive. She was still thinking of what she would tell the Brigands; and with the alert, she did not know when she would be able to meet with the Captain. So for the moment, she was just, vaguely, “the VIP.”

	“VIP? Sorry, I wasn’t really informed– I’m just taking these down to the hangar crew.”

	“Can I have one? They won’t miss one, right?”

	Maryam asked purely innocently. It seemed silly to fight over one sandwich out of a pile.

	“Well, we actually counted these, so they would miss one.”

	His aura was starting to harden against her. 

	She could tell his disposition was worsening even if he didn’t show it, she was perfectly sure of it. Aura was an additional feeling that Maryam got from people, that she associated with colors, smells, tastes, and sometimes textures in their space. Like dust in the air, or a distortion of light within fog; perceptible, but hard to describe.

	Turning her head briefly, Maryam found the hall mostly deserted.

	She turned back to the sailor and stared deep into his eyes.

	Something in her brain just clicked. 

	A sensation, that lay between the purely automatic, like breathing, and actions that were technically driven by choice, but that were so natural that the locomotion surrounding them was viewed as less than deliberate. Like taking a step, or having a cough, or the turning of the eyes. For a moment there was a sense of warmth felt right behind her eyes.

	Molecular Control.

	Maryam overcame his mind through the oxygen he was breathing. 

	Traveling within that tiny current, into his blood, into his nerves, into his brain. She touched what his body interpreted as sensations, facts, thoughts. She could neither see them, nor finely control them. She had not yet perfected such a technique. Instead, she felt them, and influenced them, like a gentle pluck on the cords that sang truth to him.

	The ultimate expression of her god-given mastery over the Air.

	“I’m really peckish. I think they won’t miss just one.” She said sweetly, compelling him.

	“You’re right. I’ll just give you mine, and I’ll come back for something else.”

	The Sailor quickly handed her a sandwich wrapped in a reusable polymer towelette.

	“Thank you! How kind! You don’t know how much this means to me!”

	“Not a problem ma’am. It was nice meeting you. You take care now, alright?”

	To make it up to him, she had influenced his aura as she released her control, tinging it soft and blue.

	With his morale gently lifted, the Sailor marched the trolley on its way, whistling a cheerful tune.

	I’m making people happy. Myself, and others. Isn’t that the godly thing to do?

	Maryam giggled and started to nibble on the sandwich. Just as she had envisioned, it was delicious. While that creamy spread was probably less milk than it was emulsified oil and yeast, it was the first “cheesy” thing she tasted in ages, savory and satisfying. With the pickles providing a tiny bit of spice and sweetness, and the pillowy, but firm bread, and the smooth, meaty flavor of the cutlet– it was delightful. That was the best meal Maryam had eaten in months.

	Well worth employing her special gifts to obtain it.

	“I wonder how many of them are susceptible?”

	Though she found it unconscionable (and physically impossible) to use Molecular Control on everyone on the ship, it was useful to have susceptible people here and there. Maryam had not been around enough to get a sense of the potential of the crew as a whole, but there were a lot of folks who felt like they had strong resistance, some who seemed as though they had an actual seed, and very few who seemed to have with no potential whatsoever.

	One particular individual fascinated her: Sonya Shalikova. From the moment she saw her.

	Sonya was–

	Firstly, she was very pretty. Those eyes, her soft skin, and that pure white hair–

	Her long limbs, the slight curve of her chest, her long, slender fingers–

	Maryam’s purple hair and light pink skin started turning starkly red.

	She had to make a conscious effort to reel herself in.

	Second: she was so funny! Sonya had a sharp tongue and made a lot of scrunched up faces.

	Third, she was extremely, extremely dangerous! Her senses were extremely sharp, and she surveyed her environments like a predator at all times. What was she searching for? Her indigo gaze was filled with something deep and intense– was it Lust? Dominance? That manner in which she surveyed everyone and pierced them with her eyes– there was no one like Sonya. Not on this vessel and nowhere in this Ocean. Maryam was deeply taken by Sonya.

	“Sonya said not to get in anyone’s way. Well, that’s fine, because no one will complain.”

	Maryam happily trotted off from Sonya’s room and up the length of the habitation block.

	Ships were ships. Katarrans were born in them and many lived most of their lives in them. Small or large, they were all confining and there was no difference there. While the Brigand was cozy, Maryam was not really terribly impressed. After all, she had served a Warlord at one point. She knew what a truly ostentatious, hedonistic ship could be like. Feeling that there was not much more to see after having walked a dozen meters down, Maryam paused.

	It was at that point that she saw someone coming out of a room farther ahead.

	“Marina McKennedy! Hello!”

	Maryam waved her arms cheerfully. She made her colors a little brighter for Marina’s sake.

	“Oh, it’s you. Do you know what’s happening?” Marina said, agitated.

	That G.I.A. agent tagging along. A friendless person, tall, handsome, reeking of blood.

	Decade’s worth of blood. Her own blood. The blood of her past victims; the blood of loved ones.

	Not that Maryam knew much about that. “I think we’re under attack.” She said simply.

	“Under attack?”

	Despite the shock in her voice, her aura flashed brilliantly for only the briefest instant and her face returned to its neutral, reserved expression very quickly. As if she could be surprised, but then her cool rationality brought her back as a force of habit. That G.I.A. agent always had a very sorrowful aura around her. Tinged the colors of others’ auras, as if dragging their spirits with her. Whether they wanted to be with her– not that Maryam could really tell.

	“I need to go talk to the Captain. Could you do me a favor, Katarran?”

	Maryam made no expression but turned her colors just a bit darker in response, to bristle.

	“I’d be happy to help if you call me by my actual name and say the magic words.”

	Marina crossed her arms with a low grunt.

	In front of her, the G.I.A agent took a step forward trying to impose on Maryam’s space.

	“Don’t be fucking childish. You’re not doing shit right now, so just help me out here.”

	Such an intimidation tactic would not work. Particularly from someone with such pathetic resistance and potential. What would Marina do to her? Try to shoot her? Maryam did not like to brag. But if someone tried to shoot her, she would simply dodge the bullet. Marina stood no chance. And if she tried to hit her, she’d really find out quickly.

	Still, there was no sense in returning this antagonism. Maryam needed to lie a little low.

	“I’ll do you a favor from a few centimeters farther than you are right now.” She said.

	Marina backed off a step. Intimidation did not work. So her dull aura turned gentler.

	“Fine. Look. I need someone to make sure my analyst doesn’t get anywhere she shouldn’t.”

	“You mean Elen? She looks pretty grown up!” Maryam said. Careful not to let any malice into her words. “Does she really need much looking after? And can’t you just tell her to stay in her room if so? You’re her boss.”

	“Look, you and I are the odd ones out among all these commies. We should start developing some mutual respect here, okay? Scratch my back and I’ll scratch yours; just go stand in the hall near her room and if she comes out, stick to her for a bit. Act chummy. Given how you act toward me, it shouldn’t be too hard for you. Deal, Katarran?”

	“Maryam Karahailos.” Maryam spelled out her name in a slow, mocking voice.

	Marina raised her hands in frustration. Her aura shifted wildly through dull colors.

	Always a little muddy, like whatever color it was had been caked in blood and petrol.

	“Okay, please, Maryam. I’m serious, it would trouble me if she got in anyone’s way.”

	“Sure thing Marina McKennedy! I’ll take care of things back here. You hurry on along.”

	“Good. Great. Harder than it needed to be, but great. I’ll remember this, Maryam.”

	Without another word, Marina brushed her shoulder past her as she continued on her way.

	“Jeez, what a deplorable woman.” She really did think she had everything under control.

	One tiny breeze of Maryam’s miasma and she would have been completely helpless.

	There was no sense in that, of course. Nothing to be gained. Maryam calmed herself.

	Using the ability of the Apostle of Air in a passion never seemed to end well.

	She had been impulsive with it recently. And it had been silly, very silly, and pointless, and yet–

	Maryam had tried to influence Sonya. 

	She had really wanted Sonya’s help and affection. Or at the very, very least, to foreclose on Sonya developing any antipathy toward her. Whenever she used her ability on someone with a strong resistance or who had a seed of potential, she could feel herself being rejected, as if her limbs had hit a wall or a door had been shut in front of her. Sonya was different. When she tried to influence her, she felt nothing. No sensation whatsoever.

	Clearly it hadn’t worked. Sonya was just so powerful it was beyond comprehension. 

	So Maryam watched her. And thought about her. And made up little scenes with her in her own head. 

	Never before had she been struck with such a feeling, but she had never seen a girl like Sonya.

	“Katarran Warlord” was really how Maryam had started to think about her.

	She just felt– superior. Superior was the only way Maryam could describe it.

	Sonya was a superior being. There was no way in which Maryam measured up to her–

	At that moment she remembered the words that an Old Engineer told her and felt ashamed.

	Maryam raised her tentacles and clapped them together against her own cheeks, sighing.

	She had to fight the hierarchical thinking that had been beaten into her in Katarre.

	And yet, faced with her feelings for Sonya, it was tough to understand any other way.

	“Hopefully, I’ll live long enough to sort out all this mess.” Maryam said cheerfully.

	Her tentacles fell like hair from the sides of her head, thin and slender, like an extra pair of arms ending in a soft paddle. She looked at the soft little suckers at the end of it. It was easy to think of herself as just a human being, but she was a Katarran Pelagis, born in the southern reaches of Katarre amid its chaotic, centuries-long civil war that had warped everything in that kingdom. She did not look like a stereotypical Katarran, due to her garb and demeanor. So the ship crew did not fear her and so far, had not avoided her like people did to stereotypical Katarran fighters.

	She figured then that Marina’s analyst friend would not mind her either.

	Putting Sonya out of her mind, for at least a few minutes, Maryam wandered to the far end of the habitation for the officers and found the open door that Marina had exited out from. Inside the room, a girl dressed from her neck to her ankles in only a bodystocking sat on the edge of a bed, wrapped in blankets. Dark-haired, with bright indigo eyes. Her aura was like a soft blue breeze, calm amid the storm. Her body was waifish, almost as ephemeral as that breeze.

	Maryam felt a strong sense of weariness from her. Resignation, perhaps.

	She poked her head inside the door. For a moment the girl was surprised but responded politely.

	“Oh, hello. You’re that girl from Serrano. Maryam?”

	“You got it! Did you know we’re under attack?”

	“I figured that was the case. What else would prompt all of this activity?”

	Elen the analyst raised a hand to gesture around her environment.

	A few minutes ago, there would have been red alert lights going off.

	“True! You really are an analyst huh?” Maryam said, without a hint of sarcasm.

	“I’m nothing of the sort. I was just– I was useless. Marina just drags me around.”

	“Did that stuffy G.I.A. agent say that to you? She’s a really demotivating person.”

	“She didn’t have to say shit for me to feel like this. Did she send you here?”

	“Hmm. You know, the more I think about it, the more I think God sent me.”

	Elen looked at her with narrowing, skeptical eyes, like she was crazy.

	Maryam got a very special impression from Elen’s aura.

	She understood intuitively that Elen was a very special and gifted person.

	And like Sonya, maybe someone dangerous– albeit, nowhere near as attractive.

	“Pay me no mind!” Maryam said happily. “People tell I’m a little too emotional.”

	For the moment, it would indeed be worth keeping an eye on this girl too.

	Once she knew enough about her to confirm her suspicions, then she could explain it to Sonya.

	

	

	Elena stared skeptically at the Pelagis girl trying to make conversation. 

	All around them, the ship was vibrating, gently, but more perceptibly than normal. Something was happening, Elena thought. Maybe some hatches were opening, or they were speeding up, or there was actual gunfire exchanged. She did not know. And she was not important enough to anyone here to be privy to that information.

	She felt so weary. She had meant what she said to Marina in their shouting match before.

	It would have been fantastic to be able to sleep until this was all over: one way or another.

	She wondered dimly about Gertrude. 

	She missed Gertrude so much.

	From the news Marina had been able to gather as they escaped into Serrano, she was aware that Gertrude was alive somewhere and attending to her duties. Elena had never really seen Gertrude’s ship, and had only a foggy understanding of the realities of warfare. In her mind, Gertrude could have been dead at any moment, because she was a soldier, and there was now, suddenly, a war. She had no understanding of the intensity of the Empire’s internal conflict. Still, if Gertrude was alive, was she looking for her, thinking about her? Had she given up?

	She had thought she saw her in Serrano– but that was impossible.

	Elena had been tired and far away on an elevator. That woman could have been anyone.

	“Your aura is looking really gloomy.” Maryam said.

	“My aura?” Elena asked. “What are you talking about?” She barely even wanted an answer.

	Maryam giggled. “It’s like a halo around you, but it’s also like a gentle breeze. It smells earthy and flowery and musty. You have a soft heart.” Elena narrowed her eyes further while the Pelagis continued to talk, undeterred by the clear confusion in the princess’ face. “I haven’t really told anyone, but I’m actually a soothsayer! I can read your fortune!”

	Elena groaned. “No thanks. If things are only getting worse, I’d much rather not know.”

	“They might get better!” Maryam said. “As long as you’re alive, there’s always hope.”

	Elena stood up, wrapped a blanket around herself and walked out into the hall, sighing.

	She had seen the hall had monitors showing status reports. She wanted to examine one.

	Maryam followed along sticking close to her, but Elena paid her no mind.

	Outside her room there was indeed a display that had a fleet diagram along with several basic safety warnings. 

	So, they were indeed being attacked. By whom? Elena squinted her eyes, trying to read the tiny text on the algorithmic diagrams. There were all kinds of things scrolling by, and she reached up to touch the screen and freeze the picture. Looking closely, she saw it: Inquisition Flagship “Iron Lady” on one of the ships in the diagram. An Irmingard class?

	Her eyes started drawing wide as she came to understand. 

	Her lips trembled; her grip closed tight around the blanket held shut against her chest.

	Wasn’t that ship– hadn’t she heard that name– her mind was spinning, turning, racing.            

	“Gertrude.” She mumbled to herself, eyes wide and weeping. “No– oh please no. Please.”

	Before her mind was finished processing the events, she took off running.

	Maryam shouted after her, but Elena was no longer thinking. 

	Weeping profusely, her wide open eyes burning as the cold, sterile air of the Brigand’s halls swept over a gaze she could not close. Staring as if through the steel, at the bullets and missiles she could only imagine being exchanged–

	No, no, no, no, no! Gertrude– they were going to kill her!

	

	

	 


6.4

	“UND-114-D ‘Cossack’, Sameera–”

	There was always a brief pause in her mind when she was about to leave the deployment chute. No matter what was happening, whether a Leviathan was coiled around the ship, or a group of smugglers was getting away. It spanned the briefest period of time that one might acknowledge as a complete thought. Pilots always stated their designation and name as a courtesy to the Bridge crew, so the officers could confirm exactly who was going out and in which machine.

	What was her name? She surely couldn’t say the whole damned thing–

	“Sameera Al-Shahouh. Deploying!”

	Whenever she launched off a ship, she always chose the side of her Shimii mother. It was confusing. She had never felt like either a Loup or a Shimii. Thankfully it was a short-lived anxiety. Her name ceased to matter once she was launched into the endless blue of the ocean. Her Diver pushed down into the water from the deployment chute, free of the ship, adrift in the waters. From the earbuds Sameera wore in lieu of a pilot’s headphones, she caught Dominika’s voice.

	“UND-114-C, ‘Strelkannon’, Dominika Rybolovskaya– Deploying!”

	Around her, in that dark, murky blue, Sameera picked up the other Divers in her cameras. She had been one of the first to deploy alongside Dominika, Murati and Sonya; Khadija and Valya would be coming out in a few moments. She fixed one camera on Dominika to try to keep her position in mind at all times. More than being a beautiful girl, she was her squad mate, after all.

	“Nika, is your heartbeat rising?” She asked.

	“I’m closing the audio channel too if you’re going to keep being annoying.”

	Sameera smiled, but Nika pointedly kept their video channel closed. “I’m just being nice!”

	“Whatever.”

	Sameera’s own heartbeat was certainly quickening. Those moments just after deployment but right before the melee were excruciating. It was too surreal to be sitting around idly in a war machine. She became preoccupied with the isolation of her human body within the cold cockpit. It was only the promise of the glorious hunt that lay ahead which steeled her resolve.

	“Good hunting!” She finally said. Nika did not return the sentiment.

	Dominika’s “Strelkannon” was armed with a launcher for underwater rockets on one shoulder and a semi-automatic cannon in the other. In her Diver’s humanoid hands she carried a 20 mm Gepard SMG just like the one Sameera was carrying too, but that was a last resort weapon.

	Sameera’s job in a squadron like this was to make sure Dominika never had to fire that type of weapon. Murati must have known this was a role she was familiar with and thinking about this fact flattered Sameera. As part of the Border Forces’ Leviathan control squadrons, she often partnered with Strelkannon pilots, acting as a bodyguard for those bigger, slower frames.

	“Keep steady for a moment, until Khadija and Valya are ready.” Murati said.

	After deploying from the chute, the Divers immediately engaged their engines. Because the Brigand was moving, and the enemy fleet was moving, they had to actively pursue the Brigand for a few moments in order to stick with it themselves. At full tilt, their Divers could move much faster than the Brigand, which itself was not moving too quickly at the moment. So it was not much effort for them to orbit the ship’s keel for a few seconds to maintain formation.

	Khadija and Valya descended shortly thereafter. All six frames were in the water.

	Over the communicator, the voice of Electronic Warfare Officer Zachikova sounded.

	“Jamming munition going out!”

	Something then emerged from the utility chute near the Brigand’s aft in a flurry of bubbles.

	“Everyone, switch off your audio for the next minute and follow me.” Murati said.

	Sameera acknowledged. 

	Beneath the armrest to which her control stick was attached there were physical controls for some of the touchscreen functions. Sameera preferred these, to quickly get her hands back on the sticks if she needed. She switched off the audio from there. With the audio off, it also meant all the predictors, which used acoustic data, became useless, frozen on their last prediction of what the surroundings looked like. Sameera focused on the physical cameras.

	She then engaged her accelerator, pushing the pedal into a slot in the chair to lock it in.

	Her ‘Cossack’ thrust out from under the Brigand, propelling itself on jets of ocean water.

	Murati’s Cheka, with its sleek design and dark paint job led the charge into the murky ocean ahead, Shalikova’s slightly modified Strelok keeping close behind. Sameera had tested the Cheka, so knowing its speed, she knew exactly how fast she needed to go in order to keep some kind of pace with it, while also staying near Dominika, who was definitely bringing up the rear. The Strelkannon’s armament made it a couple knots slower than everyone else in all respects.

	At first the loose assemblage of Divers stuck close beneath the keel of the Brigand, but after clearing the jets on the back of the mothership and entering the open water between their ship and the enemy fleet, the group broke into their sections with practiced understanding. Even without communication, they all knew the prerogatives of a Diver pilot in a combat situation. Don’t stack up, or a flurry of torpedoes or concentrated gunfire could kill the whole squad; keep moving with your squadmate toward your objective. Always assume your squadmate is going after the objective and move together. Sameera and Dominika dropped altitude together. Fifteen meters apart from each other, and many more from Murati or Khadija, they charged directly through the center.

	Without the predictor, there was nothing concrete on her cameras but Dominika. No ground below them, nothing ahead but the dark blue water and dusty traces of organic matter filtering down from the photic zone. She was suspended in water. It was sometimes hard to come to terms with. Within her metal bubble, the movements of her machine felt dream-like without an enemy in sight or any landmarks to give her any feedback. She felt airy, as if descending forward; it felt like gravity was taking her through the murky nothingness around her more than her own power.

	All she had to go on was the last positions of the fleet and her own instincts.

	Her heart beating fast, a cold sweat building on her chest, Sameera counted the seconds.

	She hated those slow, vulnerable moments. She wanted to be in the fight– sixty seconds.

	Electronic Warfare was sophisticated enough now that it was basically impossible for such a munition to jam the enemy’s acoustic computers for very long. Computers by themselves could digitally attenuate the noise with surprising speed, and a skilled Electronic Warfare officer could potentially take less than a minute to shut out the attack and restore functionality. Because the jamming munition was so disruptive to its owner too, it was set to disable itself within a minute. It was a distraction, nothing more, but blinding every acoustic data device for a minute was enough.

	Like every weapon, it was not just the capabilities, but the tactical use, that mattered.

	At their top speeds, the enemy fleet was well over a minute away.

	Being able to cut any amount of that distance undetected was a blessing.

	For those sixty nerve-wracking seconds there was nothing but the feeling of her clammy, slick skin, the sound of her heightened breathing, and the sight of the empty ocean all around her. She waited two additional seconds just in case, since the munition’s noise could have hurt her hearing; she then flipped on the audio. 

	She was greeted by Murati’s crackly, low quality voice.

	“Stay in contact with your squadmate and keep moving! We’ll see them ahead soon!”

	Her computer began collecting acoustic information again. 

	Though her predictor and sonar were nowhere near as sophisticated as those on the Brigand, they could cross-reference data compiled by the Brigand to keep track of objects as overlays on the cameras. Before she could see them physically, the enemy fleet appeared as red squares denoting hostile positions dead ahead.

	Seeing something, anything, in her cameras stilled Sameera’s heartbeat just a bit.

	Being able to hear the ocean and her squad again also calming.

	It helped her ease out of the physical isolation of her body and become her machine instead.

	And her machine saw four smaller squares, flanked by two larger squares, and a massive one even farther out ahead. As she got closer, the shapes became slowly more and more distinct in the dark water. She picked up speed to approach. For the next few seconds, every reaction counted.

	Ignoring the massive square representing the Irmingard class flagship, she focused instead on the lighter prey. Attacking from below enabled them to get at the keels and maybe pop some of the ballast tanks. She dove several dozen meters down with Dominika before turning back up toward the fleet. Moments later she saw the first hint of metal appearing in the waters overhead.

	Dozens of rounds of gas gun ammunition from the ventral guns rained down on them.

	Though she could hardly see the guns, she did see the lines of bullets cutting through water.

	All around her, explosions went off leaving vapor bubbles the size of an adult’s head.

	Her cockpit stirred as weak shockwaves flowed past her machine from every direction. No direct hits; just pervasive weak vibration. Gas gun bullets had proximity and flight fuzes so they would go off even without a direct impact. Their goal was for at least some of those blasts to nip at her armor, at her gear. If the ocean could stick even a finger into her cockpit, she would die.

	In Sameera’s mind, the best defense against this was a rapid offense.

	“Nika, I’m engaging the–!” Sameera called out.

	“Launching missile,”

	Before Sameera could finish her sentence, a rocket sailed past her on a trail of vapor.

	One of the cutter’s keels erupted with an enormous vapor bubble, disgorging metal. From the epicenter of the explosion, a shockwave shook the waters around the vessel. Gunfire from the stricken craft ceased instantly, and the conning tower tipped sideways as the ship began to sink.

	Three remaining cutters began to swerve close together to put up a tighter curtain of fire.

	“Jump left; I’ll release another missile!” Dominika called out.

	“Got it!” Sameera replied.

	From behind her, Dominika’s Strelkannon launched a second missile.

	With the increasing volume of enemy flak all around them, Dominika’s missile detonated just short of the mark, struck by the errant gunfire. Vapor from the explosion created a brief screen between themselves and the fleet that the pair used to reposition. Sameera engaged her jets and solid fuel boosters and veered quickly to avoid the guns, keeping her cameras trained on both the enemy and Dominika to insure they were not separated. Dominika hit a sharp right instead.

	Rising up the water table, Sameera swept up and to the left out from under the ships.

	While the ventral guns shot at nothing, the dorsal guns retrained on Sameera as she rose.

	All around her the water parted in white lines pushed aside by supercavitating bullets. Brief muzzle flashes indicated continuing gunfire. Bubbles and water vapor dispersed like fog around the Cutters as the disturbances from previous explosions settled and the white clouds of fresh blasts bloomed amid the dim blue ocean. A geyser of water bubbles erupted from the sinking cutter below as another section failed due to pressure. Soon it would fall out of sight and strike the sea floor.

	All of this was happening in such a brief span of time, it could hardly be thought about. Seconds, moments, instants of Sameera’s life, flashes too minute to ever be memories. Punctuated with more violence than any ordinary person would ever see in a lifetime. Sameera let out a breath, her eyes were starting to tear up from the stale air in the cockpit. She was focused, steeled.

	I was insane enough to stare those fucking things in the face. I can handle this.

	Sameera always put her body on the line. She had to; it was the only place she belonged.

	For a brief instant, on the edge of one of her cameras a new, flashing red square appeared.

	Sameera noticed it and reacted immediately, darting at full speed in its direction.

	“Incoming contacts, Nika.”

	“Intercept them and quit calling my nickname so much.” A calm, stoic voice immediately responded.

	Sameera loved that. She didn’t have any expectation that Nika would ever like her anyway.

	Grinning to herself, she withdrew a weapon from behind the Cossack’s backpack.

	Upon taking the gear off the magnetic strip it was attached to, this seemingly rectangular, unintelligible object sprang to life in her mech’s hand. One half released and snapped into place atop the other. A handle attached to a blade with an armored rear end protecting a rail, battery and driving gear for the saw-blade cutting surface. Called variously diamond swords or diamond cutters, depending on the size and shape, these were the Union’s simpler version of the Imperial vibrosword. A long, spinning blade made of diamond and depleted agarthicite, wielded in hand.

	Sameera’s sword could have cut into a ship, but it would not be turned on them for now.

	Her “Cossack” shone brightest when it came to fighting other Divers.

	It was almost the same as cutting up Leviathan meat. They were prey; she was the hunter.

	“Sorry fellas, but I’m the only one who has a date with this lady~!”

	Swerving to avoid flak, she launched into a sudden charge toward the incoming Divers.

	Within sight a pair of rotund imperial Volkers appeared from the murk with 37 mm rifles in hand. Like an egg tapering down into a waist where legs could go, and shoulders that arms could slide into, these were quite basic enemy Divers. They had traced the explosions to Dominika’s Strelkannon and were moving in the direction their predictors told them the missiles came from.

	Their rear cameras must have seen Sameera closing in.

	Likely it was the inexperience of the pilots that led them not to pay attention to their flank.

	Sameera raised her SMG and fired a burst of 20 mm gunfire ahead of them, mid-charge.

	Five bullets exploded harmlessly in their vicinity, and in a panic, they came to a dead stop.

	Sameera was on top of them in the next instant.

	Bursting up above them and then suddenly shifting all her thrust downward, she smashed her sword on nearest Volker, digging into the shoulder and the helmeted head at the front of the round chassis. Her sword’s spinning teeth ripped a jagged wound right over the enemy’s cockpit.

	Dead. Not even the faintest response from that unit as Sameera changed targets.

	Acting fluidly in that same instant of violence, she ripped her sword from her first victim and raised her Gepard to the second, firing off a five-round burst into the side of the second Volker point blank. Fist sized blasts tore bits of armor off the arm and hip, but one bullet got deep into the arm joint before exploding under the shoulder. Bubbles and foam burst out of this tiny orifice.

	Pressure ripped open the machine, spewing gore and debris from the expanding wound.

	Dead. A lucky shot from Sameera and an unlucky one for this pilot.

	One finger of the Ocean had gotten into the cockpits through the leg joint. One instant amid this dance of steel; enough for two lives to end so suddenly. But she was not alone, and the fighting had not stopped because a few targets were dead. As she threw herself into that melee, she was well aware that they were dancing within a storm of steel as the enemy flak trained on her.

	It took seconds to score those kills, and then she had to run again.

	In response to her charge a fusillade erupted from the Frigates’ own gas gun turrets ahead.

	Matching the intensity of the fire from the nearby Cutters, it threatened to enfilade her.

	Engaging her jets, she retreated from before the Frigates to arc back over the Cutters.

	She beheld the looming, murky shadow of the flagship, the Irmingard class, moving ever closer. Tangling with the Volkers was like fighting a duel in front of a monument shrouded by fog. She was so dwarfed, that what she could see of the enemy ship occupied all of her field of vision. Even the Frigates also moving into range did not make up anywhere near as much of the space.

	To that ship, Sameera and the Volkers were nothing but specks of dust dancing in the water.

	For a moment, she thought of herself, a tiny thing framed before that colossal figure.

	But only for a moment. Sameera’s innocence toward battle had been taken long ago.

	And she hated thinking of herself as small. She had to be huge; she had to be the biggest.

	All the while she thought this she sped away toward Dominika’s position. There were at least six other Divers lurking somewhere and she had made it her personal mission that none of them would touch a hair on her precious Nika’s head. It was this sort of thing that most easily motivated her to action. Fighting, not only to survive, but to excel, to prove herself, for glory.

	“I’ve dealt with our rude onlookers! Nika, has my absence made your heart grow fonder?”

	As if in response Sameera saw a flash from just ahead.

	Nika’s remaining rockets rained down on the remaining Cutters from above.

	Four missiles crashed onto the decks and towers of two cutters and detonated into bubbles broad enough they vanished the ocean directly in front of Sameera for several seconds. Ordnance that went off in the water evaporated and created a bubble. Both the volatile forces within the vapor bubble, the disturbed water around it, and the water then moving in to refill the bubble, placed massive pressures on whatever the ordnance targeted. When fleets full of heavy guns went to war, the blue expanse of the ocean filled with these deadly clouds, shearing, and pounding on the metal.

	Sameera engaged rearward thrust to avoid the blasts and circled to the front of the fleet.

	There was a massive hole in the flak cover as two cutters sank with heavy damage.

	One remaining Cutter began to rise up the water table, dumping ballast to make an escape.

	There was nothing in the fleet’s center but debris and two Streloks a hundred meters apart.

	Sameera saw the door opening in front of them. That massive Irmingard, dead ahead.

	“We’ve opened up the center.” Sameera said.

	“Link back up with me now and stop mumbling, we’ve still got the Frigates.”

	She wished Dominika would say something more emotional than that.

	Not even out of a particular interest in her per se– simply to alter the mood.

	Would it have hurt her to say I need you? Not that anyone ever told Sameera that.

	“Right now, the way to the flagship is clear.”

	“Are you nuts? It’s teeming with enemies around here still. Don’t be a hero!”

	“The Lieutenant said we should take opportunities! We could end this battle right now.”

	“This is an opportunity to get yourself killed. I’m coming to you, so just wait there–”

	Sameera felt a growing frustration. She was not even asking Dominika to go with her.

	Right in front of that Irmingard, the way had never looked more open. On the left flank, the Frigate was not moving to cover the gap. Maybe Khadija and Valya? And on the right flank, the other Frigate was starting to catch on to what was happening. Meanwhile that remaining Cutter had fully deserted its position and was no longer firing. Above them, the Destroyer’s gunfire was trailing after something Sameera could not see, likely Murati and Shalikova’s doing.

	They had it right there– a breakthrough! 

	And the more they tarried, the more it closed! Only Sameera had this shot to secure victory. When she hunted Leviathans, every instant with the snapping predators invited death. Even the slightest twitch that allowed Sameera to attack was one she had to exploit. Squad or no squad, she was done negotiating with Dominika about this.

	“I’ll take my chances with being a hero. Hang back and avoid the enemy Divers!”

	“No! Absolutely not! Cossack– Stop! Sameera! SAMEERA!”

	Dominika shouted at her over the comms but Sameera paid no heed as she hurtled forward.

	Even though it did feel good to have a lady shout her name– her eyes were full of glory. 

	Sameera always went for the biggest prey. She had to. Nobody would acknowledge her otherwise. Bigger prey, a bigger fight, escalating, drawing more and more blood– it was where she belonged!

	Before the second Frigate could accelerate far enough ahead of the Irmingard to cover the gap left by the broken vanguard, Sameera rushed in among the fleet with everything her machine could give her. Stray gunfire from the accelerating, maneuvering Frigate flew well past her as she hurtled toward that metallic grey beast ahead. Looming larger and larger, that thick spoon-like prow like the head of a monster, and more of the enormous body behind it taking up her vision.

	Her computers ran down the numbers every microsecond, closing in–

	75 meters, 67 meters, 56 meters, 42 meters, faster, faster, she almost had the trophy–

	Flashing red–

	Sameera responded in an instant.

	Engaging rearward thrust, she avoided an object rushing at her from below.

	A vibrosword swung past her, the edge barely sliding off the skirt armor on the left hip.

	“You’re no ordinary mercenaries! This’ll be fun!”

	In front of her appeared an enemy Diver, a semi-triangular chassis with a flat head.

	Jagd. Transmitting into the water; the acoustics picked up the voice.

	Sameera had studied the second generation models like the Jagd. When she tested the Cheka, leaked design information for the Jagd was part of the project. Armed with a claw, a sword, and built-in SMGs, it could develop higher speeds than a Strelok due to its light weight, but it wasn’t all-powerful. That small performance gap that existed between the Volker and the Strelok was about how much a Jagd had on a Strelok too: in the simulations anyway.

	Everything would depend on the pilot. 

	The Jagd had probably come out of the flagship. There was no flak coming in their direction anymore. It could have shot down the Imperial diver. For a moment, the two pilots floated on low thrust with maybe twenty meters between.

	“Complying, merc? Good idea. Your jailer today is Ingrid Järveläinen Kindlysong.”

	That pilot was taunting her. She had a woman’s voice, but a deep, violent register.

	Judging by that name–

	She was a loup, an actual Imperial loup. Sameera had heard the stories.

	That was half her bloodline, the Empire’s vicious vanguard and recon troops. Attack dogs.

	Sameera switched to the public frequency. Her hair was standing on end.

	For a moment, she almost hesitated before speaking: “Sameera Raisanen-Morningsun.”

	Giving her Loup surname– what did she even think it would do?

	Ingrid’s crackling laughter erupted from the radio. It almost shook Sameera.

	Her ears hung on that voice, that was so familiar, so like her own, like her father’s–

	“You’ve got an interesting name, you stray! You ought to have stayed in your village and left the mercenary work to the Katarrans! Fitting that I’ll be the one to discipline you. I’m not unkind to my people! I have no love for the Empire. I’m only doing this for the lady in that ship. You mercenaries have no more conviction than to follow who is feeding you, so I’ll make you a deal. Come here where you belong, like a good puppy, and help us apprehend these criminals–”

	No, it was nothing like her father!

	It was nothing like her!

	In that instant, Sameera had enough of Ingrid’s evil words.

	This woman was nothing else but an enemy. Nothing else mattered.

	“Absolutely not!”

	Sameera felt her heart surge as she threw the Cossack into a sudden charge.

	Her sword clashed with the Jagd’s claw and sent a finger flying into the water.

	“Go fuck yourself! I’d sooner die than end up like you!” She shouted, seeing red.

	She was almost angrier at herself and taking that frustration out– but she wouldn’t admit it.

	Ingrid was utterly unfazed by the sudden attack.

	“Happy to oblige then! I have nothing against tearing the throat off a hollering stray!”

	From the shoulder, the Jagd launched into a thrust with its bladed arm.

	Sameera disengaged the rotation of her blade to have a solid block to parry with.

	She pounded the Jagd’s sword aside, reengaged the motor on the blade, swung–

	From the moment she parried, however, that Jagd had her where she wanted.

	As if fluidly playing along with the parry, Ingrid suddenly slipped past Sameera.

	Those four remaining digits of her claw glowed red and gave off vapor.

	Imperial claw weapons used both heat and sudden, snapping pressure to tear off metal.

	Swinging right into her exposed flank, hoping to tear a chunk right out of her belly–

	Sensing the danger, Sameera gave up her attack.

	Using all available thrust she threw herself away from the Jagd to create space.

	“Aww, the puppy is running away! After all that barking!”

	Ingrid met speed with speed and charged after Sameera almost instantly. Her sword came down on the Cossack’s in a blink. This was nothing like fighting those Serrano patrolmen.

	She was a Loup, a real Loup! She was vicious and had the reflexes and hardware to support it.

	Sameera found herself on the defensive as a rain of blows came down. 

	That Jagd’s arm sword snapped back and forth through the water with punishing ease. Repeatedly the blows came, and all Sameera could do was meet each of them with the flat, armored back of her sword, watching the integrity of the wrist and arm joint on the Cossack. As soon as Sameera tried to create space that Jagd was back on top of her, the difference in power-to-weight proving horribly decisive.

	With every move, Ingrid would chase her down, leaving her no chance to retaliate.

	If she could even lift her gun– but Sameera hesitated– the arm might be sliced off–!  

	“Trying to shoot? And I thought we had a nice duel going!”

	Ingrid backed off just suddenly as she once attacked.

	The Jagd’s twin shoulder guns flashed. Dozens of rounds of 20 mm erupted from the barrels.

	Explosions bloomed all around the Cossack and followed it as Sameera fled.

	She thrust directly upward, her cockpit shaking as a few blasts pitted her chest armor.

	Gaining just a bit of distance and height on the Jagd. Couldn’t shoot– couldn’t swing–

	In a flash of inspiration, Sameera smashed the utility buttons on her sticks.

	“What?” Ingrid shouted, confounded by what followed.

	The Cossack’s shoulder hooks blasted out of their pods and slammed into the Jagd.

	Sameera barely had time to check if she hooked anything on the steel line.

	She engaged both forward thrust and the motors for the hooks to reel in.

	One hook had slammed hard into the left shoulder gun and jammed it–

	But a second hook had grabbed hold of the complicated shoulder joint on the claw arm.

	Thicker and larger because of the power supply for the claw’s heating elements and motors. 

	There was a lot of surface area for the hook to grab tight.

	As she engaged the hook motors, the Cossack hurtled forward and snapped the Jagd up.

	Ingrid’s gunfire went nowhere as the two mechs careened toward each other.

	Sameera’s gambit had paid off.

	Unable to think or plan ahead, relying on the pure feral instinct of hunter and prey. 

	She sped to the Jagd, barely swung her sword, and smashed right into the enemy mech with the blade between them. Her blade bit furiously into the central chassis for a second, chewing metal and kicking up fragments, before the Jagd rocketed back with every lick of thrust it could afford. Kicking up a brief cloud of vapor between itself and Sameera’s Cossack, snapping off the hook with the force of its flight, the Jagd retreated over thirty meters out of the melee.

	In the surrounding waters, parts of the shoulder and one of the gun barrels floated as debris.

	For a brief moment, a pinprick of agarrthic energy licked the water surrounding it. Some of the Jagd’s battery cells must have shorted out. Like the Cheka, they were distributed throughout the body: a second generation trait. Less weight overall, but the arrangement had some drawbacks.

	Ingrid’s furious breathing was all that was coming through. No more taunts.

	Sameera’s nervous eyes turned briefly to the diagnostics display.

	Her sword was going. Ingrid’s attacks had deformed the motor housing. It was seizing.

	Hull integrity was starting to dip right in the center of the chest, but still ocean-worthy.

	And the left leg intake was partially compromised. That would affect her speed–

	“Sameera!”

	That was not Ingrid’s voice–

	Dominika!

	Shit. Sameera thought. Shit, shit, SHIT.

	She had been so stupid. She had let herself get separated; diverted to fight one measly unit!

	“Sameera, I need backup, now!”

	There was not even an instant of thought or hesitation in Sameera’s mind.

	If Nika was killed due to her stupidity, Sameera’s soul would have died with her.

	Her body was put into the world to protect others– how could she have forgotten?

	“Sameera! I need you!”

	Without another pointless word exchanged with Ingrid, Sameera took off at full thrust.

	“I’m coming! Hold on!” She shouted.

	One of her cameras and monitors had always been set to track Nika. 

	Her attention had been drawn off it for her brief skirmish with Ingrid, but it had always been doing its best to track her. Each Strelok had a unique acoustic signature — slightly different hydrodynamic structures would create unique wakes. Dive computers were able to keep track of team members this way.

	On this camera, a green square overlayed in the distance represented Nika’s general area.

	Two red squares overlapped with hers.

	Sameera saw a yellow warning on the diagnostic screen.

	She was losing thrust on the left leg.

	Would she make it? It was a matter of seconds she didn’t have–

	As she got away from Ingrid, gunfire from the Irmingard class intensified.

	Long lines of gas gun bullets flew past her and burst, a constellation of dangerous blasts.

	Sameera swerved, losing even more speed as she evaded the fire.

	At the head of the fleet, the Frigate had advanced to close the gap in the flagship’s defenses just as Sameera had predicted. There was a red square around it as well, overlayed on the camera, but Sameera did not need it to see the clear danger it presented. Gunfire from this Frigate framed the melee between Nika and the enemy Divers, preventing her from escaping. She was completely surrounded. Sameera rammed her pedals, trying to get the left leg to push more water through, but it did nothing but physically vent her frustration. She could not go any faster than she was.

	“They’ll kill her.” Sameera’s eyes drew wide, cold sweat streaking down her face.

	Her sword was useless; her SMG didn’t have the range to respond; and she was losing thrust.

	Murati or Khadija would not make it in time. It had to be her; only she could do anything!

	She wracked her brain thinking about all the weapons and systems she had at her disposal.

	Her mind flashed back to her fight with Ingrid. She had one hook that hadn’t broken.

	One hook– and a bomb. She still had the bomb!

	Sameera mumbled to herself, her mind stumbling over possibility.

	“Murati, I’m so sorry. If we survive, I’ll accept any punishment.”

	Beneath the backpack jets on her Diver’s chassis, there was a magnetic strip. Her sword attached to it when it folded, but her bomb was also there. She withdrew the pipe-shaped demolition charge. It was a pure chunk of explosive without any lining or penetrators, fixed with a simple detonator connected by wire and triggered with a switch in her cockpit. Sameera popped out her one remaining hook from its shoulder pod and affixed the bomb to the hook.

	“If I throw it, and then start up the hook’s hydrojet–”

	Sameera faced her mecha toward the overlapping red boxes of the Frigate and Volkers.

	And the green box, Nika.

	“Nika! Pull away from them now!”

	She pulled back her arm, engaged one of the solid fuel boosters and made a snap throw.

	Smashing the utility button on her trigger, she engaged the hook’s jet.

	At once, the hook sped away fully unimpeded.

	Farther and faster than Sameera’s Cossack could ever go in this instant.

	It was so fast it was hard to track.

	She had about 80 meters of cable, and she could also cut the cable loose–

	“Shit, with the explosion–!”

	Realizing she had no idea how wide the blast would be, she did release the tow cable.

	“Nika, please get away!”

	As soon as the green square of the bomb overlapped the red squares of the enemy, all outside of Sameera’s direct field of vision, she took a deep breath and pressed the second of her utility triggers. Through the enormous length of thin electric wire to which the bomb was attached, a digital detonation command was sent from the Diver to the pipe, and the detonator engaged.

	With a second press, Sameera overrode the detonator and set the bomb off immediately.

	In the next instant, the murky shadows ahead of her lit up for less than a second.

	Sameera heard the muffled booming sound of the explosion through her hydrophone.

	Then there was a shockwave that reached all the way to her and rattled her cockpit.

	Water instantly evaporated and collapsed around the bomb’s blast radius. An enormous bubble formed in the sea as the heat from the explosives evaporated the water around it and pushed away the rest. Extreme heat and pressures in and around the bubble sheared and crushed metal, and there was no more gas gun fire coming from that general area. All of the red squares vanished, her predictor telling her that the hostile objects had ceased moving or were unavailable to track.

	From afar, there was only murky ocean and a rapidly collapsing cloud of vapor.

	As Sameera approached, she witnessed the devastation for herself.

	Parts of the Frigate’s underside had been disgorged by the explosion, the ship listing on its side and sinking slowly amid a cloud of its own debris. There was nothing of the enemy Divers to be seen, just a cloud of drifting, falling metal chunks robbed of any semblance of form. There was a sudden, intense calm upon the ocean as all the gunfire forward of the Irmingard was silenced.

	“Nika! Nika, respond!”

	Sameera looked through each of her cameras on the separate monitors, hoping to find any trace of Dominika. That explosion had disturbed the acoustic predictors enough that everything being tracked in that area was momentarily lost. She adjusted and readjusted the cameras, feeling a dawning realization that her desperate attempt to save her could have just as easily killed her too.

	“Nika!”

	She swept through the area, as the debris drifted slowly down to the ocean floor.

	One hand moved thoughtlessly to the communications equipment, fingers trembling.

	Could she switch to the squadron channel? Call for help?

	What would she even say to Murati about all of this? Everything had spiraled out of control.

	Sameera grit her teeth. She had been so stupid, so completely, impossibly stupid.

	Her desperation to be the hero, to be the one acknowledged, the one sang about–

	“Where the fuck do you belong now? You stupid, useless mutt.” She berated herself.

	Tears started to well up in her eyes.

	Nothing in the cameras, nothing anywhere around.

	Her hand retreated from the communicator.

	She could not face Murati like this.

	“Nika, I’m so sorry.” She mumbled into her microphone.

	“If you weren’t I’d make you be sorry.”

	One of the top cameras placed a green box several meters above.

	Sameera’s eyes drew wide. She lifted her head, staring at the ceiling of her mecha.

	Her lips drew wide in a trembling smile.

	“Nika!”

	From the murk above, the Strelkannon slowly descended to join the Cossack’s side. 

	Armor pockmarked with gunshot wounds, the head battered; but functional, with its owner very much alive.

	She had escaped in time. Sameera had managed to save her.

	“When we get back, I’m slapping you across the fucking face, hero.” Dominika growled.

	Sameera felt a mixture of relief and apprehension at those words.

	

	

	 


6.5

	Upon exiting the Brigand, a certain wily cat was trying to think of something mischievous to say.

	“Make it back in one piece, squad leader; I wouldn’t want to have to tease a corpse for its owner’s mistakes.”

	Murati, of course, had no reply to that. It was her youth and inexperience perhaps.

	With a macabre flair sharpened by her long military service, Khadija al-Shajara broke off from the rest of the squadron, leading Valya Lebedova through the gloomy seas towards the left flank of the enemy’s formation. Khadija controlled her mech with practiced ease, each turn of the stick or press of the pedal as smooth or as harsh as it needed to be. Their Streloks were basic in comparison to some of the customized models favored by the other pilots, but Khadija liked hers basic. She had a relationship to this kind of machine that no one else could ever match.

	She tried to purge herself of useless emotions when she went out into the water.

	Deep breath, lifting her shoulders, stretching her legs. 

	Remembering the wine she had back on board the Brigand.

	“Valya, how do I sound?”

	“Legible!”

	“Good. Mind if I take the lead?”

	“You’re in the lead ma’am!”

	“That’s a good little enby. Judging by how much ordnance is strapped to that Strelkannon I think Sam and Nika will be fine in the front. We should prioritize trying to cripple the Frigate’s flak on our end. If the Cutters are destroyed or rout, those Frigates will try to move up to encircle the center team. Does that sound like a plan?”

	“I’m fine with it! We can put a couple bursts in those gas gun pods at least.”

	“One shot beneath the left barrel will set off the magazine. No need to seal it with a kiss.”

	“I don’t know that I can fire just one shot off this AK, but I’ll try ma’am!”

	Valya sounded slightly nervous. 

	Khadija’s flighty sense of humor never left her, but she was speaking with a stern tone of voice even as she compared the killing of a gas gun pod to the writing of a letter. There was a professional ease that came over whenever she piloted, a sense of giving up responsibility. It allowed her to be honest with herself and everyone around her.

	She made the best of every day precisely so she could go out into the water without regret.

	An old– mature woman, no children, unmarried, no family: it didn’t matter if she died.

	Twenty years in the cockpit made those things seem small.

	And the stakes involved in this particular mission made them even smaller.

	Khadija flew through the water like a missile. Rookie pilots felt a sense of disorientation or confusion fighting in the Ocean because they could see nothing on their cameras most of the time, save for the overlays labeled by their predictive computers. Then when they found a landmark, they’d suddenly start orienting themselves in two dimensions, as if trying to plant their feet on it. And if anything came at them too suddenly it would be like a jump scare in a movie.

	Even back when she started piloting, she never gave in to such vulnerabilities. Khadija was suspended in the water. As long as she had power she would not fall. Nevertheless, she did not hold inexperience against most people in the Navy. Her baptism under fire had taken place in an entirely different era, after all. She could not begrudge them being a little soft now.

	It’s why she fought in the first place.

	If they were too soft, it only meant those hard old veterans like her should set an example.

	“Contacts.” Valya said.

	“I see them. I’ll engage. Break off from me, lock your thrust and strafe the ship.”

	“Uhh, wait, ma’am who locks their thrust ever? I don’t–”

	Without responding, Khadija used the tips of her feet to flip two locking switches.

	This would keep her pedals jammed down.

	She lifted her AK rifle and fired a three round burst blindly into the ocean below.

	Valya shouted. “What was that?”

	“Relax and stick to the plan.”

	Dead ahead of them was the red square for the Frigate and one additional red square most likely representing a pair of enemy Divers moving close together. Some twenty or thirty meters farther out from these squares was the great and murky looming shadow of the Irmingard class flagship. Quietly, inexorably advancing toward the Brigand. 

	That was not her concern for now.

	Moving at the speed she was Khadija knew she would see the enemy Divers on her camera in seconds.

	When they appeared on her screen, the two Volkers were swimming ahead with their rifles to their chests, pointing at nothing and descending rapidly. Toward the last thing that their predictors had pointed them to. The loudest noise they could hear in the middle of the murky ocean: a burst of rifle bullets blowing up in the middle of nowhere. This was how a Rookie saw the world underwater. Large overlay boxes representing “enemies,” and the loudest noise in the box.

	As I thought. You fellas are half-baked.

	“Ma’am–”

	“Stop calling me ma’am and do what I tell you.”

	“Yes! Sorry!”

	Valya hurtled onward to attack the Frigate moving rapidly into full view.

	While Khadija swooped down from above to attack the two Divers below.

	Without stopping to aim, she glanced at the rifle’s camera and put a burst into the water. 

	Like gas gun bullets, rifle bullets were mainly explosive and had special fuzes. Her burst flew off into the blue surrounding the Volkers and detonated around them. She did not aim and had not meant to hit. Startled, the Volkers thrust backwards in opposite directions away from the explosions, separating them from one another.

	Never once slowing down or stopping, Khadija fluidly descended in a wide arc circling around the enemy Volkers. Rather than turn her entire chassis to face them, she kept her chest forward, head down, and jets thrusting, strafing past the enemy in tight coiling lines that framed them like a cage of water and bubbles. Her gun camera and one shoulder camera kept her locked on her targets. She did not need to stop and stand among them to shoot.

	Khadija rapped the trigger, waiting a fraction of a second between each pull.

	For each careful press, she sent a bullet toward the enemy.

	Her gunfire arced into the Volkers, exploding into vapor bubbles the size of a dog.

	Both Volkers finally set their sights on her and turned their rifles, laying down fire.

	A trail of bullets exploded in her wake, never making their mark.

	Khadija kept moving. In and around them, like a serpent, leaving them in confusion.

	Her chassis cut through the water with great alacrity, weaving, climbing, and rolling, never stopping, keeping as much speed as she could between maneuvers. While strafing the Volkers, her speed protected her from their fire. She could manipulate the arms and cameras to fire a few ranging shots back at them in the middle of her maneuvers. Her enemy, meanwhile, was reduced to lurching in place, jerking ungracefully away from the direction of her gunfire.

	Against a two-man section that knew how to defend itself Khadija would have been cut down by coordinated gunfire or dragged into a melee. She could not have been so cocky. But she knew what she was dealing with, and amateurs stuck in two dimensions could never hope to stop her. She had the measure of them, and it was time to end it.

	Sweeping up suddenly and unexpectedly, she stopped overhead for just a moment. 

	The Volkers expected her to keep moving and overshot their next bursts of gunfire, leaving themselves completely open. Khadija braced her assault rifle with both arms to control her aim more tightly.

	Two trigger pulls, two bullets, with just one snap correction between each shot.

	Two explosions through the heads of the two Volkers below her.

	Bubbles blew up from each chassis. A tell-tale sign: gases were escaping.

	Without staying for a moment longer to inspect her handiwork, Khadija took off again.

	She discarded her magazine and loaded a fresh one into the AK-96.

	A brief glance at the rear camera as she headed toward the Frigate.

	Both Volkers were sinking, barely damaged but damaged where it mattered.

	Khadija knew that an overhead shot on a Volker could penetrate the head on the pure kinetic energy of a 37 mm round which would then detonate inside the camera housing. That meant the explosion would damage the pressure hull at the top of the cockpit through the thin aperture where the visual electronics connected and routed through. As much as the Volker’s camera housing looked like a helmet, it was not well armored and represented a vulnerability.

	From one target to another. No use thinking about the debris.

	She had a Frigate to sink.

	Imperial Marder class Frigates were wide, boxy ships with tear-drop prows and squat conning towers, with large, steeply angled fins like wings attached to the flared rear end. The Irmingard’s Marders served as Diver tenders, loaded with external gantries, two on each side of the ship. Overburdened with these modifications, they were slower and less stable in the water than ordinary Marders, but still able to serve as a wall between Khadija and the flagship.

	On the deck, several gas gun turrets spun around firing trails of bullets out of their double barrels as they chased Valya’s Strelok. Their movements were predictable, overflying the deck and circling back around the fin several times; but the fire discipline from the Frigate was abysmal. It was a pathetic chase as the Strelok that moved fast but without particular splendor stayed a step ahead of sputtering lines of bullets– even so, Valya was hardly able to shoot back.

	They made a wonderful distraction, however.

	 “Valya, watch yourself, they’ll range you soon enough! I’m coming in!”

	Khadija approached from below the Frigate.

	While the deck guns were all busy with Valya, the ventral guns had been lying in wait for targets. Several were out of position however, their barrels facing the sides of the vessel. Waiting for Valya to come down perhaps, which they never did. So Khadija flew right down the middle of the keel between the distracted guns. She would not have been so cocky if all the guns were tracking her, but they were clearly in no position to fire upon her.

	Twisting her chassis around, she soared under the Frigate with her chest facing it.

	All the while rapping finger on the trigger, three times, pause, three times.

	Shifting her aim quickly from one side of the keel to the other.

	Her 37 mm bullets ripped into the bases of several ventral turrets, going off against the keel armor. In her wake, a series of explosions rocked the underside of the vessel. When she pulled out from under the ship and soared behind the flared rear armor and around the wings. As its keel reeled with secondary explosions and ballast started to leak, the ship was forced to accelerate in order to correct itself as it was beginning to tip to one side. Aft gas guns followed Khadija’s ascent with a hail of gunfire, but the ship’s rocky course shattered their ability to aim.

	Attached to the magnetic strip beneath the backpack of her Strelok there was a single rocket-propelled grenade with a 50 mm explosive head. Standard issue for ordinary Streloks like hers, it could be thrown, and unguided it would burn solid fuel, race forward and go off like a light torpedo. Rising behind the Frigate, Khadija had the perfect target in mind as she avoided the turbulent outwash from three large hydrojets exposed so directly in front of her.

	She took the grenade by the handle, armed it, reared just as she came level to the top jet–

	A red flash on the corner of her eye alerted her–

	Khadija veered to the right on her climb and twisted out of the way of a burst of gunfire.

	This guy is different!

	She disarmed her grenade, stowed it away and focused on movement.

	Her opponent was barely on her cameras, a red box marking its relative position behind.

	Automatic fire peppered everywhere she had been, a trail of explosions creeping on her.

	From both the Frigate and the new assailant. Keeping both in mind, she had to act quickly.

	To break a chase she had to either shake him or challenge his position.

	Keeping on the move, trying to retain her momentum while maneuvering her way around the Frigate’s left fins, Khadija climbed and angled the Strelok’s fins and thrusters steeply. As she climbed she shifted her weight in the opposite direction and turned in an arc, coming to face and charge the enemy she now saw for the first time. Her movements were so fast and tight that her opponent was forced to give up the chase as she came suddenly toward them.

	The enemy Diver broke away from her with a burst of solid fuel thrust and took off his own way.

	Turning in another steep arc, she was suddenly behind them and chasing.

	“Not an amateur, but not on my level.”

	There was no reason that pilot had to stop– except that they were not confident they could avoid her without halting their momentum and throwing themselves in an entirely different direction than they had been moving in. Such jerking maneuvers were standard for pilots who saw engagements as two foot soldiers scrambling in terrain. Khadija, however, knew she was flying. And she knew objects flying through the water needed to retain as much speed as they could.

	He stopped then restarted movement, and so Khadija had gone from prey to predator.

	Rather than a Volker, this new enemy was a brand new Jagd, armed with a jet lance.

	Its power-to-weight advantages and hydrodynamic triangle shape were wasted on its pilot.

	Had it been her, she would have met any charge with that lance and let physics transpire.

	Now, however, Khadija was right on his heels–

	From outside her cameras, a sudden burst of gunfire crashed into the Jagd’s hull.

	Suffering extensive hull damage, and attacked from two directions, the enemy suddenly showed its acumen for battle in a far more shameful fashion — it retreated. Breaking off from Khadija’s pursuit with all available thrust in its frame, heedless of energy or fuel concerns, the Jagd suddenly disappeared into the murk, likely tailing back to the Irmingard. Valya reappeared on Khadija’s cameras then and rejoined Khadija’s side, just barely keeping up as they maneuvered back toward the troubled Frigate. In minutes, the left wing of the enemy’s escort had been broken.

	“How was that ma’am?” Valya asked, laughing to themselves with satisfaction.

	Khadija laughed. “Quite acceptable.” And only that much.

	

	

	After their formal introduction, the pilot group had some time to themselves before their arrival at Serrano Station. 

	Shalikova wanted to get in some practice in the simulator, which had just been set up in the hangar along with the rest of their equipment. That particular night would be the best chance she had prior to arrival. After a late dinner, she made her way back down to the nearly-deserted hangar on the lower deck. She approached what looked, to the unknowing eye, like pair of odd metal boxes suspended on stilts and struts, shoved off into a corner of the hangar.

	Inside them, however, was a full set of Diver controls and monitors. They were constructed so that they would tilt and turn like a Diver would, with cameras that could be specifically oriented, and weights that simulated every kind of movement one could make in a Strelok. This would provide accurate control feedback, even though the pilot would be staring at computer-generated environments and opponents. As fake-looking as the graphics were, the physicality of holding the controls, and building up accurate muscle memory, was invaluable, at least to Shalikova.

	There were two paired units set up so that pilots could spar with each other.

	At that moment however, Shalikova only wanted to try her luck with the AI–

	Until she heard a voice calling out to her from a nearby elevator door.

	“Ah ha, lovely to see another pilot tuned to the same frequency.”

	Arriving at Shalikova’s side was Khadija al-Shajara, sipping from a half-drunk mug of something richly red. A frequent member of the kitchen crew and supposedly veteran pilot, her sly expression was accented by all her makeup. 

	Shalikova had just come down from dinner, where Khadija would have observed her. It was no coincidence for the cat to suddenly appear to tease her. That mug of alcohol was the prize she received for helping Logia Minardo so often.

	“Such a friendless expression. I just wanted to thank you properly for helping with the kitchen sometimes.”

	“Well, I didn’t help tonight, so there’s no reason to thank me.”

	“Ah, but I see you’re doing something interesting, so I can’t help but butt in.”

	Her ears did a little twitch and her tail swayed gently as she gestured to the simulator pod.

	“Why don’t we have a little spar? I’d love to see what my fellow pilots can do!”

	Shalikova had heard that Khadija fought in the revolution and that she was a real hot-shot ace. 

	Nevertheless, she had not earned being so flighty, vain and above-it-all.

	“I just wanted to warm up before anything happens.” Shalikova said bluntly, hoping that would end it.

	Khadija winked and crossed her arms. “I can be as docile as the Novice AI if you want!”

	Shalikova grunted and glared daggers at the older Shimii, frustration bubbling up.

	There was a conceited pang in her heart that simply hated being underestimated.

	Being observed was bad enough; being praised was rather annoying.

	Fundamentally, however, Shalikova was familiar with praise. Praise heaped on her constantly.

	Not so much with being looked down upon.

	Without another word she stepped into the pod nearest her.

	Khadija left her teal half-jacket and her drink outside and wordlessly stepped into the other pod.

	When her challenge appeared on Shalikova’s screen, the younger pilot accepted almost impulsively.

	Because she was annoyed with this old cat; she planned to be thoroughly discourteous.

	“Ah, how lovely! Let’s have a clean match! Show me what you can do!”

	As soon as her controls unlocked to simulate deployment, Shalikova charged Khadija.

	It was a simulation, so she did not have to care about the health of her battery or turbines, the amount of ammunition she was carrying, the damage she might sustain. She could slam the pedals and hold down the trigger and declare unrelenting aggression. In an academic setting there would be points docked off her piloting, but Shalikova was no longer in school. This was war. She would use every advantage to put down this annoying old woman.

	When her first magazine depleted and Khadija’s frame remained at its full integrity despite the violent outburst of automatic fire, Shalikova got an inkling that there was a problem. Then within a single blinking instant Khadija fully disappeared from her field of view, perfectly rolling over and under the hurtling Strelok and taking Shalikova’s back, fully within the blind spots of her cameras as she had set them up. It was only by rotating the backpack cameras to a torturous extent that she found Khadija’s gun barrel stuck right between the backpack and waist of her Strelok.

	At that point, the younger pilot realized the extent to which there was a problem.

	“Was your thrust locked? Happens sometimes out of the gate with these old sims.”

	Shalikova could feel Khadija’s shitty little grin through the radio.

	“Reset?” She offered sweetly. “We can break off and approach properly for a spar–”

	Instead of a reset, Shalikova engaged her solid fuel vernier boosters. 

	She expected Khadija to attack, so she jerked herself away and retaliated; shooting only water as her opponent sped away. For the briefest instant she thought she had Khadija on the run, but this was quickly disproven.

	Shalikova never even came close to putting a single bullet on her.

	Though she would desperately shoot, dodge, reposition, and try to aim ahead of her enemy; Khadija snaked around her like a serpent, evading her blow and firing back at her leisure. Their match grew thoroughly one-sided.

	By the time the simulator pods wound down and let the pilots out, Shalikova had gone the full range of emotions from annoyed to furious to deeply ashamed and humiliated, watching herself caught in a whirlpool within which she could do nothing. These machines kept all kinds of data, but Shalikova did not want to look at any of the comparisons.

	She was upset. Not even just with Khadija but the way she herself acted. After all, had she not gotten it in her head to fight Khadija she would not have been in this situation to begin with. What rottenness had gotten into her anyway?

	More than anything, she felt stupid. Like she had just wasted her time.

	Shaking her head, Shalikova fully intended to walk away from the pods and go to bed.

	“In a real fight you wouldn’t have time to sulk, you know. I just want to help you.”

	With twitching ears and hands on her hips, her Shimii senior stepped out of her pod.

	Khadija’s voice had lost its playful tone. She sounded soft and concerned.

	It was this tone of voice only that caused Shalikova to pause and hear the rest.

	A caring voice uncharacteristic of this particular cat. A voice begging to be listened to.

	“You’re a good pilot; I want to believe you’re a pilot who can be great, too.”

	Shalikova grit her teeth and balled up her fists. “I’d settle for alive.” She said.

	Her frustration was still talking, but Khadija continued to respond gently.

	“No you wouldn’t. Not with the way you swam back there. Come back and let’s talk.”

	Khadija picked her cup up, took a gentle sip, and led the way, her bushy tail swaying gently.

	Still hanging her head, and avoiding eye contact, Shalikova followed Khadija to an empty workbench. 

	During the night shift, there were few sailors out in the hangar. Those who did work late were tasked with inspecting the pressure and atmospheric conditions, looking for leaks, and otherwise passing through rather than staying in the hangar. This at least meant Shalikova was seen by nobody else but Khadija in this state of obvious depression.

	Sitting across from the cat, Shalikova could not even look at her face at first.

	Even as much as she was chastising herself for being sulky, she couldn’t help but sulk.

	Her senior emptied her mug, and pushed it down onto the table with a thud.

	“Shalikova! Chin up now! You’re a good pilot and you must not forget that.” Khadija said, after a brief moment of simply staring at Shalikova. Her tail swayed gently behind her. She was very relaxed, despite how intensely she must have been piloting to pull those amazing stunts Shalikova had seen firsthand. “You have great reflexes, you’re quick and accurate with your movement and thrust, and you have good control of your weapon even in burst fire. In any ordinary battle, you would charge out of your ship, engage an enemy, get the first shot on them, and go home.”

	Was that not enough? What else was there to Piloting then? Shalikova grumbled.

	“I won’t respond to flattery. Just tell me what I did wrong already.”

	She finally raised her head to look at Khadija. Her indigo eyes met the Shimii’s bright green eyes, carefully manicured with wine-colored shadow. She almost saw herself reflected there, in the depths of those old wily eyes.

	Khadija was looking directly at her with a smile. Her gaze was confident, unbroken.

	“It’s not ‘what you did wrong.’ You did well. What I want is for you to do better.”

	She raised her hands and used her thumb and forefinger to make a box shape.

	“You have good awareness of what is occupying your surroundings Shalikova, but you are not understanding what your surroundings are and how they work, nor how you can best navigate them. It’s not about your basic piloting skill but getting the most you can out of the machine. That’s how you’ll get to the next level in your career.”

	Shalikova frowned. “I don’t get what you mean. I thought I was being pretty agile in that fight.”

	“Let’s look at it more broadly. Tell me, what are you moving through?”

	“I mean. Water? What are you getting at? I’m not stupid.”

	“Relax! Don’t take everything so personally. Alright, here.” Khadija raised her palm, wiggling her fingers. “Look at my hand. First, think of my hand as your Diver. You were moving primarily like this.” Khadija thrust her hand forward, palm out, as if to shove someone. “I was moving like this. Can you spot the difference?” She lowered her palm and pushed forward fingertips first. Shalikova blinked. She was trying to imagine a Diver moving like this instead of a hand.

	“No? We’re both going forward.” Shalikova said. She immediately felt stupid for saying so.

	“Surface area. Water is not like air!” Khadija said. “Most of your thrust is in the backpack. So in the Academy they teach you to move forward while standing upright, like a soldier on the march, holding your gun in two hands: many Divers still fundamentally move this way because it is easier to orient yourself, watch your surroundings and respond. However, you will actually move faster if you tilt the Diver’s upper body forward of the rest. You present less surface area to the water; there’s less tension! You get more out of the leg jets too. Think of how you swim in a pool!”

	Thinking about it further, Shalikova herself did swim parallel to the bottom of the pool. It was just– natural.

	“By tilting forward, your upper body and shoulders break the water for the rest of you.”

	Khadija lowered her chest and stuck her shoulders out with a wink, as if demonstrating.

	Shalikova recalled Khadija’s magnificent, snaking movements. 

	Dashing through the water like– like a torpedo, a missile, a bullet. All the objects Shalikova wanted to compare it to were flat and long. There was indeed much less surface area trying to break through the water if the object was shaped like a bullet and launched out of a barrel with the same orientation a bullet had. That made some kind of sense.

	“You weren’t always moving that way.” Shalikova said, trying to find some kind of caveat.

	Khadija rested her head on her heads and shut her eyes in a placid little expression.

	“Of course. You have to know when to use every tool in your arsenal. You are not piloting a bulkhead door through the sea, you know? Your Diver has four backpack jets, two leg jets, solid fuel boosters on the arms, legs and shoulders, fins on the hips, shoulders; you can pivot your upper body slightly, you can move the arms up and down, you can tilt the chest forward, you can tuck the legs back. All this range of movement gives you options. You can’t move any one way forever. It’s too predictable! I prefer to remain moving as much as possible, but even stopping can be a tool.”

	“I’ll keep that in mind.” Shalikova said. “I guess I never really thought about it.”

	It made sense. It got her thinking, imagining herself back in the cockpit. Moving.

	“Another thing of fundamental importance.” Khadija said, smiling ever more broadly, perhaps realizing she had Shalikova’s attention. She really could pull an rector’s voice out of herself. “Underwater, you can move in any direction. You can dive deeper, you can climb the water table, you can thrust upward in a diagonal trajectory, you can move upside down, you can face the surface or the sea floor while thrusting yourself forward. You have to move in three dimensions. Most pilots will just move parallel to their enemy. It’s too easy to exploit them.”

	There was a smug look to the cat’s red lips as she explained herself.

	Shalikova blinked. Her eyes drew a little wide. She started thinking, ever deeper and with more detail. She could see her Diver, the ocean, every piece of gear, every possible movement. She was indeed not on a flat plane.

	Khadija’s fluid movements had seemed so stunning in the moment.

	Now Shalikova truly felt like she could see them. She saw herself at the controls–

	“If you want, we can hop back in and I can show you what I mean.” Khadija said.

	Shalikova stood up immediately. Her heart was surging. She wanted to fight Khadija again.

	“Let’s go. One more round.” She said, trying her best to restrain her energy.

	Khadija beamed at her and quietly accented.

	They had a few more matches that night.

	Her low opinion of Khadija improved somewhat. She was, at least, a decent teacher.

	

	

	I did my quota of freaking out on the ship. Now I have to be firm. Shalikova told herself.

	This was not a simulation. That was days ago. It was the real thing, out in the open Ocean.

	There wouldn’t be thirty other Divers and a fleet picking up the slack like in Thassal either.

	She was one of two, and she had to make every bullet and every moment count.

	When the 114th Diver squadron left the Brigand’s orbit and separated into their sections, Shalikova followed Murati on an almost fifty meter climb up the water table. They would need the altitude to go over the Destroyer’s deck. Most of the gas guns on an Imperial Wespe class Destroyer were ventral double-barrel pods, so the escort would float several meters above its charge and spray down at its enemies. This forced any engaging Divers to separate physically.

	Ascending through the murk was more difficult than simply charging ahead. She had no landmarks to go off of except the vague “enemy squares” on the predictor overlay, each of which represented a square area several meters across and not a direct, pinpoint location. So she had to orient herself and keep track of her direction to the square that represented the Destroyer while hurtling through the water, unable to see anything but particles of biological matter dancing in the beams of her flashlights, black specks on white, against the dark blue of the surrounding ocean.

	She was also mindful, however, not to move wholly relative to the Destroyer either.

	“Contact!” Murati shouted.

	Before she knew it, Shalikova was met with a withering fusillade from just out of sight.

	Wespe class destroyers were like a dagger-shape covered in double-barreled gas gun pods, slicing through the Ocean. A gunmetal grey sentinel looming over the behemoth below, hundreds, thousands of lines of bullets flew from it and saturated the surrounding water with the small pops and bangs of gas gun bullets exploding all around them.

	Against that wall of fire Shalikova felt suddenly dwarfed.

	As she looked at Murati ahead, she saw her orienting the Cheka’s chest forward.

	“Give it everything you have Shalikova! Follow me!”

	Shalikova tilted her own chest forward, with her teeth grit, kicked the thrust pedals down.

	She was used to speeds of 60 or 70 knots; suddenly she felt she was going past 80!

	Hurtling over the deck of the destroyer, she and Murati buzzed right past the conning tower in an instant, leaving in their wake the trails of enemy bullets. Dozens of muted muzzle flashes below like ephemeral spotlights in the nearby murk. It felt like there was not one meter of surface on that Destroyer that was not spitting bullets at them. Vapor bubbles swarmed all around them, beset on all sides by rattling shockwaves, it was like swimming in the middle of an underwater storm. On the hydrophone nothing could be heard but the snapping of the guns and bursting of the shells.

	Out of that great roaring barrage, not one bullet had struck her directly.

	It was some combination of Shalikova’s own acumen and the ship’s poor fire control.

	“Shalikova!” Murati called over the radio. “Good maneuvering! We’re staying ahead of the barrage, but we can’t take out every pod individually with this much gunfire. I have an idea. You have a grenade on you, right?”

	While maneuvering over the raging Destroyer, Shalikova checked her magnetic strip for inventory.

	A diagnostic display showed the objects attached to it.

	“I do, but only one.” She said.

	“Good! We’ll strike one of its jets! Even if it doesn’t sink, it’ll lag behind the Irmingard!”

	“Got it!”

	Just as Shalikova began to reach for her grenade, a burst of gunfire soared past them. 

	She stowed her grenade on her magnetic strip and swerved. Bullets went off around them leaving bubbles size of a small animal. A larger caliber than the gas gun bullets flying everywhere before.

	Judging by the angle and the caliber, it had not come from the ship but from–

	A red flash, and a new box appeared on one of her side monitors.

	“Incoming! Shalikova, get around behind the Destroyer–”

	Shalikova cut Murati off.

	“No, I’ll break off the Destroyer and tie them up! You have bombing to do!”

	Without waiting for Murati’s assent, Shalikova turned fluidly around in an arc and darted toward a pair of Volkers coming in from below them. They appeared from around the side fins of the Destroyer but quickly separated from it into the open water between the escorts and the Irmingard. If they stuck too close to either ship, they would risk becoming victims to friendly fire. 

	Thinking about what Khadija taught her, Shalikova soared past the Destroyer, zigzagging the flak curtain, and moving to intercept the Divers. She fought her instinct to straighten out her Strelok and shoot at them from the shoulder– it was difficult not to treat the mecha exactly as she would her own body, while still remaining as immersed in her maneuvers as she normally was.

	Khadija could fire from the chest at these speeds, whether charging or strafing–

	But Shalikova could hardly pull trigger before the Volkers grew enormous in her cameras.

	She sped right into their midst, dodging a second round of gunfire as she neared them.

	Her enemies threw themselves aside, perhaps fearing that she intended to ram them.

	Breaking in between them, and roaring well past, she threw her Strelok into a climb.

	“God damn it.”

	She was trying to fight like Khadija, but she was unused to shooting while moving this fast.

	In the simulator, Khadija had time to set up her cameras–

	Because she created space for it! Shalikova realized that’s why she circled around so much.

	“I’m an idiot! I just flew in without thinking!”

	At these speeds, she wasn’t able to shoot! She couldn’t even think fast enough to shoot!

	She had to slow down, but–

	“I know!”

	In the middle of her climb, Shalikova twisted her Strelok around, going over the Volkers.

	Bursting the top two jets in the backpack– along with the legs, and solid fuel boost from the shoulders– manipulating the fins– moving more weight into the shoulder– her little hands moved all over the controls in her cockpit, flipping what felt like every switch and every button– she hardly realized Khadija had to put this much effort into moving, she was sweating so much–

	Her frantic actions within the cockpit, invisible to her opponent, had a dramatic result.

	She tumbled, head over feet, descending behind her opponents while upside down.

	Much of the momentum she built up dissipated in the snap changes in directions.

	But her bewildered enemies could not even turn as she riddled their backs with bullets.

	Dozens of rounds of fully automatic fire, until the magazine ejected. Impact after impact crashing into the first Volker, before she jerked the gun toward the second. Bullets smashing into ducts, blowing up on top of the jets, perforating the spare magazines kept on the rear magnetic strip and causing secondary explosions, the Volkers twisted and torn by the blasts. Severed cockpits leaking oxygen and blood slowly descending with arms gone limp and legs asunder.

	Shalikova’s snap maneuver took her beneath the ruined Volkers, now swimming chest up.

	For a brief instant she was a girl floating as if on the surface of a vast pool.

	Gazing up at a sky of broken metal falling around her.

	She could almost see colors, colors other than the dim, dark blue of the water.

	Red, anguished colors.

	Green, sickly colors.

	Blueish-Black, the specter of death–

	Silvery white. Peace and departure–

	Shalikova shook her head and climbed as a wave of renewed flak swept past her position.

	Dozens of small explosions dissipated the colors and further tore up the remains.

	“What colors?” She murmured to herself. “There weren’t any colors.”

	Rising in a wide arc to retain speed and avoid fire, Shalikova doubled back to the Destroyer.

	“Volkers down. Squad leader, I thought you’d have blown it up by–”

	Before Shalikova could finish, she heard two loud shocks over the hydrophone.

	Dozens of meters ahead of them, an earthshaking blast sent the Frigate on the Irmingard’s right wing plummeting into the sea floor. A shockwave rippled out from the explosion that had even Shalikova’s chassis vibrating. It could only have been one of the bombs since the Brigand’s 76 mm aft guns could not have had such a dramatic effect. Only a moment later, she heard the sound of knocking metal and realized that the Destroyer was descending and stalling.

	“You were saying, Shalikova?” Murati laughed.

	That thundering curtain of flak slowed to a sputter of feeble warding fire.

	Unable to fight off Murati or keep up with the fleet, it began to turn and flee.

	She must have done some damage to the rear like she planned.

	All of the fighting they were doing took place in the context of the Irmingard chasing the Brigand. It was easy to forget with how fast their mecha were moving, and how massive all of the ships around them were, that the entire battlefield was in motion. It was only when the Irmingard fleet’s tight formation was broken so completely that Shalikova paid heed to this fact once again. The Irmingard lumbered forward, while its escorts were now falling or fleeing.

	Shalikova could find no more ship contacts in the immediate vicinity.

	“We’ve opened the way. Sameera used her bomb, but I’ve still got mine.” Murati said.

	The Cheka regrouped with Shalikova. There was mild cosmetic damage on her shoulder.

	“Are you ok?”

	Murati sounded unshaken. “Just got exposed to a bit of ventral fire– it’s not a big deal.”

	“If you say so. I’ll go on ahead of you and draw the flagship’s fire.” Shalikova said.

	“Good job taking care of those Divers by yourself. I have full confidence in you.”

	“It’s nothing. Could’ve gone better even.”

	“Do you have damage?”

	“No. I just mean– it’s not worthy of praise.”

	Before her squad leader could continue flattering her Shalikova charged ahead.

	The Cheka was not very far behind. Shalikova reloaded her weapon and grit her teeth.

	When they turned away from the Destroyer their view was dominated by the colossal grey frame of the Irmingard class dreadnought. A Frigate or a Destroyer was already many, many times the size of a Diver. And yet there was no comparison to how that flagship made Shalikova feel like a speck of plankton helplessly spinning in the water. Its vaguely spoon-shaped prow and thick, enormous cylindrical chassis with its swept wing fins and sharply flared rear were so regal and aggressive. There was no truer representation of the fearful violence they were up against.

	That ship was the Imbrian Empire, cruel tyrant over half of what remained of their world.

	Shalikova’s grip tightened on her controls. Her hands were cold, her palms moist. 

	For the sake of everything they believed in, they had to be the arrow that hobbled this beast.

	As they approached, homing in on the center of that wall of grey, long lines of flak erupted from the gas gun pods lined up in front of them. Different pods coordinated to fire together in groups of six barrels. Their fire discipline was completely unlike that of the other ships. Shalikova found herself swerving far more violently away from gunfire that crept closer and closer.

	Her chassis rattled as a bullet deflected right off the left shoulder.

	Thankfully, it didn’t explode right on the armor. She accelerated even more.

	“I’m breaking off, they’re on me.” Shalikova said.

	“I think they’re on both of us!”

	Shalikova threw the Strelok into a sudden climb, wrenching up with a kick of the vernier thrusters. While boosting up and momentarily out of the gunfire she glanced at one of the side camera feeds.

	Murati’s Cheka was targeted wholly independently of her own Strelok.

	Different sections of the Irmingard’s flak guns were coordinating different targets.

	A half-dozen barrels peppered Shalikova’s surroundings and a half-dozen harried Murati.

	It was nothing like the basic saturation fire of the other ships.

	They would not take Shalikova as a piece of bait so easily. They were more experienced.

	“With this much gunfire I won’t be able to get to the aft. I’ll bomb the main guns!”

	Murati’s Cheka broke off from Shalikova and into its own climb, spiraling away from intense gunfire. Her destination lay atop the Irmingard’s deck, central to the hull and just behind the spoon prow, a squat, double-barrel turret: the feared 203 mm main guns that supported the smaller guns fixed on the prow itself. As a military flagship, the Irmingard bore its guns fixed on the deck, they could never be hidden or stowed unlike the Brigand’s guns. Shalikova knew the main magazine was buried deeper in the ship and would not go off if the turret itself was destroyed.

	Preventing the Irmingard from shooting effectively would accomplish their mission.

	Even if the ship itself was not sent to the bottom of the sea floor.

	Shalikova did not like it– but perhaps it was an object lesson on their lack of power.

	As they climbed higher, flak intensified. Deck gas guns joined the port-side guns in firing.

	Murati accelerated in a high arc, leaving behind the port-side fire but trailed by the deck guns. Dozens of vapor bubbles bloomed around her. Shalikova’s own chassis vibrated relentlessly with the shockwaves of bullets going off all around her, their impacts just close enough to make her feel it without tearing off any metal. 

	While Murati kept climbing Shalikova overflew the prow.

	Her side camera was not just for following Murati’s positioning.

	It was also coordinating with the camera on her assault rifle, held to her chest.

	Shalikova ranged the triangle formation of gas gun pods covering center of the deck.

	Their barrels lifted high as they chased Murati, flashing repeatedly in the dim water.

	“Here’s your opening, Murati!”

	Short, practiced rapping on the triggers, three presses, pause, three presses.

	She saw the bursts of gunfire fly off into the blue on her gun camera.

	Her bullets flew amid the gas gun pods and struck metal with brilliant, fleeting blasts.

	A brighter flash, erupting suddenly from among the gas gun formation.

	One pod went off, its magazine cooked.

	Dozens of popping, flashing blasts from the pod’s magazine sent metal spraying.

	Meanwhile the other pods went dead silent.

	Whether Shalikova struck them, or damaged the electronics or optics, she did not know.

	Nevertheless, she realized she had quieted the deck fire on Murati’s side.

	Her own safety on the prow was far less certain.

	All around her, gas gun pods on the prow now enfiladed her, firing from every direction.

	Bullets crashed into her hip armor and a stray shell even smashed into the cockpit armor.

	Warnings flashed on her diagnostics. Real hull damage. No breaches.

	Shalikova nearly had a heart attack. “Warn me about any breaches first you trash!”

	Cockpit shaking violently, Shalikova threw herself into a roll and dove, touching down on the actual surface of the enemy ship and crouching. She hoped to avoid most of the gunfire this way, and for the briefest moment she found respite from the shooting– until she realized that there were no barrels flashing anymore. 

	All of the flak on the deck had quieted down just as she landed.

	She was pointing her assault rifle at completely dormant gun pods.

	“They’re avoiding friendly fire– Murati!”

	Her suspicion proved correct almost immediately. Murati’s crackling voice responded:

	“No chance to bomb–! Incoming!”

	Shalikova leaped off the prow surface with microsecond boost from the vernier thrusters.

	Charging across the shallow curve of the prow, in time to spot the enemy attacking Murati.

	When she got close enough to see both of their figures clearly–

	Murati leaped back off the deck as an enemy Diver pounced.

	A trail of assault fire struck where she stood, and her enemy glided over the deck.

	The attacker smoothly overflew the deck surface while raising her rifle.

	Accurate, disciplined bursts crept closer and closer to Murati’s position.

	Murati had been facing the enemy, climbing diagonally away from it with all of her thrust.

	When she opened fire, the enemy below side-stepped it without losing any speed.

	Shalikova’s eyes drew wide. It reminded her of the gulf between her and–

	“Murati! I’m coming! Hold on!”

	As her words carried through the communicator the enemy Diver launched up.

	In an instant the Diver drew a vibroblade from its magnetic strip with its free hand.

	In the open water just off of the Irmingard’s surface the duelists clashed.

	Sword met steel– Murati’s assault rifle, held by barrel and stock to block the overhead slash.

	Shalikova drew closer and closer but not soon enough. 

	She thought the Diver would hack through Murati’s rifle but when it found its slash blocked, the machine moved fluidly with its own sword and leaped over Murati with a kick of its own auxiliary vernier thrusters, leaving a cloud of vaporized water and solid fuel exhaust where Murati was once clashing with it. The attacker rolled its body over Murati’s Cheka, and in a flash that sword swung once again, upside down at the Cheka’s shoulder.

	There was an ephemeral red burst as the sword’s thruster briefly kicked in.

	A burning crimson wound as the monomolecular, vibrating edge cut through the Cheka’s shoulder.

	Murati threw her weight down and aside.

	A chunk of metal blew off the Cheka, the shoulder in pieces, the roll of steel cable floating away in the debris as her left jet anchor pod ejected from the machine’s body. Murati torturously wrenched her mecha to face the attacker and shoot, but she was out of balance, damaged, and her enemy was still moving. Now fearless with a tumbling, dazed opponent, the attacker flew right through Murati’s desperate gunfire and swung its sword, this time to take the head–

	“Murati! Get back!”

	Shalikova shouted in desperation and surged ahead.

	Shoulder set, she rammed herself in between Murati and the attacker.

	Reacting with incredible alacrity, the enemy threw itself back from Shalikova.

	There was no word from Murati, but the Cheka still looked stable in the water.

	“Damn it.”

	Every time, just like Khadija, the attacker went from motion to motion, fluidly, perfectly.

	Others would have been disoriented for even a second having to wrench their machine back. This pilot expertly used the verniers to retreat as Shalikova entered their space, and to then thrust upward and resume maneuver. It all happened so fast that there was no distinction between the two separate instances of thrust. Just like Khadija, who moved like a serpent through the waters, perfectly conserving momentum throughout. This was a whole other level from the enemies they had faced so far, and it was only from observing a veteran like Khadija as keenly as she had that Shalikova understood the gulf between herself and this foe. She understood enough to fear them.

	That machine was no ordinary Volker either. 

	Volkers were almost comical in how round they were, the arms practically came out of the central orb with slanted shoulders barely covering the joint, their helmeted heads affixed in an exposed mount right atop the hull. Any angled armor surfaces were clearly bolted on as an afterthought. Nothing like the machine now in front of her.

	In place of the orb-like body was a robust, three-piece, interlocking chest, waist/hip, and shoulder chassis. Armored surfaces concealing the cockpit boasted complex geometry to help deflect and absorb impacts. Broadly triangular, the silhouette had wider shoulders and a humanoid, helmeted “head” with multi-directional, almost snake-eyed, visor-like cameras. Its arms and legs were modified with light but steeply angled armor over the joints. There was no bulge anywhere for a battery, and an extra jet on the back, with small intakes all around the machine, all “second gen” traits.

	A new second generation mecha, to add to the Empire’s advantage–

	Nevertheless, Shalikova charged after this enemy.

	“That cat wouldn’t turn away from something like this!”

	Her voice coming out of her lips was desperate, exhausted, cracking with fear.

	Her mind was working so fast her brain pounded with pain.

	And still, she went after that enemy with all her might, just moments after it bested Murati.

	There was no reason to attack the Irmingard if she was not willing to lunge at the monsters that came from it. That flagship already outclassed the Brigand in every way. The Imbrian Empire already outclassed the Union in every way. And yet, Khadija, that brilliant pilot who had mastered the sea, still fought these unspeakable odds in the revolution. She saw herself dwarfed and outmatched by enormous guns and ships and fought on regardless. 

	Shalikova couldn’t bear losing to that woman in this too. 

	Steeled by her fear, with beasts of death before and behind her, she attacked.

	“Where will it move, where–”

	Shalikova centered the enemy in her vision and opened fire with her assault rifle.

	Once more the opponent thrust upward out of the firing line.

	“You like going up, huh?”

	She tried to put her barrel ahead of where the enemy would go, rapping the trigger.

	With graceful banking movements the enemy avoided fire and arced toward her. A quick burst of gunfire responded, and Shalikova thrust herself deeper down to avoid it. All the while facing the enemy, shooting up at them at the edge of her vision. Chasing a shadow that moved faster than she could hope to track, briefly lighting it with feeble bursts of gunfire that did not even graze the wake of its jets. Between her own evasive maneuvers and the dexterous way her enemy moved she was shooting into the water and doing nothing but stirring up empty bubbles. She was shooting more wastefully than her opponent, and soon found herself close to having to reload.

	Luckily, she wasn’t trying to hit them directly.

	She was just trying to get them moving.

	Shalikova ceased running away from the enemy and burst forward in their direction.

	Already facing the enemy as she retreated, the abrupt switch to charging in her direction caused her no disorientation. Firing all her solid fuel thrusters and ramming down the pedals for all the jet power she could muster, Shalikova threw herself at an enemy that was dashing at her, cutting their distance dramatically. From the magnetic strip behind her mecha she withdrew and quickly unfolded her diamond sword, revved up the motor and spun the teeth. Along with taking the sword she also threw out everything else on her magnetic strip, shedding some precious weight.

	In a second, she was in the enemy’s face, sword out, swinging, with all her momentum.

	Her opponent did not stand for such a thing and with a snap thrust, leaped over her.

	Just like with Murati she was trying to swing at her from behind.

	“I’ve already seen that trick!”

	Practically cackling, Shalikova angled every fin, reallocated all the movable weight, and threw all of her thrust into a lurching motion that took her suddenly down and to the left. Her body wrenched in her chair at the sudden twisting of the chassis, but the enemy’s swing completely missed her, slicing through the water and leaving her overextended. 

	She was in no position to fight back and that mecha was now right behind her–

	“Got you! I got you, you bastard!”

	Behind her, a grenade that had been on her magnetic strip, armed and discarded, went off.

	Water vaporized rapidly around the explosion forming an enormous bubble just a handful of meters away. 

	The shockwave threw Shalikova into total disarray. She spun feet over head, carried on the sudden wave generated by the explosion. Too close, suicidally close, but–

	Struggling with her controls and trying to right herself she adjusted the cameras–

	Looking for debris–

	From behind her, that mecha suddenly reappeared, sword overhead and coming down.

	There was nothing Shalikova could do. She had no time to respond.

	She closed eyes that were stinging with sweat and tears and grit her teeth.

	Her hydrophone picked up the clanging of metal on metal in the waters.

	When she heard it over the headset, she also heard herself breathe.

	Felt her heart beating, faster and faster.

	Then a burst of gunfire.

	Shalikova’s eyes opened wide, and she looked frantically at her cameras.

	Murati’s Cheka was approaching, opening fire with a shaking arm and a damaged rifle.

	Clearly limping in the water, having lost some energy cells from the attack it endured.

	Her shooting was missing the mark, no better than the flak from the patrol ships–

	But between Shalikova and the enemy, a different ally stood, suddenly formidable.

	“You did good, Shali~”

	Over the communicator, sounded the soft, playful, calm voice of Khadija al-Shajara.

	Holding her own sword and standing face to face with the mecha in front of them.

	Both having stopped moving for an instant as if respecting each other.

	That enemy did not fear Murati’s shooting or Shalikova’s tricks, but this gave her pause.

	“Khadija–”

	Shalikova was almost going to apologize. She felt so helpless.

	Khadija interrupted her immediately.

	“Leave this to me. You’ve done everything you could. Give Valya the other bomb and take Murati’s limping remains away from here before she hurts herself or us.” She paused, and after a deep breath, released a bit of laughter. Her tone changed. “I’m not one to recite the name of the Lord for every detail like some other Shimii do, but this is fated, Shalikova. The Red Baron of Cascabel. I was fated to meet her here. We’re gonna settle a little score, she and I.”

	Her voice was slick with a bloodthirst that Shalikova had never heard from her before.

	Had the fighting gotten to her so badly? What was she babbling about?

	Shalikova was in no position to do anything but what she was told, however.

	Without openly questioning Khadija, she started to move away.

	It was at that point, that whatever fated bell tolled for Khadija tolled for the rest of them.

	Twin, massive, concussive shocks into the water that left the Union soldiers speechless. 

	In that moment, the Irmingard dreadnought fired its 203mm guns in anger.

	

	

	 


6.6

	“Wait– What? I’ll– I won’t stand for such cheap tricks you bitch!”

	Captain Korabiskaya was long gone from the monitor before she could even be insulted.

	Gertrude snapped her head up at the ship’s main displays and saw her predictors going out of control.

	One by one her sonar operators threw their headsets off as quickly as they could.

	“Captain–”

	“Yes ma’am. Leave this to your crew. We can fight off some cocky mercenaries.”

	Dreschner needed only to take one look at her before realizing he needed to take command.

	Gertrude sank in her chair. 

	She was partially shielded from the surrounding crew by her chair’s monitors, so she could raise her hands to her face and fight off tears into them, in some measure of privacy. Only Dreschner and Schicksal knew that she was in turmoil. Her heart was in tatters, her mind was faring little better. Furious, frustrated, helpless, everything around her swimming.

	Who were these people? Why did they stand between her and Elena?

	What compelled them to fight against these overwhelming odds?

	And yet, she knew she had been had. Because the odds were unfavorable to her as well.

	Sinking the Pandora’s Box was easy. Rescuing Elena, if the mercs fought back, if the mercs knew–

	“Lady Inquisitor.”

	Dreschner looked over his shoulder at her with a stern expression. 

	She was practically cowering in her chair when he saw her there. She almost thought he would rebuke her weakness. For a Captain like Dreschner, serving under a whimpering girl like this must have been mortifying.

	“Permission to deploy Divers to counterattack.” He asked instead.

	“I– Of course.” She had expected him to strike her down. Maybe she expected this of everyone now.

	Gertrude felt disgusted with herself. Torn and broken, a toy soldier in a garish uniform.

	Her sword arm shaking, afraid to move, and afraid of being struck down.

	“I trust your judgment, Dreschner. I always have.” She stammered out.

	“May I have a word then? As Einz Dreschner to Gertrude Lichtenberg.”

	Dreschner’s expression softened.

	Averting her eyes, Gertrude nodded her head at him. So permitted, Dreschner spoke.

	“Recent events have been difficult and will get worse, for all of us. I made an oath to support you. Everyone else on this ship follows you, Gertrude Lichtenberg, because you lead them with determination. They see you have something to fight for when they themselves have nothing. So they fight for your cause. Among the tyrants of this coming era, you are their tyrant. I will always support you; do not give up. Show them your determination to keep fighting.”

	The Inquisitor’s eyes drew wide. She felt her heart drumming with anxiety.

	How could he say something like that when she was visibly in pieces before him?

	Was it all just because of his promise? His promise to–

	She raised her sleeve to her eyes and wiped her tears. 

	He was right. No need to question it.

	Gertrude was a tyrant. A tyrant in this evil time. She had to be strong, ruthless.

	All she had was a single goal, one thing she desired the most. One overwhelming focus.

	There were more cards to play. She would make good on her threat to that Volgian bitch.

	“Contact the brig, tell the guards I’ll be headed there. Keep things together for me here.”

	Dreschner turned back around and resumed commanding the fleet’s counterattack.

	Gertrude stood and walked out of the bridge.

	Tears of injustice kept building in her eyes that she had to fight back again and again.

	She was so close, so close–

	Only for obstacle after obstacle to get in her way. Furious, but helpless– she wielded power that could have credibly erased those mercenaries from existence in an instant, and yet, that power was useless to her. She knew, she knew those mercenaries had Elena captive! So she could not fire on them, lest she gamble with Elena’s life. She would never forgive herself if she came this close only to kill Elena herself. She had hoped to force their surrender; that Captain Korabiskaya instead chose to fight meant the situation could easily spiral out of control and end in another tragedy.

	Setback after setback after setback, straining her hope, driving her to madness.

	But despite everything, Dreschner was right. She had no reason to fear or to stop.

	All of her people followed her, became instruments of her power, because she was never lost for something to fight for. Because of her obsession, her fixation, the only thing she wanted. Because ever since she had begged and bled and gone through hell and back to attain the position she now had, her fury had a single-minded focus. There was only one thing her heart craved, and she was willing to do anything, destroy anyone, to achieve it.

	Elena was on that ship. All Gertrude needed to do was stop that ship and bring her back.

	Elena was hers. She would take her back.

	Leaving the bridge with fire in her eyes and heart, Gertrude knew what she had to do.

	Just off of the hall leading to the Bridge, was the door to the ship’s brig. Common criminals would be held in holding cells on the lower deck. The brig was for VIP criminals and mutineers. White walls, four cells before her, like standing on the doorway into heaven, stark and bright, inhumanly, brilliantly lit. Each cell was a solitary confinement space lit just as brightly. Gertrude ordered the guards out of the room to await further instruction, and closed the door.

	She then opened the only occupied cell.

	Soon as the door opened, the lights in the room dimmed, ceasing to unsettle the occupant.

	Gertrude dropped to the ground and without thinking, suddenly prostrated herself.

	“Milord, I throw myself at your mercy. You’re the only one who can help me.”

	Her voice broke as she begged, and the begging finally led her to tears. She would do anything to have Elena back. She had no use for pride. No humiliation was too unbearable, no atrocity was too great. Whoever had to die; whoever she had to beg. Just as she had begged Norn the Praetorian for her support; just as she had schemed against and killed her own predecessor; just as she had secured Dreschner’s undying support and the Iron Lady’s matchless power.

	Whatever she needed to save Elena, she would acquire. Any weapon, any person–

	And if begging didn’t work then violence would.

	Opposite her, sitting on the bench within the blaring white cell, was Sieglinde von Castille.

	She could imagine those sad blue eyes gazing down at her.

	In her mind the Baron was going to look down upon her, and when the woman shifted her weight, she almost expected a contemptuous foot to land upon her head. She expected haughty words to deny her, for the woman’s pride to refuse her. She expected to have to extract from the beautiful Baron with bayonet what her pathetic words would not. Her mind was a haze of fantasies, predicting and preparing for coming violence.

	Instead, the Baron simply stood before her quietly, shifting her feet uncomfortably.

	“I– I don’t want to see this! Stop this, please. Just tell me what you want from me.”

	Her deep, rich voice was trembling and stammering.

	When Gertrude lifted her head from the cold white ground, she saw the Baron with her fists balled up at her sides and her eyes gently weeping as if she had been the one who had thrown herself to the ground. She had such a troubled expression; a face that looked almost as troubled as Gertrude herself felt. Had the lights in the room been that unsettling? Had only a few hours of solitary confinement gotten to her? Though Gertrude felt keenly that she was missing something about the Baron’s response, she had at least gotten through to her.

	Sometimes, humility drew out what violence would not. Gertrude sighed with relief.

	“Thank you most kindly, milord.”

	She stood from the ground and mastered herself. Her choice of words would be key.

	“Baron, I am in great distress, and can trust only in your discretion as a woman of peerage. Only you are able to support me in this dark hour.” She said. Sieglinde wiped her tearful eyes and turned a serious expression on her, saying no words to interrupt the conversation. Though she did not assent, Gertrude knew she could count on her discretion. 

	She was a true blue-blood after all.

	Gertrude continued speaking. 

	“I am pursuing a group of mercenaries who stole Elena von Fueller from Vogelheim. Whoever is behind them has paid handsomely enough, or perhaps has enough power, that these mercenaries are refusing to surrender her. I seconded the Serrano patrolmen to form a fleet, hoping to intimidate the mercs into negotiating the Princess’ release. But now that the enemy has chosen to do battle, I do not trust the patrolmen to disable the ship without putting the Imperial Princess at risk. My troops are limited in their abilities and only know that they are going after a VIP. They do not understand the true significance of all this. It is for this reason that I must turn to you, milord.”

	She studied the Baron’s expression as she delivered her explanation.

	None of this was embellished. This was everything Gertrude knew and believed.

	Sieglinde was a veteran of the Empire’s recent wars. More than that, she was a peerless soldier and pilot who was well respected. Gertrude recalled the legend of the Red Baron who downed a Union flagship at Cascabel and kept the Union’s revolution from spreading to Sverland. Ingrid and Clostermann could not measure to her degree of skill. If Sieglinde joined her side, it made no difference how much the Pandora’s Box thrashed at her. 

	They stood no chance against her legend.

	Turning to her own prisoner for support was desperate.

	But Gertrude had always been intending to make the offer to Sieglinde.

	Even if this battle had gone her way from the outset, there was still the rest of the war.

	So she studied the Baron’s conflicted countenance for several desperate, silent moments.

	“You would turn me loose to capture this ship? What is your plan?” Sieglinde said at last.

	“Among the Empire’s pilots, you are legendary.” Gertrude said. “I have a machine suitable to your abilities. Once you deploy, you’ll serve as my ultimatum to the crew of the Pandora’s Box. They might think I can’t shoot them with my guns, for good reason; but you are a much more precise and dangerous instrument than any gun, and unaccounted for. Once you have gotten through, once they see you in action, they will have no recourse but to surrender.”

	“If they fought back, they must have a greater and more complicated plan to stop you.” Sieglinde said, averting her eyes. There was a muscle in her cheek that seemed to twitch with some deep seated anxiety. “Do you think merely giving me weapons will change this situation? Do you have that much faith in me?”

	“Nothing in their arsenal could hope to match the Red Baron of Cascabel.” Gertrude said.

	Gertrude saw the Baron grit her teeth for a brief moment before her countenance softened.

	Her hand raised to her breast, and she took a deep breath.

	Sieglinde then locked eyes with her.

	“Don’t call me that again. I’ll follow your orders, but only for Elena’s sake.”

	Gertrude barely heard the Baron’s request. She was far too elated to have secured her aid.

	Her eyes drew so wide she felt they might pop out of her head.

	She smiled so broadly it hurt.

	To get to see the Red Baron of legend in glorious battle.

	Such fitting theater for her grand rescue of her beloved, the culmination of her sufferings.

	The Inquisitor’s spirit was soaring. All of these mercenaries would pay. They would pay.

	“I can’t thank you enough, milord. I will deputize you as a Lieutenant immediately. Your armor awaits in the lower deck. Sortie and deal with the ship as you feel fitting. I will soon give that bastard mercenary a reason to fear me, and this time, I will negotiate from a position of absolute dominance. You’ve won me this day, milord.”

	Sieglinde sighed openly in front of Gertrude, who was too inside herself to read the gesture.

	Her expression went from sad to weary to finally stern, casting prying eyes at Gertrude.

	“What is your objective, Inquisitor?”

	Gertrude blinked suddenly. She felt a rush of electricity from the Baron.

	Her words gained a force in that moment they had lacked through the whole discussion.

	“I– I already explained, milord. We don’t have much time.”

	“I don’t mean in this moment. I am referring to your custody over Elena von Fueller.”

	“I’ll rescue her and keep her safe, of course. That is my duty to her.”

	“Will you return her to the Fueller family? In this time of political chaos?”

	Gertrude smiled vacantly, but she wanted to grit her teeth. What was this interrogation?

	“Once she’s safe with me, she can decide for herself.”

	“What if she doesn’t feel safe with you, Inquisitor–”

	“Baron, I apologize, but we really must go. Our Imperial Highness is in danger.”

	From that vacant smile, a forceful voice escaped.

	Sieglinde’s expression darkened ever more.

	She said something then that Gertrude heard but did not ponder. 

	Something Gertrude did not even think about answering. Those words scarcely penetrated the world which Gertrude had built for herself. Even the Baron’s powerful voice rang like a dull thud to the Inquisitor’s emotional armor. Whether or not Sieglinde expected a response, she received none when she said, simply:

	“You don’t understand what it is like to have been made something without a choice.”

	As soon as the words left Sieglinde’s lips, Gertrude was on her way back to the Bridge.

	“We can’t tarry any longer milord. I will give you all the support you require to triumph.”

	Whatever the Baron felt upon hearing those words, she did not make it known.

	Following Gertrude’s direction, the guards escorted Sieglinde down to the lower deck.

	

	

	“Clostermann and Järveläinen are retreating with damage!” Schicksal called out.

	On the Bridge, Gertrude returned to an unfolding chaos. Every gas gunner was engaged in furious control of their stations, the torpedo and main gunners input targeting coordinates that were immediately denied by Dreschner. Spreading out before all of them was an absolutely massive display with all kinds of predictions, camera feeds and diagnostics, by itself the size of an entire wall of some luxurious manse. On this display, Gertrude quickly scanned the tattered state of the fleet. As she arrived, the Irmingard’s pilot section had already been defeated and put to flight.

	Gertrude arrived at the side of the Captain and his adjutant like a wraith.

	Schicksal was almost startled by the sudden appearance.

	With a grim but determined expression, Gertrude directed the adjutant.

	“Put them through to me. Have the hangar ready to accept them.”

	Gertrude’s voice almost caught in her throat for a moment.

	Ingrid was a star pilot herself and her machinery was new and well-equipped.

	Clostermann may have gotten caught up in the enemy’s tactics, but Ingrid?

	It was almost enough to give her pause. Almost. She just could not afford to show it.

	“Welcome back, Lady Inquisitor.” Dreschner said. “It’s been a surprising turn of events.”

	Gertrude sat on the ornate, throne-like seat reserved for her in the center of the Bridge.

	“I see those patrolmen wound up being no use at all.” She said.

	Dreschner shook his head.

	“Regrettably so. Our enemies deployed several Divers. They are well-armed.” He said.

	“Divers?”

	Gertrude turned quickly to connect a call through to her pilots. They would know more.

	On the screen attached to her grand command station, the faces of Ingrid and Clostermann appeared, both sweating and bedraggled. Their mecha had taken a pounding and were in the process of being recovered through the chutes on the aft-side of the ship’s keel. Clostermann barely made a noise, but the moment Gertrude’s face appeared on her camera, Ingrid bowed her head and grunted. Mercenaries owning Divers was not unheard of. 

	Particularly those vicious and dreadful Katarrans.

	For them to defeat Ingrid, however–

	“Järveläinen, what happened out there?”

	“I’m sorry, Lady Inquisitor.” She said. In the presence of the rest of the crew she knew to be as formal as she could muster. “I underestimated these bastards. One of them was a Loup and I got a little careless with her. I want a chance to redeem myself. Do we have any other suits? If you let me back out, I’ll murder ‘em, Inquisitor.”

	A Loup?

	Of course, leave it to Ingrid to get carried away trying to bully some random pup.

	Not that Gertrude could blame her. They were used to having the upper hand.

	And these mercenaries were clearly a strange assortment.

	“You’re not going back out.” Gertrude said. “The Grenadier is now spoken for. We’ve got a Volker left in the hangar, but if you could not succeed in your Jagd I’m not having you die in a worse suit. I’ve got an ace in the hole, don’t worry. Come back in here and get yourself first aid and some rest. You’ve done more than enough.”

	Ingrid looked ashamed of herself, but she understood the undertone of that response.

	Gertrude loved her and was not going to put her in further danger.

	“If you say so, boss.” Ingrid said. She cut her camera feed, perhaps feeling too disgraced.

	At that point, Clostermann finally spoke up. 

	“Lady Inquisitor, these are not ordinary thugs. I admit they caught me off-guard; in the moment, I thought they could be Katarrans because of their skill. But Katarrans are individualistic. They are powerful fighters, but you never see them helping each other. These pilots are fighting as fireteams using real unit tactics, and they are equipped with high spec Union gear. It’s not my place to make assumptions, but something is wrong here ma’am.”

	Gertrude paused for a moment.

	Union equipment? 

	It was not unheard of for illegal forces to gain access to Union weapons. Sometimes they went on to the black market as a result of Katarrans or other forces making deals with Union smugglers. But these were a trickle of suits and hard to get a hold of. It would be much easier for Mercenaries to modify labor units or to acquire Volker hardware through clandestine means. For an entire squadron of Union Divers to appear, after she spoke to that Volgian bitch?

	“You’re right, it’s not your place to make assumptions. Get some first-aid and settle down.”

	This time it was her who cut the feed to the pilot. She sat back and sighed to herself.

	What was she getting into here? Could these really be Union soldiers?

	There was no reason for Union soldiers to be taking Elena von Fueller to the northwest.

	Something was wrong. Union involvement was not something she accounted for.

	Then on the main screen, a confirmation from the hangar appeared of a Diver going out.

	“RKD-X06 ‘Grenadier’, Sieglinde von Castille, deploying now.”

	At that point, it once again ceased to matter to Gertrude what motivation these fools had.

	Ultimately what mattered is that they had swam near the shark, and now came the teeth.

	“Captain, have Sieglinde clear out any remaining vermin with our flak support.”

	“Understood.” Dreschner said. He gave her a slightly wry smile as he did so.

	Gertrude smiled back. She had an ironclad vision for how this was going to unfold.

	“Ready the main guns. We’ll be sending a message to one Captain Korabiskaya, shortly.”

	Elena would be back in her arms soon. And this nightmare would retreat into memory.

	

	

	“Predicting direct hit by heavy ordnance on Frigate marked L1!”

	On the bridge of the UNX-001 Brigand, the loudest voice belonged to Fatima al-Suhar, Chief Petty Officer in charge of sonar detection and related systems. Because her station received raw acoustic prediction data and she saw everything imaged in real time, before it was output to the main screen for the rest of the crew, she could act as a commentator to the events. For a Cruiser-size ship, the Brigand had a relatively small and lean bridge, with only an officer per station.

	Thankfully, Fatima was keeping up well, and had yet to give a single piece of bad news.

	Captain Ulyana Korabiskaya sighed with relief. Her body tensed whenever Fatima raised her voice. Would this be the time she would hear the name of someone they would have to bury in effigy when they got back home? If they got back home– a lot of dangerous thoughts burdened her whenever the sonar officer spoke. 

	However, the content of her words quickly calmed Ulyana.

	“Frigate marked L1 is sinking! Sameera must have deployed a bomb!”

	“That’s one of Murati’s bombs. So we have two left.” Aaliyah sighed.

	Ulyana crossed her arms. 

	While the 114th was dominating the enemy’s escorts, no one had put a scratch on the Irmingard flagship yet. There was a sense to which any celebration of their victories was premature. In any other battle, knocking down three Cutters and a Frigate would be worthy of decoration. In this one, it meant nothing as long as that gunmetal grey tyrant still floated. They could knock out escorts all day long. If that dreadnought was still chasing, there was no victory.

	“It was always going to be the case that they would need to use these to get close.”

	“I know. I’m just trying to keep track.” Aaliyah replied.

	“Zachikova,” Ulyana spoke up, raising her voice from the volume she used to address her Commissar in relative privacy, to the strong voice with which she called on her crew. “Can you get a laser relay drone out to them, and tap into their communications? We’ve got predictions of damage on Sameera and Dominika from both the acoustics and the laser imagers and I need someone to report something to me verbally about what’s going on. Do you have capacity?”

	“Negative. I’m working my brain raw here trying to program controls for those dummied out boosters.”

	Zachikova was feverishly going over text at her station. Ulyana turned to Semyonova.

	“Semyonova, if I hand you drone control, can you get it out there and route the comms?”

	Semyonova ran a hand through her blond hair and for a moment, looked nervous.

	“It’ll be tough ma’am. I’m still handling comms between us and the hangar, and the Iron Lady has been sending comms requests I’ve been having to filter out too. I can do it if you need.” She flashed a brilliant little smile.

	Leave it to Semyonova to explain why she couldn’t do something and then volunteer to do it.

	“No, you’re right. There is someone more fitting for this anyway.”

	Ulyana turned to the right-hand side of the Bridge. “Geninov! Fly a laser relay drone out!”

	“Don’t I get to refuse huh?” Alex Geninov shouted back. “Why is it only an order for me!”

	“You’re not doing anything presently, Geninov.” Aaliyah raised her own voice too.

	“Oh great, mom and dad are shouting now?”

	“Watch your tongue with me!” Aaliyah shouted.

	“Sorry! Ok! I’m sorry! I’m more jittery than normal! It’s a tough sitch we’re in!”

	Ulyana ran her hand down her face with frustration.

	“You piloted relay drones before, when Zachikova was unavailable.” She said sternly.

	“I mean, duh, I can pilot it that’s whatever.” Alex said. “But what I want is to shoot that damn flagship with a torpedo! I’ve got an 80 mm torpedo locked, cocked and ready to rock! I don’t understand why you aren’t letting me, and this witch over here, riddle that thing with explosives already!”

	Alex pointed indignantly at fellow late-shifter and gunnery officer Fernanda Santapena-De La Rosa.

	“Let it be proclaimed that I refuse to become party to this fool’s schemes.” She said.

	“Such solidarity for your comrade in the shooting section, you black-hearted–”

	“Stop shouting already.” Ulyana said. “Tell me this: in your current state, can you shoot a torpedo out of the front of the Brigand and swing it around behind us with a 100% guarantee you will not hit any part of our vessel, any stray objects, any of our Divers, and inflict significant damage on the flagship? I will authorize you to shoot if you will take complete responsibility for this. And if anything happens to compromise the mission–”

	With the Captain talking so fast, Alex merely turned back around to her station, defeated.

	Visibly she switched the torpedo interface to the controls for a laser relay drone.

	“Drone going out now.” Alex mumbled.

	Ulyana and Aaliyah both sighed at the exact same time.

	Alex glared out the side of her eyes.

	“Maybe if someone had gotten that top-mounted launcher ready in time–”

	Zachikova detected Alex’s snide remark and instantly responded. 

	“Maybe if someone here had learned to code in secondary school instead of playing video games, she could assist me in writing military grade software on the fly in a hostile working environment day in and day out.”

	Alex bowed her head and defeated again, said nothing while deploying the drone.

	“Wait, hold on, what do you mean that this is a hostile working environment?” Semyonova said, snapping her head up from her station for a moment. “Zachikova, has anyone harassed you?”

	“I mean we could be killed literally any second. Like right now.” Zachikova said.

	“Oh. I thought you meant like, someone grabbed at your–”

	Deadpan, Zachikova turned away from her. “Please leave me alone, I really need to work.”

	Ulyana and Aaliyah both raised their hands to their faces at the same time.

	Somehow everything was functioning despite being short-handed and having these hands.

	When the door to the bridge next opened, Ulyana expected Akulantova with updates on the crew morale and any incidents that may have transpired amid the sailors. She did not expect, however, for Zhu Lian and Klara Van Der Smidse to appear escorting Marina McKennedy into the bridge. The security girls were wearing bashful expressions, while Marina looked annoyed. They had been deployed as Bridge security while Akulantova held the lower deck.

	“She really insisted on coming in ma’am, but far as I can tell, she has no clearance.” Zhu Lian said.

	“We know she got picked up in Serrano though. So we thought we’d ask.” Van Der Smidse added.

	Marina grunted.

	“There hasn’t been time for formal clearances.” Ulyana said. “Let her through, she’s fine.”

	Guardsmen Zhu and Van Der Smidse bowed their heads and stepped back outside.

	Marina stepped up to the Captain’s and Commissar’s station and stood in orbit of them.

	Hands crossed, facing the monitor, watching predictions slowly and haphazardly update.

	“It’s pandemonium out there. So this is a real battle, huh?” Marina said.

	“Never been in a fleet action before?” Aaliyah asked.

	“Not in this capacity.” Marina said. “What do our chances look like? That’s a big-ass ship.”

	“I believe in our pilots and crew. The situation is fluid, but we’re in control.” Ulyana said.

	Ulyana was not saying that purely for the sake of the foul-mouthed G.I.A. agent.

	She needed to truly believe it herself. And watching the battle unfold, she felt it.

	They were in control. Everything was in flux, everything was dicey, but they had initiative.

	As powerful as that Irmingard flagship was alone, it was caught flatfooted, its escorts appeared to be far lower quality than expected, and it was hobbled by its mission parameters. Of all the missions a ship crew could be given, trying to board or capture a ship that was resisting was the most difficult. And on top of that, securing the safety of a VIP within that ship, which made it impossible to shoot at the ship and cripple it– All of the advantages lay with the Brigand.

	“I’ve heard the name of that flagship before.” Marina said. “Gertrude Lichtenberg, right?”

	“That’s who I talked to.” Ulyana said. She grew curious. “What do you know about her?”

	“Youngest High Inquisitor in history. She rose to her position off the fall of a previous Inquisitor, so she’s got some cunning and a lot of connections. Some say she is personal friend of the ruling Fueller family.”

	Marina’s expression darkened. She gritted her teeth a little bit and tightened her fists.

	“It would honestly make things a lot simpler if she just dropped dead.” Marina said.

	At that point, another intruder ran through Zhu and Van Der Smidse, and into the Bridge.

	

	

	When Elena pushed through the guards and into the bridge she practically doubled over.

	Gasping for breath, her eyes stinging and burning with tears and her own sweat.

	Had she heard what she thought she did? She thought– she thought she heard Marina–

	“Please,”

	Her choked voice escaped from her lips, her hair hanging over her face.

	Staring at the Bridge floor, dressed in nothing but a bodysuit with a blanket around her.

	“Please– you can’t do this–”

	“Marina, is she ok? She’s not even wearing–”

	The Captain, Korabiskaya, spoke up with a kindly, concerned tone of voice.

	When Marina McKennedy raised her own voice, it bore an unfamiliar venom.

	“I’ll handle this, Captain.”

	Elena raised her head and felt a powerful grip taking her by the shoulder and arm.

	She felt lighter than a leaf on Vogelheim’s wind, as Marina forced her out of the Bridge.

	That icy, ironclad grip from her caretaker’s fingers digged into her flesh. The dainty princess felt a spike of pain through her skin that drew fresh tears. It was enough to send her into a sudden panic. She struggled against Marina, struggled to stay on the Bridge, struggled to speak for herself. She was being hurt! Marina was hurting her!

	Elena was so unused to being treated so roughly that she wanted to let out a mortal scream.

	Only the wide-eyed, terrifying glare from Marina kept her silent.

	For a brief instant Elena caught sight of the blond Captain staring at her with disbelief.

	Then the door to the Bridge closed, separating them.

	Those two girls guarding the door stood dumbfounded, staring at her and Marina.

	“Um, can we help at all–”

	When the blond one with the braided tails started to speak, Marina quickly snapped back.

	“Nothing– It’s nothing– sorry–”

	All the while forcing Elena around the corner, to one of the bulkhead wells connecting the pods.

	There she leaned over Elena, putting her against the door, briefly out of sight of the hall.

	They stood there, eye to eye. It was impossible for Elena not to feel tiny and cornered.

	For a moment, Marina said nothing. She was angry. She was angrier than ever.

	Elena could feel anger radiating. Red, but frayed on the edges with a sickly muddle of colors–

	“Can you explain to me what the fuck you think you are doing?” Marina said.

	Elena stammered, her words getting caught in her lips several times.

	She was trapped, she was trapped in Marina’s grip, unable to think straight–

	“You hurt me!” She cried out.

	Marina shut her eyes and bowed her head. Her jaw twitched ever so slightly.

	“You were acting like a lunatic.” Marina said. “Do you want to end up in the brig?”

	“They’re– Marina they’re gonna–”

	At that moment, her guardian’s head snapped up and they locked eyes again.

	Elena could almost count the red veins on her eyes.

	Her face was flushed, her breathing agitated. Her whole body was tense.

	“They’re in the middle of a battle! Whatever you want to tell them they won’t listen.”

	“Would they listen to you? Marina, can you talk to them?”

	The Princess was almost ready to beg. 

	Had she had mastery of herself she would have been on the ground begging in front of Marina McKennedy. She would have done anything to call off this ridiculous, pointless, evil bloodshed. She was sure if she could speak to Gertrude they could avert this tragedy and maybe even work together. That’s all she wanted to beg from them.

	Just a chance to speak to her! To speak again to the woman she loved!

	“Gertrude– they’re going to kill Gertrude.” She mumbled.

	Marina glanced over Elena’s shoulder. Perhaps making sure no one else was there.

	“I was afraid this was going to be the case.” Marina ran a gloved hand down her own face in exasperation. “Elena, I’m sorry, but your friend is currently trying to kill us. I know it’s the most difficult and awful thing in the world to you right now, but unless you want us to be dead you are not going to walk out of here with your friend in hand. You had best accept that fucking reality right now. You’ll never see her again. Just put it through your head right now.”

	“Please, Marina. Please talk to them. They’ll listen to you. Tell them I’ll–”

	“You’ll what? You’ll tell the communists you’re an Imperial Princess? You’ll compel them with your Imperial Authority to let you talk to an Imperial Inquisitor currently in the process of trying to vaporize us from the fucking face of the planet? Are you out of your fucking mind? Have you given any kind of thought to any of this? Of course you fucking haven’t. Messiah defend! Think about your situation for a moment! You are being ridiculous!”

	Her words came like punches at Elena’s ribcage, beating the air out of her again and again.

	“Marina– Please– Please tell them–”

	There was no room to move with Marina on top of her, but she wanted to kneel, to beg.

	Her voice broke. Fresh tears were flowing from her eyes.

	“All I’m going to say to the commies is that you need Propofol and a bed right now.”

	In that instant Elena thought she felt something from Marina that infuriated her.

	All of those colors she saw hovering over Marina in her distress began to calm. She realized that Marina was starting to resign herself; to reach a state of peace. Because she was going to get rid of Elena. She was going to have the communists take her away, and then she would be out of Marina’s hair for a while. That realization, that right now Marina saw her as a burden, saw her as a problem to be rid of, that Marina did not care how she felt. 

	Marina would never help her. She never wanted to. She never even listened to her.

	How had she come to be so powerless? So helpless? Dragged around everywhere like this?

	Elena saw herself holding Gertrude’s hand again. Remembering that feeling, the roughness and softness of them, the slightly swarthy color of her olive skin, her striking eyes. She was across such a vast gulf from her now, in a world that Elena seemed like she could never join her in. Elena thought of all that transpired and all the friends she left behind. All of the people she had already lost. Bethany was gone; everyone at Vogelheim who used to accommodate her, coddle her, all gone; Gertrude herself; even someone like Sawyer was involved in this despicable tragedy too.

	And Victoria van Veka too–

	The princess’ eyes drew wide. In her agitated state, a little smile crept up on her lips.

	All this time she had been so caught up in herself.

	Those moments in Vogelheim had been so stressful, beyond stressful, nothing but scenes of chaos. Chaos that Elena had not wanted to sort out. In that instant of insanity in which she felt her heart filling with hatred for Marina, where she wished with all her heart to dash her to pieces, to free herself of her evil grip and to stop whatever deeds she had become involved in– within that moment of anger and sadness and desperation Elena remembered Victoria van Veka.

	Suddenly she raised her hand to Marina’s face and laid it on her forehead.

	Touching her. Wanting nothing more than to hurt her. To hurt her until she submitted.

	Elena was the Princess. Marina should listen to her. Marina had to listen to her.

	“Elena! What the fuck are you–”

	“Let me go. Let me go now. Do what I say and let me go. Let me go, you peon–”

	She recalled what it was like to feel controlled by Victoria.

	Victoria had tried to do this to her. To stop her, to drag her towards her, to control her.

	And she had tried to do it to Marina. Elena had felt what Marina had felt during that time too.

	That feeling of thousands and thousands of hands crawling over her body.

	Elena channeled that feeling. A feeling of being seized, of being pushed and pulled, of her skin and eyes and brain feeling an alien heat that wanted to seep in everywhere and fill her with itself, to forced her submission. Elena focused on this feeling, focused on using whatever Victoria saw inside her to push Marina, to pull Marina, to hurt Marina, to enter Marina in every pore of her being that was open to Elena’s will, to make Marina submit to her–

	“Elena, stop–”

	Intermittent red rings flashed on Marina’s eyes. She was not in, but she was close–

	The G.I.A. agent’s jaw set, her arms shook, her brow sweated, her eyes teared up.

	“Elena– Please– No–”

	Elena could feel it, she could feel herself tearing Marina open–

	Her physical sight of the world was submerged into the colors erupting from her victim.

	Elena like a body drifting down the endlessness of the sea, falling, falling into the colors–

	“Oh my. What an unladylike thing to be doing!”

	There was a flash of light.

	Sunlight. Artificial, likely, but the only kind of sun she had ever known.

	Fluttering birds leaving their high perches in the dozens.

	Fragrances of all sorts, flowers, and herbs, all carried on a buffeting, cool breeze.

	Elena opened her eyes.

	She was high up in a palatial garden, the peak of a castle overlooking lush plantation lands.

	White stone banister and railing with gold ornamentation, tall green beds of various plants.

	“Schwerin Island.” Elena said to herself. “My mother’s palace at Schwerin Island.”

	Her breath caught in her chest. Her heart beat hard. She was alive, physical– right?

	Why was she here? And she was not a child. She looked down at herself–

	But she was not dressed as she should be. Back on that ship, she was basically naked.

	Now she was wearing one of her ornate dresses. That dress she had worn on Vogelheim.

	“Beautiful, isn’t it? Too bad about everything that happened here.”

	Elena was not alone. That voice that had called her ‘unladylike’ spoke up again.

	At first, no matter where she looked, she could not see anything.

	Then she appeared before Elena as if a ghost that had been hiding behind a gust of wind.

	Blonde hair done half up, red eyes, a soft and pretty face with pale pink skin, youthful beyond its years, often twisted into a self-amused sneer. A slight woman, neither too tall nor too large, thin but well enough endowed, fit but not too apparently so. She was dressed how Elena last remembered seeing her. A red dress with a plunging, square neckline, white pants, wearing an open blue, green and gold jacket with the heraldry of the House of Fueller, the square, intricate semiconductor of fate and the machinery of the once-engineers, who became soldiers, who became the royal family. 

	Like a kid, Elena blurted out–

	“Auntie?”

	Standing before her as if she had traversed the length of the Oceans–

	Norn the Praetorian.

	Without word, Norn walked casually across Leda Lettiere’s garden to meet her daughter.

	“Ah, my little elf, aren’t you sweet? Your mother was such a bohemian spirit, and yet she never accepted me as family, but you? You were always so warm. But I’m worried! If you remember this,” Norn gestured to the gardens around her as she walked, with a dramatic flourishing of her arms, “then surely, Elena, you remember the promise we made?”

	Elena always found it hard to speak in front of the foremost retainer of the Fueller family.

	Norn had a powerful presence. She spoke with unyielding confidence.

	“I’m sorry Auntie– Lady Norn.” Elena corrected her etiquette quickly. Despite her own high status in the Fueller family, she almost felt beneath Norn, or at least, felt that Norn easily carried herself as one above even Elena herself. 

	“I’m sorry, but I don’t understand. I don’t recall.” Elena said, her chest fluttering with anxiety.

	When her aunt responded, her voice was sickly sweet yet venomous at the same time.

	“Oh, but Elena, it was a very important promise you made me. You can’t ever forget it!”

	Norn stopped directly in front of Elena and stared directly into her eyes.

	Red as Norn’s eyes were, in that instant, Elena saw even redder rings around them.

	“Unfortunately, for us to meet here in the first place, means you broke the promise.”

	The Praetorian’s fist struck fast as lightning. Elena had no time to react.

	Like a film with a frame removed– one moment Norn had been standing still.

	In the next, there was a fist embedded in Elena’s ribcage, pounding the air out of her.

	Such was the force of that blow Elena nearly lifted off the floor.

	Spit blew from Elena’s mouth, snot from her nose. She felt like her lungs went out of place.

	So much pain, blinding, obliterating, all-consuming pain. More like a clubbing than a punch.

	Elena dropped helplessly to her knees. Hugging herself, doubling over, retching.

	“Not throwing any rocks? Or stirring up the dirt at me? Ahh. You’re still innocent.”

	Norn kneeled down beside her and grabbed hold of Elena’s hair, snapping her head back.

	“You promised to be a good girl for me. And it appears you still can be. It’s never too late to go back to being a powerless, pampered, cute little princess, Elena. So remain innocent; or Norn will be here to punish you.”

	In the midst of her pain, images flashed in Elena’s mind. That smile– that sneering smile.

	Huddled in a room in Schwerin, scared, alone, Leda Lettiere’s burning tower visible in the window.

	Mother, Bethany– Marina–? No, they were gone. Only herself and this woman. Norn.

	Norn kneeled next to her, just like this. Sweetly touching the head of the little scared child–

	Staring deep into her with those red eyes until Elena started to lose her sense of place.

	Flitting between the Norn of then and the Norn now as something appeared over her.

	An icy white spike formed out of the air, instantly stabbing a deep, numbing cold into her brain.

	Elena vanished from her mother’s garden and fell deeper and deeper into the dark ocean.

	

	

	From the Captain’s chair came an exasperated sigh.

	“Something’s wrong with those two. Can you go check on them quickly?”

	“Of course.”

	Commissar Aaliyah Bashara stood up from her seat at Captain Korabiskaya’s request and stepped out into the hall outside the Bridge. She was skeptical of Marina McKennedy the moment she arrived — it was her job to be, after all. Now with the way she was treating that aide of hers, and the way that aide was behaving, Aaliyah was ever more suspicious of her motives. Between her two fluffy ears all kinds of ideas were percolating: maybe Marina had this girl captive and was drugging her; maybe this girl was being misled and Marina would dispose of her in secret–

	Out in the hall, she found Maryam Karahailos, Klara Van Der Smidse and Zhu Lian out by the bulkheads. While Maryam was visibly panicking and looking around in confusion, Van Der Smidse and Zhu were both on the floor hovering over– people? Aaliyah hurried to the bulkhead well when she realized what was happening. 

	Maryam noticed this and waved her over anxiously.

	“These two just dropped right out from behind this wall!” She cried out.

	“What were they doing around the bulkheads?”

	Aaliyah arrived and saw Marina McKennedy and her aide on the floor.

	Van Der Smidse and Zhu breathed heavily over them, looking pale and tired.

	“We managed to resuscitate them.” Zhu said.

	“They weren’t breathing?” Aaliyah asked. “Why were they back here?”

	“I think they wanted privacy. We’re sorry ma’am, we didn’t realize it’d be a thing.”

	Van Der Smidse lifted herself off of Marina’s sleeping body with a heavy sigh.

	“We kept an eye on them from afar, but then they just dropped to the ground.” She said. “When we got to them, they weren’t breathing. We started CPR– we told this girl to run to the security office and fetch Syrah, but she just stood there like an idiot.” Van Der Smidse shot Maryam a glare, the latter devolving into a fresh round of fretting.

	“Just when we thought it looked worse than we could handle, they started breathing again. We got circulation too, their hearts don’t even sound very excited. They got lucky, I guess.” Zhu said, shrugging.

	Absolutely bizarre. For Marina to drop like this too– maybe she was also using drugs?

	“Good work you two– Maryam, it’s okay, calm down. You’re a civilian with no training.”

	Aaliyah laid a shoulder on the fretting, weeping Maryam to try to calm her down.

	“Ma’am, it’s just– I feel the despair wafting from them–” Maryam sounded hysterical.

	“You’re a really sensitive girl, aren’t you?” Aaliyah said. She didn’t understand, but wanted to comfort her.

	Before Maryam could complain any further, the steel floor shifted beneath their feet.

	Aaliyah found herself thrown to the ground with Maryam, Zhu and Van Der Smidse as a sudden shock tilted the Brigand. Even through the metal armor Aaliyah could hear the sound of the explosive blasts going off outside, a dull booming like percussion in another room. Their feet slid out from under them and they landed in a pile over Marina. 

	The Commissar’s ears twitched as they picked up the distant but much more audible sound of screeching metal.

	One thought consumed Aaliyah in that instant of panic — she had to get to the Bridge!

	Ulyana –!

	Almost leaping off the wall, Aaliyah pushed herself back onto her feet, and ran across the unsteady hall, the Brigand briefly shaking from side to side as it struggled to regain its balance amid the powerful shockwaves it was subjected to. Sliding and stumbling, holding a chilling breath in her chest, Aaliyah made it to the Bridge door and nearly fell through the opening as the door admitted her inside. Everything was still shaking even seconds after the impacts.

	“Captain!” Aaliyah shouted.

	She found Ulyana hanging on to her chair, with a hand over her head.

	Aaliyah briefly thought she saw blood–

	It was her morbid imagination. Ulyana was shaken, but unhurt and alive.

	“Aaliyah, are you ok?” She asked.

	Aaliyah nodded her head vigorously and then turned sharply to face the Bridge crew.

	“Status report! Now!” She shouted.

	“Two rounds! Main guns!” Fatima shouted, holding her chest, breathing in fits and starts.

	She was completely spent. 

	Working at night, the first to respond, and the one responsible for tracking the whole situation on the sonar. They would have to work on her stamina, but for now it was understandable that she would shaken up. Aaliyah almost thought of relieving her, but this was not a situation where they could be as kind as they wanted to their crew.

	Unprompted, the remaining reports came quickly after.

	“Bulkheads automatically sealed on block C-6!” Semyonova reported. She sounded shaken but not to the degree Fatima was. “I’ve sealed additional bulkheads one sector out just in case. Freezing agents partially deployed; flood mitigation wasn’t able to do much. Draining slowly; pressure loss was mitigated in time to prevent a total loss.”

	“C-6 is just a maintenance corridor in the outer hull.” Ulyana sighed with relief.

	“Zachikova, did we catch the attack on video? How are the electronics?” Aaliyah said.

	“We have vids. Two rounds detonated off the port side near the prow. No way we could have intercepted it. No direct hits on the hull.” Zachikova shouted, her deadpan voice the most composed out of the responders. “There was a sizable breach but freezing agents and flood mitigation are preventing the whole C-6 from peeling off. Several cameras and imagers are offline. Up to my neck in electrical errors from that sector. Shutting down power to it now.”

	Ulyana laid back in her chair and raised her eyes up to the ceiling, groaning.

	Aaliyah joined her, finally feeling calm enough to take her side again.

	“Helmsman! How’s the propulsion? Any damage?” Ulyana asked.

	“Maintaining speed. They just missed the sidepod intakes. We got lucky.” Kamarik replied.

	Lucky, relatively speaking. 

	No ship wanted to take damage. That hole in the port-side would compromise the ship’s hydrodynamics and even with the freezing agent and flood systems slowing the build-up of water and pressure at the affected site, it was not something they could ignore forever. They would have to repair the hull properly. When and where they would do so was another matter entirely– and on that there was no point in addressing, until they had escaped.

	“Okay! Nobody panic. We’re still following the plan. Keep yourselves on task and we’ll get out of her alive.” Ulyana said. “We’ve all had the dust shaken off our coats by the nice Ms. Lichtenberg, and now we just have to pay back her kindness. Kamarik, keep an eye on our thrust, and Zachikova, keep working on the software. How are our Divers? We have a battle to win here, people. Semyonova, put me through to Lichtenberg, she’s calling, right?”

	“Yes ma’am, she has been the whole time. I’ve kept refusing.” Semyonova said.

	“She’s clearly desperate for my attention.” Ulyana said in jest. “So I’ll reward her.”

	At Ulyana’s side, Aaliyah looked up at the smiling blond keeping this Bridge together.

	She felt almost like she was looking at an entirely different person than before.

	To think this was that same woman who was clumsy with words and loose with drink.

	Everyone was shaken and scared. 

	They were all tense, they could die any minute, and a massive shock just dealt real damage to their ship for the first time. Fatima and Alex looked like they would have respiratory attacks. Zachikova, no matter how much she hid it, was clearly struggling with the software. Despite the desperate situation they were in, Ulyana could still smile and joke, at least on the outside, and her voice had not lost the power it wielded before the blasts.

	Firing the main gun should have changed the entire situation.

	Ulyana was still in command of this Bridge, however. 

	And so they soldiered on with her.

	“Captain, do we still think she’s bluffing?” Aaliyah said.

	“Oh, she’s bluffing. I’ve got her grabbed by that little ponytail of hers now, don’t worry.”

	Ulyana’s confidence never wavered even as she said these dangerous words.

	If she was anything less than sure, she was condemning them all to sink.

	Aaliyah knew she was right, however. With this attack, the Irmingard outed itself.

	“Semyonova, hurry and put Lichtenberg through if she’s calling.” Ulyana said.

	Semyonova nodded solemnly. Seconds later, the Inquisitor reappeared before the Captain.

	Gertrude Lichtenberg was all smiles, looking quite pleased with herself on the video.

	“Greetings Captain. I see it took a reminder of our relative positions to get you to respond to my calls. You’ve taught me a dangerous thing about how to deal with you, so you’d best try to accommodate me now. My main guns are loaded for another salvo, but I’d rather break this vicious cycle and parlay. So what do you say?”

	“I say you’re being very selfish here. Each of those rounds must have cost a few hundred thousand marks. Seems like a waste to be dealing with a bunch of bottomfeeders like us in that way.” Ulyana shrugged comically.

	“Given how much damage you’ve done it’s the only way I will deal with you.”

	“I don’t want to brag; honestly, I just think you could do with better help.”

	“I feel exactly the same, so I will cut to the chase here then.” Gertrude was already visibly annoyed by Ulyana once again. She clearly had skin as thin as a sheet of limestone paper. “You have a VIP aboard that I will be taking into custody. We don’t need to discuss the specifics. Don’t even pretend with euphemisms like ‘precious cargo’, I know you have her aboard. I will get her back, whether rescuing her from the wreckage or in a way that allows you to live. Give her up, and this dishonorable situation never transpired. You have my word you will go free. In fact, I may even have work for mercenaries of your caliber in the future. But I need her back right now.”

	Now that was an intriguing response. She had spilled a lot of valuable information.

	Off to the side of these exchanges, Aaliyah could not help but grin and find herself quite pleased with Ulyana’s performance. Thinking about what she said, Aaliyah felt that Gertrude must have been referring to Marina. By all accounts, Maryam had no trail, but Marina, if she had been captured by the Empire before, was a known fugitive. She had no idea how Marina’s presence aboard the Brigand came to be known to the authorities — but if there was anyone aboard the Brigand whom Gertrude’s words could be about, it had to be Marina. There was no doubt in her mind.

	Ulyana quite accurately surmised that pushing back with her own euphemisms would work.

	“Oh, but I know exactly who she is, Ms. Lichtenberg. I know who she is and how valuable she is, or I would not be resisting. I saw through her façade the instant she came aboard. However, she is still a prized client and does not wish to return to your custody. So I shall have to decline. She’s mine now, so you’d best move on from her.”

	Ulyana smiled sweetly after speaking.

	Gertrude’s jaw had a spasm.

	“I will rip your little hauler in half and pick her out of a flooded pod if I have to.” Gertrude said.

	“That’s a notion you really ought to move on from as well.” Ulyana said.

	Gertrude grit her teeth. 

	“Who are you really working for? What will it take for you to surrender peacefully? To end this mean–”

	“Are you going to say, ‘meaningless bloodshed’? Spare me the sophistry.”

	“You have to be doing this for someone or something! What is it that you are after?”

	“I see.” Ulyana said. She winked at Gertrude. “You’re really smitten with her, huh?”

	This time it was Gertrude who cut off the video feed, flashing a furious grimace first.

	Ulyana laid back in her chair, smiling to herself.

	“She’s not going to shoot. Whoever she’s after, it’s personal.”

	“Personal, huh?” Aaliyah said.

	“I can tell. I’ve just seen a lot of girls her type. I know that kind of hysterical, horny energy.”

	Aaliyah grumbled. “No kidding?”

	“I’m only half-joking. But there’s more to it of course.” Ulyana laughed. “Marina said Lichtenberg got her position from a fallen predecessor, through playing politics. If I was a ruthless social climber who won herself a powerful position, why would I descend into convulsions over a single rescue mission? I would expect her to be methodical and emotionless. The Inquisition’s job is to repress people, not save them. I can only imagine this must be personal.”

	“There’s another possibility.” Aaliyah said. “It’s about someone really big in the Empire.”

	“True. I guess in the Empire there’s also Princes and Princesses and all that.”

	“Yes, but that would be silly. Who do you think she’s really after?” Aaliyah said.

	“Can’t be Maryam. Katarrans are the lowest of low in Imbrian society.” Ulyana said.

	“I was thinking Marina. Maybe Marina knows something.” Aaliyah said.

	“She definitely knows something.” Ulyana said. “But why go crazy about taking her alive?”

	Aaliyah crossed her arms and nodded. “Thinking about it for a second. The Emperor died very recently. In his absence all kinds of backroom deals and schemes would occur. It could be that Marina has information Gertrude needs to solidify her position in the internecine political conflict. So it’s not about silencing her but getting her to talk.”

	“You know, that adds up. I’m thinking it must be Marina then. We’ll need to talk to her.”

	Ulyana slid the video display out of her way so she could address the crew unimpeded.

	“I’m not hearing any explosions! Have we been able to contact our Divers yet?”

	“Drone’s almost there.” Alex said in a choked voice, taking a deep breath.

	On the main screen, the drone camera took focus amid the rest of the video feeds.

	Through its eyes they approached the Irmingard dead on, flak flying in the distance.

	Two fast-moving objects cut through the water over the Irmingard’s surface.

	A laser call came in. Semyonova gasped, her hands grabbing hold of her own headset.

	“We’ve heard a report from the Divers! Khadija’s engaging– we lost a bomb undetonated!” 

	Ulyana grit her teeth. Aaliyah bowed her head solemnly. 

	They were nothing but passengers at this point. Innocents caught up in a stream.

	

	

	 


6.7

	Sword in one hand, rifle in the other, matching her fated opponent.

	For a moment they simply stared each other down.

	Even the shooting of the Irmingard’s main guns did not stir the two veterans.

	There was chatter on an open frequency. A coy, bloodthirsty voice.

	“I know it’s you, Red Baron! The two of us have a bloody ball to attend!”

	Ever since Khadija spotted that overgrown Jagd pulling that sommersault trick with its sword, she just knew. She did not even need the machine to be painted red to tell. Nobody in the entire world had the gall to try those pretentious underwater ballet moves except for that bitch. Rationality flew out the window for Khadija. 

	On simple instinct, on reading the current, she knew.

	Not once did she question her own sanity or her urges and instincts.

	When she had got tired of talking, she threw herself at that machine with a vengeance.

	Soon as Shalikova left her side, Khadija charged the Red Baron, sword drawn.

	Reacting to her attack, the Red Baron suddenly climbed.

	“Predictable! How much younger are you than me?”

	Khadija rose immediately to meet her, shooting diagonally up and intersecting her leap.

	Swords clashing, the two veterans became locked in struggle

	Vibrating blade met furious saw, kicking up short-lived sparks and bubbles of vapor as they ground together. Sword arms locked chest to chest for seconds, struggling to push each other back, before the two broke off. Khadija opened fire from her AK-96 as she descended, and the Red Baron responded with her Sturmgewehr assault rifle as she rose.

	Khadija swung a left; the Red Baron threw herself right.

	A burst of bullets flew past Khadija’s shoulder, grazing her anchor pod.

	Several bullets detonated just off of the Baron’s hip, almost striking the water intake.

	Through open water they circled like spiraling, orbiting stars, dozens of meters apart but perfectly equidistant, mirroring moments second to second. Between them grew a raging fusillade, bursts of gunfire that buzzed by within millimeters of each machine and detonated above, behind, around them in every direction, until it was impossible to tell through the fog of their war where each machine stood amid the vapor and explosions. Hundreds of rounds, the drumbeat of the dance. Spent magazines sank out of view, an unseemly clock putting a limit on their night of fire.

	Two sharp clicking noises, two mag ejections, and the music stopped.

	Though she almost wanted to throw out her rifle Khadija had the presence to stow it.

	Up and above, the Red Baron did simply discard hers. It made Khadija incensed to see.

	“Not just an Imperial but a show-off bitch besides. I’m going to make you pay.”

	She took her sword in both hands and briefly scanned the diagnostics screen.

	Some of the saw teeth had been ground off, but the chain was alloyed with depleted agarthicite and strong enough to cut. Her arm verniers still had enough fuel and the motor on the diamond sword was running strong.

	Khadija took a deep, resentful breath.

	Back when they last fought, swords, whether the Imperial vibroblade or the Union diamond sword, were a luxury afforded only to them. Something so standard now, in 959 only six diamond swords existed, and only the Red Baron had a vibroblade. Real weapons were given to the people who’d survived tearing each other apart with handheld bombs, industrial drills, undersea welding equipment, rock cutter heads attached to ship propellers, rocket-poles with makeshift grenades at the end, and all sorts of other unreliable, improvised weapons hastily given to the early Divers.

	Launching out of sandbanks and gorges and caves to do any sort of damage to an imperial ship in Labor suits with bolted-on armor made out of bulkheads. While early Volkers made out of bathysphere materials tried desperately to guard the ships and patrol the sites of guerilla activity, wielding gas guns extracted from their mounts or scaled-up jet harpoons and even handheld shields and piston spears. Death was nearly instant for whoever got hit first. 

	Every attack was deadly.

	Every exchange was to the death. Weapons met, and only one fighter survived.

	That was the war she and the Baron had once fought. That was the war they survived.

	The Union’s desperate ingenuity met the Imperial struggle to industrialize a response.

	It was the war that crashed these two and their machines together again and again.

	“I got you once back then. But it isn’t enough.” Khadija said. “You need to hurt more.”

	Taunting let off steam when Khadija thought she might explode inside.

	Suddenly, her heart quickened, when she finally heard a response back to her taunts.

	“What will be enough?”

	That deep and powerful voice which sounded so desperate and hurt.

	At first Khadija could not even believe it.

	Because this was the first palpable, human interaction she had with her mortal enemy. 

	Before, the Red Baron had been nothing but a machine that barred her way, a machine that had killed her comrades. An obstacle that had impeded her own revolutionary legend again and again. A fated foe that she thought had disappeared alongside Imperial control of Ferris. Now that same demon was speaking to her in that pathetic voice? 

	Her mind struggled to come up with a response, as if she had been spoken to in an incomprehensible language; but it was just Imbrian. It was all the same for all of them. Her heart quivered, her soaring spirit felt almost deflated.

	Khadija’s voice sounded audibly weary even to herself.

	“Feeling remorseful? Then just drop dead!”

	She engaged all thrust that she could muster to throw herself forward.

	The Red Baron reacted to the initial forward thrust by lifting her sword in defense.

	She was waiting, trying to react to Khadija. 

	There were no allies, no supporting fire, no ranged weapons available to the Baron. Nothing but knives. Just like old times, when they carried ordnance they could count with their fingers and were reduced to banging each other with whatever crude melee weapons they had. The less options a pilot had available, the less sophisticated their tactics became. Khadija had experience with this. But it was not the revolution, and their equipment for this bout was very different. Pound for pound, purely in the quality of equipment, a diamond sword was not going to survive smashing against a vibroblade for as long as its counterpart. A duel would not favor Khadija in these waters.

	To think she’d let things get this desperate. She had been so foolish to fight like this.

	Her intention was not to duel, however. For the first time in a long time she keenly felt all her 42 years.

	She felt like a long-suffering veteran; she knew her duty, she knew her mission. 

	She knew her options.

	Murati still had her bomb. If she could tie up this woman long enough, she triumphed.

	When the two threw themselves at each other once more, their motives differed.

	As soon as their swords met anew, Khadija armed the bomb on her back with a short timer.

	“I’ll take this grudge to hell. Until I see you eat the fruit of Zaqqum personally.”

	

	

	“Soyuz is down! Repeat, Soyuz is down!”

	“God damn it.”

	As far as the eye could see there were groups of ships exchanging gunfire, a wicked line of grey and black ships on one side and hundreds of different color liveries standing their ground on the other. Water bubbles and vapor clouds, hundreds more than even the amount of ships, multiplying in the no-man’s-land between the opposing fleets. Partially in the frame of these massive forces was a massive station from which torpedoes and flak periodically flew out.

	All of this saturating ordnance, the distant star-like flashes of explosives, the spreading cloud of bubbles and debris, roaring shockwaves that boomed in the thousands every minute. This violence transpired over a dismal, rocky sandbank over which Cascabel station had stood sentinel. Over this gorge the two sides were deadlocked.

	It was the “winter” of A.D. 959, and the now-called “Union” fought desperately for its existence.

	In the eyes of the little girl watching on the Bridge of that ship–

	This was the apocalypse. It was the end of all things. It could be nothing else.

	She was nine years old, and had some understanding of the world, but she had never seen the water stir so violently. She had never explosions and felt the rattling of the metal around her, the metal protecting her from the ravages of the endless Ocean outside. She did not understand that death was a part of what she was seeing; but this was also the first time she witnessed death. All of the destruction she saw hinted at death to her, in a way she did not grasp.

	And yet, she never cried. Not once. It was as if she was mesmerized.

	“Captain, should this child really be here?”

	“After what happened just now, Goswani, it doesn’t matter where she is.”

	Murati Nakara could not hear them at that point. She was not acknowledging other people.

	She was transfixed on the massive screen in front of her.

	Her parents had been killed on that screen and she did not even really know it.

	Behind her, Captain Yervik Deshnov of the Union’s remaining dreadnought, the Ferrisean, grit his teeth, and pulled down his peaked cap. He pounded his fist on his seat in frustration. An Imperial Diver had gotten to the Soyuz and detonated an explosive on it. It was the same kind of trick they’d been pulling on the Empire for months, but the Empire had hardly used their own nascent Divers against the Union. There was an air of frustration, shock, grief, and sudden hopelessness aboard. They had pushed the Empire all the way to Cascabel. Would they collapse here?

	“We can’t fall apart from just one attack, Captain! I’ll avenge them!”

	A determined voice came through on the comms. A face appeared on the screen.

	A Shimii, blond-haired, with piercing green eyes, and a fiery expression.

	“UND-001-A Khadija al-Shajara, deploying!”

	Like a shooting star, the armed labor suit flew out from under their vessel.

	On the main screen, the computers all honed on this unit for a brief moment.

	From the teetering wreckage of the Soyuz, an opposing force sailed out to meet her.

	A rotund suit, all in red, wielding what looked like a sword alongside its rifle.

	The much-more human shaped and green Union suit sped to a collision with this red suit.

	Twin comets met in the waters with Cascabel looming behind, a sorrowful steel giant.

	Clashing in instants, moving faster than anyone had ever seen, shooting, parrying.

	Dashing at one another, breaking apart, their vicious duel spiraling amid the rest of the chaos.

	“Why are we all doing nothing! Helmsman, advance! Target all fire on the enemy center!”

	Deshnov shouted himself hoarse, and the Ferrisean was shaken out of its stillness.

	Meanwhile Murati watched the Divers attentively. 

	Even when the main screen shifted the duel to a picture in picture and expanded its focus again back to the broader fleet action, she was taken in by the little picture in the corner, staring at it intently. Her mind was fully blank save for the unreal fighting in that tiny square. They were so evenly matched, despite the clear viciousness of their violence, that it seemed more like a sport or a sparring match than an actual battle. This was also death in a way Murati didn’t see.

	And then, the red suit gained the upper hand, or so it seemed–

	Trying to flip over its opponent to attack it from behind, upside down–

	Suddenly the opponent, the green suit, threw its arm in the way.

	It could not be sliced through. She caught the sword in her gauntlet and wrist-blade.

	Her rifle flashed at her enemy, punishing the red suit with many serious blows.

	Battered, the red suit retreated with all its might.

	And missing a functioning arm, the green suit withdrew as well.

	In an instant, they had drawn blood and their battle was closed.

	“Captain, an enemy Cruiser is moving out of position!”

	Deshnov drew his eyes wide in the Captain’s chair.

	“What is it doing?”

	“It may be trying to recover the red suit!”

	“Focus all fire on the gap it left! It’s open season on their escorts!”

	Even as the picture in picture camera was left desolate, with both combatants retreating.

	That seemingly interminable duel remained buried in Murati’s little brain.

	She continued to stare at that corner, until the last gun sounded.

	

	

	“I see you’re hellbent on giving me a heart attack lately.”

	Yervik Deshnov found the girl standing at the entrance to the port of Ferris’ Sevastopol Station, watched over by a port attendant. Her dark skin and messy dark hair were unmistakable, as were her fiery auburn eyes. What was unusual was the military cadet jacket and pants. Deshnov was not exactly chasing after the girl every single day, but he had no idea where she would have gotten that uniform under his nose. Unlike the usual trouble she got into, this was serious.

	Was she trying to run away to Solstice? He’d play dumb for now and just ask her.

	Arguing with Murati over assumptions would always bite him in the ass. She was too smart.

	In response to his consternation, Murati crossed her arms and put on the most serious face she could muster. A girl of barely fourteen, she was tall and slight and tomboyish. Despite her best attempts her expression still read to Deshnov as distinctly bratty. A bratty teen rebelling at random. And he always knew; he was always informed first whenever she tried to do anything strange. He always came and made sure she was unharmed.

	It was the least he could do for the parents she lost.

	“I came all the way out here, on short notice, so what is all this about?”

	“You only ever visit to stop me doing what I want with my life.” She cried out.

	“That’s cruel. I gladly said yes to all those medications you wanted to get on.”

	“Hmph! Like you had a choice in that! The Union constitution–”

	Deshnov sighed. She always had an answer for everything. 

	“Doesn’t apply, Murati! All your affairs are under my strict guardianship per your parent’s last will. You legitimately do not have all those rights you’re rattling off all the time until you leave my guardianship, because you’re not an ordinary war orphan. Listen. I’m sorry I’ve been so busy. But I’m here now. I just want to talk.”

	Murati grit her teeth. “I didn’t think you’d get here so quickly.”

	“Okay, so this is not a funny stunt, and you did intend to run away to Solstice? For what?”

	“I’m joining the military academy, uncle Deshnov! I’m joining and you can’t stop me!”

	“Of course. I knew it’d come to this someday. You are his kid after all.”

	He ran a hand over his wizened face, sighing deeply.

	“Murati, all I want is for you to lead a healthy, happy, peaceful life, you know that?”

	It was tough for Murati to say anything to that. She simply averted her gaze.

	“I’d really like nothing better than for you to go to school for something good and kind.”

	“I’d like nothing better than for you to stop pretending to parent me.”

	“Ouch.”

	Deshnov smiled and tried to play it off like that didn’t hurt as monumentally as it did.

	He felt it rush through his skin like electricity. But he’d been preparing for this moment.

	“I’m sorry for the trouble and the time spent, and I hope you’ll forgive us the awkward scene on here.” He said to the woman in the port attendant uniform, shifting uncomfortably to one side and watching their drama unfolding. “Per the terms of guardianship, please revoke this young lady’s boarding pass and–”

	“My parents fought and died for this country!” Murati said. “I have a right to–”

	“Do the same? Do you hear yourself? Do you just want to die then?” Deshnov snapped.

	“No! Of course not! Ugh! You never understand!” Murati shouted back.

	“Then what is it? I would let you go if you could tell me a single constructive thing you plan to do with your military academy degree and with some kind of position in the Navy. What do you think people do in the Navy, huh young lady? Have you given it any thought at all? Do you have anything in your head except empty platitudes of civil duty? Or worse, maybe even petty revenge? Do you want to kill people, or do you want to die?”

	Murati balled up her fists and looked positively livid.

	“How cynical! For a Rear Admiral to be saying this! If your soldiers could hear you!”

	Deshnov grunted. 

	“I am cynical because I’m experienced! Because I’ve seen what happens to people like you: young and ambitious but with your heads full of duty and martyrdom! Because hundreds of thousands of people died to create a safe place where someone like you doesn’t have to board a metal coffin to survive! You think your parents want this for you?”

	In his eyes, this was nothing short of a tragedy. To see Murati in this awful uniform.

	What did she want with this?

	“You don’t know anything.” Murati said, her eyes downcast.

	“Then tell me.”

	“You think I’m just a stupid little girl who can’t do anything–”

	“Murati that’s the last thing I think–”

	“I’m going to end this war! I’m going to make all the Ocean safe for us.”

	Deshnov blinked. He stood there, speechless, for a moment.

	When he looked at that brooding girl, he really thought all she wanted was to kill.

	To kill the Imperials who took her parents. He’d seen it, again and again.

	“You’re going to end what war?” Deshnov said. “Our war with the Empire? You?”

	Murati raised her eyes from the ground.

	At that moment, Deshnov was taken aback by what he saw and felt from her. 

	That tear-stained grimace that should have seemed small and bratty and petty and pitiful– but instead her gaze was cutting, powerful, as if there was truly something behind it. Something deep and massive; her gaze was filled with presence beyond its years. A determination far surpassing his own. A real, inspired sense of righteousness.

	Those auburn eyes had a red glimmer, like a raging fire burning deep inside her.

	“Uncle Deshnov, let me go. I will– I’ll become the best soldier you’ll ever see. I’ll become the strongest. Nobody will get hurt anymore. Nobody will die anymore. Not me; not anyone. Someday, the Empire might come back. I’ll drive them out of Ferris just like you did. And I’ll chase them all the way to the Palatinate. I’ll fight their soldiers and their knights and inquisitors, I’ll fight the Emperor! I’ll free us all and then nobody will need to fight a war again.”

	Yervik Deshnov felt a deep shame at those words. He could hardly keep from crying.

	Those words coming out of this teenage girl– that should have been him, God damn it.

	That’s what he and all the losers who called themselves the admiralty of this nation should have done! That was what they were promising to these kids. That it was ended, that they could live their lives now. How could he reiterate what he told Murati before, with a straight face? She knew none of this was over. That none of it had been finished. She was too smart. She had lost too much. So she knew better than anybody that the utopian paradise of the Union was still paper thin as long as the waters outside Ferris still teemed with the sharks of the Imbrian Empire.

	Deshnov’s worst nightmare had been that these kids would have to finish his war.

	That Murati would have to finish his war.

	He wanted to yell at her to go back home and study math and the arts and trades.

	But his voice would not rise for such sophistry. It couldn’t. Not anymore.

	Especially because he was always running around and never even saw her grow.

	“Don’t call me Uncle anymore.” He said. “I’ll–”

	At that moment, the port attendant received a call on her earpiece. Her eyes drew wide.

	“I’m sorry, Mr. Deshnov, but I’ve orders to let her through.” She said.

	“Excuse me?” He felt suddenly defensive. He still had the right of guardianship–

	“Murati’s guardianship has been revoked. She’s been declared an independent orphan– a legal adult.”

	“What?”

	Even Murati looked taken aback by this. It must not have been something she did.

	“Someone will be coming to speak with you. I have to take her– the ship is leaving.”

	Deshnov watched, in helpless confusion, as the port attendant turned Murati around and gave her what she wanted and had arranged for. Passage aboard the ship bound for Solstice, where she would enroll in the military Academy and live much of the next decade of her life, learning the sciences and arts of battle and preparing for war. She looked back at him one last time, but he knew not what kind of look Murati gave him and never would.

	Instead, he had turned around to face the other end of the port corridor, where two figures arrived. 

	Dressed in the dark olive shirt and dark brown pants of the Navy, and the black coat and peaked, serpent-adorned cap of the Ashura, the internal security troops answering exclusively to the outbound Premier herself.

	Deshnov grit his teeth. 

	Who else could it have been to greet him on this evil day? No one else but Commissar-Commandant Bhavani Jayasankar; and her lackey Parvati Nagavanshi, returned from her ship duties just in time to join up. 

	Those two always somehow found their way to each other.

	“I’d be truly blessed to know what the hell internal security wants with one girl.” He said.

	Jayasankar put on a conniving smile and crossed her arms.

	“Well, children are our future. What’s that saying, Nagavanshi?”

	“A thousand generations live in them.” Nagavanshi replied with a deadpan tone of voice.

	“Don’t fuck with me. Who gave you the authority to overturn my guardianship?” He said.

	Nagavanshi withdrew some papers from her coat and began to explain. “Citing Murati Nakara’s room records, you’ve visited her about 60 times in the past five years? While it is a double digit number, it’s not a lot, considering the average parent in the Union visited their children at their school boards an average of about 190 days every single year. So it seems to me, and forgive me if I’m wrong, that she was not a high priority in your life.”

	“How dare you? It was the Navy itself that kept me from her! You don’t think–”

	He went on a tirade that the two of them clearly weren’t interested in.

	Shouting was all Deshnov could do to keep from striking Nagavanshi.

	That would’ve been really bad.

	“At any rate!”

	Jayasankar shouted over Deshnov and produced a series of official documents from her own coat.

	Guardianship transfer, from Yervik Deshnov to Daksha Kansal. Signed by Daksha Kansal.

	Then in the next document, simply dissolved by Kansal, making Murati a “legal adult” citizen.

	That meant Murati had agency in administrative decisions regarding her person, though she was still a child. She could sign for her own medications, join the academy without anyone’s consent– but still couldn’t drink or drive.

	Deshnov could hardly believe it. “The Premier? Daksha? Why would she–?”

	“You weren’t the only one who owed the Nakara family something.” Jayasankar cut in.

	“Now everything’s squared away. We’re all released from this past.” Nagavanshi added.

	Those words sparked a sudden paranoia in Deshnov’s brain. A weary, angry fear.

	But there was nothing he could say. He had no power in the face of these two.

	“Nobody owes anyone, anything, anymore, Deshnov. We can all look toward the future.”

	Jayasankar smiled that devilish smile of her and Deshnov felt a helpless anger.

	All of them were playing politics still, even around Murati and her dead parent’s names. Was this truly what they all died fighting for? So Jayasankar and Nagavanshi could manipulate their daughter’s life? He looked over his shoulder at the departing vessel. Murati was nowhere to be seen, of course. He had missed his chance. He should have just said he was proud of her answer to him. Instead, he may have just left her with the idea he was abandoning her.

	Could he even rectify that? Could he explain or take back what he said?

	He turned back to the women in front of him with the evilest look he could give them.

	“Neither of you have any respect for the dead. Neither of you should be saying that family’s name in any context, you vultures don’t deserve it. We don’t owe them anymore? Maybe you people don’t. But they are a part of the soul of this country. Whatever it is you think you are scheming, or whatever advantage you’re trying to get, I will not be quiet while you do so.” Deshnov said in a low voice. “Were it not for our positions, Bhavani, I’d sock the both of you.”

	Jayasankar shrugged her shoulders with one winking eye, smiling.

	“Oh? Such big words! But you can’t attack me, right Yervik? You can’t lift a finger to me no matter what. Well, if you went on a rampage right now, you’d certainly get Nagavanshi at least; I’d be more of a fight, however.”

	Nagavanshi scoffed. “Hey. Don’t push it. I’m perfectly able to defend myself.”

	They were joking among themselves. Those two went back a few years.

	Even with the long gap in their ages they still understood each other a little too well.

	Neither of them was taking him seriously still. Not that he was worth taking seriously.

	He was being quite childish himself. But he couldn’t help but be bitter toward them.

	“You respect the invisible shield that is political power.” Jayasankar grinned to herself.

	“I know that you certainly came out of their tragedy a little better than everyone else.”

	Deshnov did not want to respond too much to the provocations of this particular group.

	Among the revolutionaries, there had been a few different cliques.

	He had always wanted to believe in Commander Ahwalia and his promise of a better future.

	This earned him the scorn of rigid materialists like Jayasankar and Nagavanshi.

	Upon hearing his remarks, Jayasankar’s face turned cold. She turned a chilling glare on him.

	“We entombed ourselves in steel and poured our blood into making this country, the same as you. Yet you hate us for not deceiving kids like her with sappy dreams. Daksha sent me here because you and I go back to five years ago, and she wanted you to understand that you have to let the Nakara family go. They do not influence the Union anymore, and in the coming stages, whatever they wished to do no longer matters. Yervik, you can stay stuck in the past, or you can keep fighting for our future. As a respected military man, there will come a time soon where you’ll influence the future of kids like her. I hope you recognize what it is appropriate to do when that time comes.”

	Nagavanshi added. “Kansal will depart soon. There will be a wave of change. Don’t cross us, Yervik.”

	Jayasankar and Nagavanshi turned their heels and departed, leaving Yervik behind, helpless.

	They could say such things to him precisely because they knew he would do nothing. He could not.

	He almost wanted to spit with anger. Those two were always plotting something.

	As much as he detested them, however, they were as much the heart and soul of the Union as the Nakaras.

	That much he could not deny, deep in his bitter heart, even if he hated their politics.

	But Jayasankar was right in one sense. He couldn’t give up now. He couldn’t just run away.

	While he could not stand to look at these snakes and the future in their minds, he could pin his hopes on the future he saw in Murati’s eyes instead. Whether they were led by an idealist like Ahwalia or a militarist like Jayasankar, their children owned the future. Not any of the old soldiers. It didn’t matter to these kids how much they schemed.

	All of this shame, all of this bitterness; he would endure it for the future Murati might build.

	

	

	When the Irmingard’s main guns fired, Murati’s time started moving once again.

	She lowered her mecha’s shooting arm, the magazine depleted.

	Her breathing quickened. She felt like she was waking from a nightmare.

	“I was useless. I was completely useless.” She gasped. She checked her monitors.

	Shalikova was safe, the flak had quieted to avoid friendly fire.

	Khadija was staring down the enemy unit that had made a fool of Murati.

	For the moment, the battle had stood completely still.

	As if the monumental shocks of those 203 mm guns had stunned them all to reverence.

	And yet, it was those guns that awakened Murati from a shameful, desperate stupor.

	In her cockpit, Murati struggled with the controls for the Cheka. She was trying not to fall too deep into her own despair. She still had a mission to do, and she told herself that she situation remained fundamentally unchanged– that had to be a bluffing shot, and Murati still had two bombs available to take down the flagship. 

	But the appearance of that unknown suit complicated things.

	“Arm joint failing, some electric fluctuations, messiah defend.”

	That cut through the shoulder must have damaged some of the ancillary electronics. While there was still thrust, power to secondary systems was inconsistent. Murati kept a panicked eye on the pressure and atmosphere readings. She was alive, so she was not breached, but if there was damage to atmosphere control, or a microscopic leak from the tanks, it could make her sick. Everything was under control at the moment, but she was nearly helpless.

	“Murati! Please respond!”

	Due to the energy circulation issues her radio was cutting in and out intermittently.

	At that moment, however, she could still hear the desperate voice of Sonya Shalikova.

	Sighing with a deep shame in herself, trying to suppress the urge to pity herself, she replied.

	“Combat ineffective. Repeat, combat ineffective.”

	“Murati? Did you say, ‘combat ineffective’? Who cares! Are you hurt?”

	Shalikova’s voice came in and out every other syllable it seemed.

	Nonetheless, the emotional, worried tone of her voice came through for Murati.

	“Unhurt. Repeat, I’m unhurt. Just shaken up. Repeat, shaken up.”

	In order to be understood with the state of her electronics and power, Murati had to be fairly monosyllabic. She could not say what she was really feeling, nor even the version of it she really wanted Shalikova to hear. “I was useless, but you were splendid,” or “I’m sorry for failing you, but you did great out there.” Maybe “I’m proud of you,” might have gone through. But it wasn’t the time to praise Shalikova and hear her characteristic groaning back. They were still in danger. They still had a mission to do. And they needed to know the status of the Brigand as well.

	“Wait. Bombs, how many do we–”

	Murati checked the inventory on the Cheka quickly. She found that the serial port that should have been connected to her bomb had been reporting nothing connected to it. Her magnetic strip was showing a significant loss of weight as well. Had that mecha managed to unseat her equipment while they were maneuvering? It must have been when she slashed across her shoulder– Murati grit her teeth. She must have kicked them off or something.

	To think she had been so careless, with an opponent like that!

	Shalikova’s voice cut in. Murati was barely able to make out one word.

	“Khadija–”

	She slammed her fist on the switchbox for the communicator.

	“What can I even do? I’m just a passenger at this point.”

	On a corner of her central screen, a little flashing waveform appeared.

	Incoming laser connection.

	“The Brigand!”

	Murati put it through immediately.

	She found herself face to face with the narrowed, unfriendly glare of Alex Geninov.

	For only an instant. Nearly immediately, Alex passed her off to Semyonova.

	In this situation, that familiar round-faced, bubbly blond was such a relief to see.

	Even with a laser connection, the video was lagging. The Cheka was in bad shape.

	“Khadija engaging enemy! Lost bomb undetonated! Repeat–”

	She had to communicate sparsely, as if the connection would be cutting in and out.

	On the screen she saw Semyonova turn to relay to the Captain–

	Then the video connection cut out.

	Murati had feared that the flak had restarted and knocked out the drone the Brigand had sent to connect them, but she noticed her communicator had powered of suddenly. She switched the diagnostic touchscreen to a troubleshooting mode and tried to restart the communicator through it. She tried routing power from a different cell– instead the camera feeds began to darken, not liking having their already fragile power tampered with. 

	Frustrated, Murati nearly hit the diagnostic screen again.

	Briefly she saw her frustrated, sweating face reflected on one of her dead screens.

	“So much for you, fearless leader.” She mumbled.

	She dipped her head, her bangs falling over her eyes.

	There was a flash as her cameras returned to life.

	When Murati looked up to appraise the situation, she was transfixed by what she saw.

	In the middle of the ocean between all of the warring ships, framed by clouds of vapor and steel debris, two machines soared like a pair of comets, their dance punctuated by the trials of explosive rounds and the bubbles that blossomed from their detonations. Weaving chaotic patterns of vapor and lead, the combatants captivated all of Murati’s senses as she watched them, following the dim flashes of rifle shells, the zigzagging lines of bubbles and disturbed water left in the wakes of their jets, the thin clouds of exhaust from the solid fuel boosters mixing with the water vapor.

	There was a shuddering in her chest, her heart carried on a current of twenty years.

	Murati recognized the sight as one she saw in 959 A.D.

	On a ship she had snuck into, amid the gravest emergency the nascent Union had yet seen.

	Where she watched ships explode, and Divers sink, and a station die.

	In front of her, the flashing stopped, the combatants bereft of ammunition.

	Murati felt a warmth behind her eyes and saw colors emerging in the water.

	That enemy Diver, colored yellow and green, full of fear, regret, disgust–

	That plain grey Strelok, red and black with rage, bloodlust, a resignation to death–

	Her eyes drew wide with the sudden realization.

	“No! Khadija– the bomb–”

	Instinctually she understood what would transpire if she did not act–

	–her thoughts raced, thinking of something, anything she could do, to prevent the tragedy–

	“Murati!”

	Shalikova’s Strelok appeared right in front of her, taking up her cameras.

	At her side was a second, bare Strelok with no damage to it. Valya Lebedova’s unit.

	“Murati, she sent me here to take you back, give your bomb to Lebedova–”

	Hit with a spark of inspiration, Murati made a sudden move for Lebedova’s unit.

	Shifting her hands to the verboten controls flashing on her joysticks.

	All of the diagnostic and power warnings briefly made way for the user interface of the Energy Recovery System. Power poured from the extra reserved cells on the Cheka and for a moment, thrust improved dramatically, all systems reconnected, and the battered suit moved like it should. Shalikova and Lebedova were both taken aback.

	Throwing herself forward to them, Murati grabbed hold of Lebedova’s grenade.

	Seizing it from her magnetic strip, before rushing away into the open water.

	“Murati! What are you doing? You’ve got damage!”

	Shalikova’s shouting was picked up loud and clear now that comms had returned.

	Murati ignored the radio chatter and slammed the pedals down as far as they would.

	As soon as she got up to speed, warnings began appearing in their dozens once again.

	Oxygen system, atmosphere controls, everything stressed under the speed building up so suddenly after taking so much damage to the innards. Her damaged arm refused to budge under this degree of acceleration, so Murati had to use the other arm for her sudden plot. She attached Lebedova’s grenade to her own magnetic strip, unlocked the strip, and forcibly pulled the entire length free from the Cheka’s back using the non-magnetic handles on the ends.

	She was then able to hold it like a magnetic pole on her hand with the grenade on one end.

	Heedless of the energy percentages ticking down and down–

	And the number of things that were broken or breaking in the suit–

	In her mind, Murati had only one destination: home.

	Her plan had gone awry, but as a leader, she would bring everyone back home, even if it killed her.

	“Khadija! Stop! Step back!”

	Dead ahead, the enemy suit and Khadija’s charged each other and became locked in a brief clash with their respective melee weapons. Chainsaw teeth and vibroblade ground each other down. They traded several vicious blows and parries before each one in turn noticed Murati hurtling toward them. Her presence ended the deadlocked duel.

	That enemy suit responded first and darted back carefully from Khadija.

	Khadija pulled back only slightly as her ally approached at high speeds.

	Murati swerved toward the enemy suit and it responded by thrusting up and away from her.

	Then Murati arced toward Khadija instead, circling around behind her.

	“Murati! What are you–?”

	Soaring past Khadija’s back, Murati snatched the bomb she had given her using the magnetic pole.

	At the speed she was going, the serial cable simply snapped off.

	“Everyone retreat! Right now! Back to the Brigand!”

	Accelerating once more, Murati barked her orders into the communicator.

	Using the remaining shoulder camera she checked the status of the bomb.

	She noticed it had been armed. She felt a chill run down her spine, briefly, unable to dwell on the confirmation of her horrifying suspicions. Was Khadija really willing to die to take out this one enemy unit? They would have to discuss this later. Murati held out the contraption in her hands and thrust toward the Irmingard class once again. 

	With an armed bomb on the strip she could not tarry for very long.

	Within seconds, she was close enough to put the plan into action.

	Assault rifles, gas guns and coilguns all used a combination of special ammunition and shooting mechanisms that allowed them to shoot underwater and launch supercavitating shells. Their ammunition moved through an air bubble, defeating the resistance of the water and altering their kinetic profile. Melee combat relied on the mechanical power of a Diver’s arms, as well as boosters on the weapon and the arm itself to improve thrust. Even so, raw kinetic impacts were not effective. Union swords used saw blades to inflict damage; the Empire used sophisticated vibrating blades made of exotic materials. Any simple cutting edge would have been much less effective underwater.

	Similarly to swinging a plain sword, objects thrown by a Diver could not be expected to be effective.

	They would not travel very far without assistance.

	Grenades had their own built-in rocket to compensate for water resistance instead.

	To propel the Grenade’s 50 mm warhead, it needed thrust akin to a Diver’s vernier booster.

	That was enough thrust to propel the grenade quite far, quite fast.

	And more than enough to take the strip and the bomb attached along for the ride.

	“Here goes something!”

	Holding out the strip in front of her, Murati armed the grenade at the back of it.

	When she let go an instant later, the grenade’s thruster kicked in and launched the pole.

	This sent the armed bomb hurtling toward the side of the Irmingard.

	Moving faster than the flak curtain could be restarted to stop it.

	As soon as she released the improvised rocket, she threw the Cheka into a steep turn. Without being able to detonate it in a controlled fashion from a safe distance, Murati was in immediate danger. She arced away from the Irmingard as quickly as she could and swung toward the Brigand. To escape the blast she needed every possible meter– 

	Her eyes glanced up at the ERS screen in time to watch the power drain entirely.

	Then her cockpit suddenly went pitch black. Murati’s breath caught in her chest.

	There was a sudden silence as the whirring of the pumps and turbines pushing water through her machine stopped abruptly. Her body jerked forward slightly and suddenly as water resistance killed her momentum, causing her cockpit to shake briefly. Red, intermittent flashing red within the darkness, indicating auxiliary power. Enough to maintain life support. She was stranded. Stranded in the open water with the bomb about to go off behind her.

	Murati freed herself from her seat, crawled to the side of the cockpit and slid open a moveable slit.

	There was a periscopic glass viewing pane, through which she could see nothing but water.

	Then she saw something flash. That was the bomb– the bomb had gone off.

	Her cockpit rumbled as all the water displaced by the blast slammed into her. 

	What was happening? She could be sinking to the sea floor! Or about to rip apart!

	She grit her teeth and grabbed hold of the catches on the wall, repeatedly striking metal as everything around her shook violently. Rolling around on the inside of her own metal coffin, packed in like a canned vegetable.

	Her senses almost went as her head struck the metal wall.

	Blood dribbled down her face. Her grip started to slack, her wrists overextended.

	And yet the cockpit continued to rattle and roll in the maelstrom.

	Was she going to die? Was she really going to die like this?

	Two distinct impacts tossed her further, one on each side of the cockpit– then she stopped.

	She was stable. Rushing her eye to the viewing pane she caught sight of metal.

	There was a red flash from it. Was that– a Diver? A Diver igniting a vernier?

	Her cockpit shook again–

	She felt the Cheka move. Water started rushing around her. 

	Consistent, purposeful movement.

	Someone had rescued her.

	With the cockpit stable, she came to settle against the wall. Bloody, battered, isolated.

	Falling limp within her “metal coffin,” Murati started to weep into her own arm.

	It must have been Shalikova or Lebedova.

	Someone rescued her! She would live! She survived– they defeated that Irmingard class.

	Unable to see them, unable to thank them, unable to determine who was alive–

	What a way to end the battle! All that fire and thunder, and in the end it was all dark, all silent.

	But she was alive. And the Brigand was alive. So despite everything, their mission was still alive.

	She struck her fist against the metal wall, again and again. Grinding her teeth, weeping her eyes out.

	“Messiah defend! Some fucking hero I turned out to be!” Murati shouted, screaming at herself in the dark.

	

	

	Schicksal’s panicked voice heralded the coming insanity.

	“Explosion off the port side! Significant sidepod damage– we’re destabilizing–!”

	“God damn it!”

	Gertrude would have pounded her fist on her seat but holding on to it was all she could do to keep herself from flying off her chair as the Iron Lady began to list to starboard dramatically, now heavier due to loss of both solid and liquid weight. Inside the Bridge it was pure chaos. Flashing red warning lights, dozens of people shouting at each other all at once, the helm crew struggling to adjust the ship’s weight and right it. As the ship slanted, a few unprepared officers fell back out of their seats and slammed into the nearest station behind them. It was nearly impossible to control the crew in this chaos, but Dreschner shouted himself hoarse at Gertrude’s side, keeping the bridge functional.

	“Side hydrojet intakes completely severed! Weight distribution dramatically uneven!”

	On the main screen a diagnostic updated, with the breaching and flooding that had been dealt to the sidepod area. Were it not for the Iron Lady’s enormously thick armor even the hangar would be flooding. That was not an ordinary depth charge, it had the kind of destructive power reserved for blast mining charges. 

	How had Sieglinde let such a thing through to them? Had she even survived?

	To think despite every advantage they would lose to these thugs!

	“Captain, Inquisitor! The Ludlow is not moving from our starboard!”

	Schicksal turned a horrified look to meet Gertrude’s wild eyes and Dreschner’s pallid face.

	They were listing toward their remaining Frigate, which was itself struggling to stay afloat.

	“Collision imminent!”

	Everyone in the Bridge grabbed hold of the closest thing they could.

	Only the helm continued working until the last second that they could, struggling to stabilize the ship, but not in time to prevent what the prediction on the main screen showed them. Seconds later, the Iron Lady crashed into the Ludlow, crushing its side fin and caving in the port side of the pressure hull, sending the smaller vessel careening toward the ocean floor. This did relatively light damage to the Iron Lady itself, but it was clear the Ludlow would not survive. By then, the small amount of flooding on the Iron Lady weighed down its stricken side enough to stabilize the ship.

	All the while, Gertrude watched the main screen with rage-filled eyes.

	That insignificant little hauler and its measly little divers began to flee.

	She raised her hand to the screen, nearly giving in to desperate, grief-stricken delusion.

	Right in front of her, so close, close enough for her hand to reach. That damnable ship.

	“Pandora’s Box. You won’t get away. Not as long as I can chase. Elena–”

	Hyperventilating, eyes burning in the prelude to tears.             

	Her mind blanking out with fury as she seared the sight of that little ship into her brain.

	They had not escaped. They had not gotten away. They couldn’t run.

	As long as she was chasing, they would never escape.

	“Call for reinforcements! Send it through the encrypted network! As soon as possible!”

	Dreschner and Schicksal looked like they could hardly believe her words.

	Nevertheless, they set about their tasks as soon as they could. Whoever came could be made useful.

	Though the Bridge soon quieted, the tense, erratic energy of the moment never left.

	“Send out a drone to chase after Pandora’s Box as soon as the electronics are stable.”

	Because Gertrude’s eyes never left the screen; because she never forgot the shadow of her prey.

	She was High Inquisitor Lichtenberg, and as long as she was chasing, no one could escape!

	

	

	 


6.8

	Moments after Murati alerted the Brigand to the status of the Diver team, the connection from her to the drone went dark without warning. Semyonova handed control back to Geninov in a mild panic, who attempted to troubleshoot the connection from their end. It became clear very quickly that Murati herself was having trouble with her equipment, and her stilted cadence when they could get hold of her seemed to support that theory.

	Captain Korabiskaya ran her hands down her face with frustration.

	“We have got to work on more reliable communication! This shouldn’t be happening.”

	“In hindsight, we should have deployed a drone with them from the beginning.” Aaliyah said. “But it seems like Murati’s machine has taken a beating, and that’s not something we could account for no matter how much we prepared. Take it from someone whose job it is to give you a hard time: you’ve done all you could.”

	“Is that your job? I guess that’s how you view ‘supporting’ me.”

	Ulyana allowed herself a small smile, once again grateful for the stoic Shimii at her side.

	However, the situation was still fairly grim.

	With only one remaining bomb, they had no margin of error for victory.

	Turning around at this point was an option, but not one that was part of the plan.

	“Aaliyah, do you think we could commit to a ship battle at this point? I’m uncertain.”

	Her Commissar shook her head. “In the current situation we’re accepting that the enemy won’t shoot at us too seriously. If we press our advantage, in such a visible way as turning around and shooting them with our ship’s guns, we’ll alter the situation to the point it might tempt them to reconsider shooting us in desperation.”

	Ulyana sank back in her chair wearily. “It would be a real all-or-nothing play on our part.”

	Aaliyah joined her, reclining in her own chair. “We can’t even guarantee we’d sink them.”

	“You’re right, but it’s frustrating! If this is how we’re going to be fighting from now on, I need a better way to communicate with the Divers moment to moment than this.” Ulyana said.

	Command and control between ships was a largely solved problem. While the equipment could be rough and there were factors that could cause interference, it was quite possible to keep in constant contact with ships in a tenable fighting position. Ships had powerful laser transmitters and fast and reliable acoustic messaging, handled by full-size computers and large crews. Fleets could span several kilometers and still communicate with each other by bouncing signals through each other’s networks as long as every ship had a friendly ship within data range.

	However, Divers were much smaller and unable to support full-power electronics. 

	And thanks to Murati’s tactics, they were expected to fight outside their ship’s laser range too, and since they were far more active combatants with less surface area for equipment than a ship, they could not be rigged up with powerful lasers to accept and bounce stable connections the way any ship could have.

	They would have to find a solution for this! It was not acceptable!

	Ulyana could not bear being responsible for people she had no means to talk to!

	For all that they could do to affect this battlefield, they were essentially mute and blind.

	How could she counsel and lead her frontline troops in this situation?

	“Fatima, can you get a sense of what’s happening out there?” She asked.

	At the sonar station, the dark-haired Shimii turned around to shake her head at the Captain.

	“I’m sorry Captain, but we are not able to see it granularly. I really wish there were more that I could do– we can predict and image their positions and movements, and to some degree, the amount of gunfire around them and where the explosions are happening. But if a Diver just got cut down by a sword, we can’t tell. If it’s been shot, we can’t tell the degree of damage. And with so much happening, the prediction accuracy is not too great right now.”

	Fatima’s ears drooped. She looked like she wanted to blurt out another apology.

	But her voice was clearly starting to strain after everything that had happened.

	“Thank you. You’ve been amazing Fatima. Return to your tasks.”

	“Yes ma’am.”

	In any other situation, that sensitive Shimii would have said “I’m sorry,” again.

	Her energy was spent. They were all spent in their own ways.

	You could learn everything there was about war in theory, or even simulations.

	No one could prepare you to be ripped out of your bed and forced into battle.

	No one could ask you to fight with complete stoicism when you were really in danger.

	Whatever happened, Ulyana felt proud that they were still holding together.

	Then a deadpan voice sounded from the Electronic Warfare station.

	“Ma’am, we’ve hit a snag.”

	Ulyana’s heart jumped. Not more bad news! “Explain and hope nothing interrupts you.”

	Zachikova turned her chair fully around. 

	There was something strained about the look in her eyes. Though lifelike, they were still mechanical, and one could not imagine that red veins would creep to show her tiredness. But her expression still managed to convey how tired she was. She had been working on software to support the additional hydrojets on the Brigand’s aft.

	“I’ve created a rudimentary application that reopens the routing valves to the secondary thrusters and routes power to the motors for that turbine network. I’ve been coordinating with Kamarik to run tests to make sure we can route power to the motors without anything breaking. Unfortunately, we’ve found a problem I did not foresee.”

	Kamarik raised his hand and spoke up then. 

	“Captain, whenever we activate those jets, our girl gets some real bad cramps. She can process that much water, but we start to see more vibration in the valves and turbines of the intake system. Since there’s no additional intakes, it just draws more water through the existing ones faster than normal to keep up. Stresses out the whole system.”

	There was no good way to take that news. 

	Ulyana took it by bending forward and running her fingers through her blond hair, undoing the tidy ponytail she had made it up into, and staring at the ground for several seconds. When she sat back up, she tossed her hair and took in a breath. Her face was sweaty, her skin was clammy, her eyes were strained. She struggled to look angry or annoyed rather than desperate or hopeless. Anger could at least be motivating for others to see.

	“Messiah defend; is the end of our tunnel always an incoming train? Keep working on it.”

	“Ma’am, we can keep working on it, but the physical facts won’t change.” Kamarik said.

	“Keep working on it! Stress test, run simulations, give me the cost-benefit! Push the limits! How much can the intakes withstand? Can we run those boosters for a minute? An hour? If we need to have the sailors get in pressure suits and make repairs, we can do that once we’ve escaped!” Ulyana said firmly, raising her voice to Kamarik.

	“Yes ma’am!”

	Rather than sounding drained, Kamarik seemed a little more energized again.

	Zachikova too; maybe it was the adrenaline of being yelled at.

	Something like that would not last for long, and Ulyana did not particularly enjoy it.

	Aaliyah nodded her head to her, as if acknowledging silently that she understood.

	“Can we connect to anyone else?” Ulyana said. “Where is the drone, Geninov?”

	At the torpedo station the resident gamer’s face sank.

	“I’ve been poking connections all this time, but I’m like a hundred meters away from anyone, okay! I gotta keep this unarmored little shit out of visual flak range! There’s not much I can do.” Geninov replied.

	“Then charge! Full ahead! Hurl it right into the flagship if you have to!” Ulyana replied.

	“God damn it! If you say so! Don’t blame me–”

	“Bomb detonation!”

	Fatima shouted at the top of her lungs, an instant before the drone camera saw the blast.

	Everyone’s heads snapped briefly toward her before turning to the screen.

	A bright flash and an enormous vapor bubble blooming off of the Irmingard’s side.

	Water displaced by the enormous shockwave sent the lightweight drone tumbling back.

	“What’s the enemy’s status?” Ulyana called out.

	“Struck on the port sidepod!” Fatima called back. “It’s listing! I think it’s listing!”

	On the main screen the prediction lagged. When the picture updated, that behemoth of a flagship looked doughy, misshapen. Smaller objects had entirely disappeared. Then the flagship tipped on its side. Everyone watched speechlessly for a moment as if expecting the prediction to roll back, to be a mistake.

	After moments of tumbling aimlessly in the water, Geninov finally wrestled the drone back toward the flagship. The shockwaves had died down, and the vapor bubble had disappeared. On the camera they could see the shadow of that ship turning on its side, disgorging metal from its stricken flank. It was falling farther and farther behind the Brigand, clearly unable to accelerate, and soon disappeared almost entirely from the cameras.

	That muted pause in the Bridge suddenly became an explosion of celebrations.

	Geninov lifted her arms off the drone controls and threw them around a surprised Fernanda.

	Kamarik put his head down against his station and consoled his best dame with a smile.

	Semyonova grabbed hold of the exhausted Fatima’s hands and jumped up down.

	Ulyana and Aaliyah sank against each other in their chairs.

	“Can we get some focus here.” Zachikova grumbled. “Look!”

	She pointed her hand in the direction of the main screen.

	On the drone camera, they briefly saw a group of objects moving toward the Brigand.

	They were recognizable as Streloks in varying stages of disrepair.

	Ulyana bolted up to her feet. She counted six! Every machine, at least, had come back!

	One was being carried aloft, however. They might need emergency aid.

	“Slow down to collect the Divers! That flagship isn’t going anywhere for a while.” Ulyana said. “Send Syracuse and Kappel to the hangar with stretchers in case anybody needs help. Have sailors in pressure suits with jet anchors ready in case we need to pull machines up! Get the senior mechanics and workgroup managers to schedule repairs! And be proud of yourselves, my precious crew! We weathered the storm; we sank an Irmingard-class!”

	Buoyed by their moment of triumph, the crew gave one last great effort.

	Fatima set her earpods back into her ear fluff and continued monitoring the sonar.

	Semyonova broadcast the situation across the ship, contacting everyone who was needed.

	Kamarik altered the ship’s thrust and kept it steady.

	Geninov nearly collapsed over Fernanda, who patted her back with an awkward expression.

	Aaliyah crossed her arms and heaved a little sigh of relief, her ears wiggling contentedly.

	And Ulyana–

	Ulyana wanted nothing more than to tear up. With joy, with passion, with fear, with stress.

	However, she was the confident Captain Korabiskaya whom everyone had to rely on.

	There would be many more opportunities to cry in the battles that were to come.

	She reserved those tears as best she could. Crying in the first bout of the war wouldn’t do.

	

	

	When Semyonova’s beautiful round face appeared in the hangar, and the news was given to the sailors who had been preparing for every possible eventuality, Chief Mechanic Lebedova let everyone have a few minutes of being rowdy to celebrate. There was a lot of stomping, a lot of noise, a lot of banter that echoed through those metal halls as the relieved sailors let out all their manic energy. But the sailors themselves cut short their own merriment. When they heard their Divers were returning, they seamlessly returned to their work immediately.

	Like everyone in the crew, they treasured the pilots who had truly won them this victory.

	So there was a nervous flurry of activity in the hangar as they accepted the returning heroes.

	First came the Cossack and Strelkannon, able to rise out of the deployment chutes on their own power. The Cossack was visibly banged up, with some hull and leg damage, while the Strelkannon had been riddled with bullets on its extremities but was only superficially damaged. When the two of them rose to the hangar floor, they were ordered to stop, and were moved by machine to their gantries. Moving out of water could exacerbate damage to the limbs and thrusters. They were firmly affixed to their gantries, and work began on them almost immediately.

	Next came Khadija’s Strelok. While fully out of ammunition, it had received little damage.

	Finally, Lebedova and Shalikova’s Streloks helped a group of six sailors to pull the Cheka into a deployment chute and up into the hangar. It had lost power and was not going to rise without help. The sailors went out in pressurized, powered suits each about ¼ the size of a full Diver. These suits allowed them to move outside the ship to carry out repairs. Repairs which would soon be needed, as the Brigand itself had taken serious damage.

	Recovering the Cheka was a fairly safe opportunity for the sailors to practice in their suits.

	Everyone was astonished when they brought the Cheka up out of the water. 

	Some of the exposed power cells began smoking immediately upon being taken out of the water and had to be put out first with fire extinguishers and then with freezing agents. There was extensive shoulder damage to the point one of the arms hung by the thread of a pull-rod. Several impacts from debris had dented the armor on the hull and legs, and smashed part of the head. Dozens of pitted armor wounds. It would need extensive repair.

	More importantly, a group of engineers, including Gunther Cohen, gathered to break open the cockpit and try to free Murati Nakara from inside it. Due to the need for the cockpit to retain atmosphere in the event of an emergency at all costs, opening the cockpit on auxiliary power without the pilot’s help was not a feature that received much consideration. So some damage to the hatch seams would have to be inflicted in order to separate them. While they worked on the Cheka, Shalikova and Lebedova were recovered, both with limited damage.

	Having been recovered first, the Cossack and Strelkannon opened soonest.

	Smiling pleasantly, Sameera climbed out of her suit and stepped down to the hangar floor.

	Moving quickly and with purpose, Dominika left hers and traversed the hangar toward her.

	Sameera seemed to realize what was coming and for a brief instant looked nervous.

	Then, with a mighty sound, Dominika slapped Sameera across the face.

	“You selfish idiot! You could’ve been killed! Never play the hero in front of me again!”

	Her eyes were red as if she had been crying. Sameera rubbed her cheek, smiling vacantly.

	“You’re right. I treated you all wrong, miss. It is a gentleman’s duty to apologize–”

	Her words started to slur, and Dominika was puzzled by the response.

	Sameera’s eyes were quite red themselves, but for an entirely different reason.

	From the corner of one bright eye fell a droplet of blood. A tiny string of red dribbled down her nose and over her lip soon after. Her bushy, club-like tail dipped, and her ears folded slightly. Sameera started to wobble on her feet, and all the while retaining her gallant smile, she collapsed suddenly into Dominika’s arms. Surprised and horrified, Dominika almost fell with her, but managed to keep hold of the sick woman and take her into her arms on the floor.

	Dominika slowly realized it wasn’t a joke or a weird form of flirting.

	“Medic! Oh my god! She needs a medic!”

	She shouted at the top of her lungs and the crowd dispersed with horror in their eyes.

	From behind the sailors, the blue-haired doctor Kappel emerged with none of her usual cheerfulness. She was accompanied by a woman in the grey coat of the security troops, brown-haired and with orange-brown skin, the medic “Syrah” or Syracuse. The brown and yellow fins coming out from under her shoulder-length hair bristled gently as she set Sameera down while Kappel prepared the stretcher. Gently, Syracuse set Sameera on it and lifted her up, with the help of one of the sailors. Dr. Kappel would remain behind to see to any other injured pilots.

	“She’s breathing.” Dr. Kappel said. “There could be hemorrhaging. Take her up and stabilize her.”

	“Yes ma’am. Her atmosphere control must have been damaged in the battle.” Syrah said.

	Dr. Kappel brushed Dominika’s shoulder reassuringly. “She’ll be fine. She can recover.”

	“I’m coming with you!” Dominika said suddenly.

	She looked almost embarrassed to be saying so and would not explain herself further.

	But with the devastated look on her face, it was impossible to say no to her.

	Syrah and Dominika left the hangar soon after.

	By that point, Khadija, Shalikova and Lebedova had exited their cockpits.

	None of them looked too worse for wear. Sweaty and tired, but with their full faculties.

	Shalikova, however, left the side of her suit quickly and rushed over to the Cheka.

	“We didn’t hear a peep from Murati since we regrouped with her!” Shalikova shouted. She looked from the machine to the mechanics trying to open it, and her eyes narrowed, her fists closed at her sides with visible frustration. “Have you heard anything? Did she bang on the doors at least? Do you think Murati’s awake?”

	One of the mechanics turned to her and shook his head– just as the hatch slammed open.

	Gunther Cohen rushed in through the hatch, peering inside the cockpit.

	“Messiah defend!” He shouted, briefly terrifying the group. “She’s alive but–! Medic!”

	“Murati!”

	Shalikova cried out, uncharacteristically. Khadija and Lebedova urged her to back away.

	An unconscious Murati was pulled free from the cockpit and set on a stretcher. She had a pulse, and she was breathing, but likely suffered a concussion. She had hit the side of the head bad enough to bleed. Her wrist was definitely broken, and the same arm was quite possibly broken as well. One of her ribs was bruised. She was in no condition to pilot again for the time being. Out of everyone she would probably need the most long-term attention in the days to come. Doctor Kappel briefly checked the other Divers and cleared them before taking Murati. 

	Once they had taken the injured away to the medical bay and the drama was given some time to settle, the sailors gathered around the remaining pilots and gave a round of applause and several cheers. Though more sober in their response than they would have been had all of the pilots been present and uninjured, they still showered Lebedova, Khadija and Shalikova with praise and affection. Shalikova clearly withered in the middle of this applause. Lebedova put their arms behind their back, face flushed red. Khadija waved warmly back and even blew a few kisses.

	“Alright, knock it off now, give the heroes some room!”

	Chief Mechanic Galina Lebedova pushed her way through the crowd and sent everyone back to their work. Many of the sailors had already shouted themselves hoarse and jumped and clapped all they could muster, but even the rowdiest ones listened to the Chief and left posthaste at her command. When the crowd finally dispersed, she approached the pilot Lebedova with a big smile on her face and gave her nibling a firm smack on the shoulder to show her appreciation. Her eyes looked bright with praise and pride for her relative.

	“Look at you! Such a big shot now! How did the real thing feel?” She teased.

	Valya Lebedova averted their gaze. “Well, the graphics had a truly frightening fidelity.”

	Shalikova stood in place, as if not knowing how to react, before wandering off.

	Once the adrenaline had worn off, and everyone had caught up to the moment as gracefully or awkwardly as they would, the tireless work demanded by the Brigand’s mission continued. All of this excitement that had lasted barely hours once it commenced, had transpired at night. On the Captain’s orders, non-essential personnel could retire. A few sailors continued to run maintenance tasks, several mechanics remained with each Diver, and the workgroup management convened and began to draft their plans for the assessment and repair of all the day’s damage. Little by little, the manic activity and thick crowds that had characterized the hangar began to shrink and disperse.

	For a moment, Khadija al-Shajara remained behind, seated at a workbench. 

	Watching the sailors peeling off from their workgroups and disappearing into the adjoining halls. The air in the hangar was far less stale and sterile than anywhere else and more organic, tinged with the odor of work: lubricants, oils, sweat. Khadija spoke to no one, merely lounged, breathing in gently, decompressing by herself.

	Until she spotted Aiden Ahwalia, staring at the Cheka with a grave look on his face.

	She snorted. “Caught your eye? That’s war you’re looking at, you pampered little worm.”

	Without acknowledging her, Aiden grunted and left in a hurry with his fists balled up.

	

	

	Sonya Shalikova did not feel like much of a hero.

	As she climbed the stairs to the upper deck, she could not help but berate herself and feel a bit sickened by the round of applause and the ring of praise that had formed around her. It upset her that people so easily elevated her, because she did not feel like she had done anything worth that commemoration. It was the same in the Academy too. Everyone was so quick to praise her. Everyone kept treating her like she did something so amazing and miraculous. She always wondered if it had been because of her sister– certainly, that couldn’t be the case now.

	Right?

	“I was useless. Murati and Khadija both had to save me.”

	That was the acid that was slashing around the inside of her brain.

	She was no match for the pilot of that Diver that suddenly showed up. For a single pilot to show up and disrupt their operation so much was shameful enough. Even with Khadija’s techniques in mind, even with a dirty trick, she still could not do anything. Then Khadija left the bombing to her and Lebedova, but Murati took it upon herself to do everything. Was it because she did not trust Shalikova or Lebedova? Shalikova did not want to think about that. Now that was a poison in her mind she could recognize as such. It would not lead anywhere good.

	In her mind, if she trusted everyone, and everyone trusted her in turn–

	Then the only explanation was that she had simply failed personally.

	And yet everyone cheered her, again and again.

	They all praised and cheered, even when Zasha– when her sister didn’t come back–

	“Sonya!”

	Shalikova had walked automatically all the way to her room.

	A cheerful voice there brought her back to her senses before she could burst out crying.

	“Ah! That dreadful aura around you has faded a bit! Are you happy to see me?”

	“Hmph.”

	She was greeted by the smiling pink face of Maryam Karahailos, her flushed cheeks framed by her long purple bangs, and the tentacles blending in with the rest of her long hair slowly shifting and rising so the paddles could join her hands in waving Shalikova inside. The two fin-like shapes on her head wiggled from side to side vigorously, fanning the sterile air of the room around her head. She was clearly excited, and practically radiated a kind of warm, innocent joy Shalikova hardly ever saw.

	Shalikova’s chest fluttered a little bit; she was unused to “coming back to” someone waiting for her after a battle. Though she also wouldn’t describe Maryam as someone who fully satisfied that narrative. Having a waiting bride to complete the heroic narrative would have been a truly intolerable imposition on Shalikova and she regretted even thinking about the whole thing.

	“I’m going to bed.” She said, in as unromantic a way as she could muster.

	“Good night!” Maryam said.

	Shalikova perked up an eyebrow. 

	She had gotten it in her head they would have some big, stupid, circular argument where she would be trying to shake Maryam off herself for the next hour. Maryam continued to stare at her as she walked into the room. Shalikova withdrew a towel from one of the wall recesses and dried her sweat-soaked hair, face, the top of her chest. When her eyes peered over her shoulder, the cuttlefish katarran was still seated on her bed across the room.

	Staring.

	It was too awkward. This kind of situation– Shalikova couldn’t just say nothing.

	“Were you OK during all this?”

	“Yes! A kind sailor gave me a delicious sandwich.”

	Maryam’s face lit up, and her voice was so chipper. What was her deal anyway?

	“So you did leave the room and run around while we had an emergency going on?”

	Maryam closed her eyes and looked smug.

	“I did not go down to the hangar to bother you. I stayed in the upper deck.”

	“Small triumphs.”

	“I was also very helpful to the captain and the security girls!”

	Shalikova dreaded trying to imagine what must have happened.

	“You can tell me tomorrow. Good night.”

	“Of course– Oh! By the way. Thank you for saving us. I am very grateful to be alive.”

	Across the room, Maryam stood up, and did a little bow and a curtsy, lifting her skirt.

	Shalikova stared at her, at first almost uncomprehending of what had been said.

	A trickle of tears did finally escape her eyes at that point. Something in her had broken.

	“Ah! Oh no!” Maryam reacted abruptly. 

	She saw Shalikova begin to cry before Shalikova herself noticed it. Either that or she “read it in her aura” — whatever that meant. Regardless, it took Shalikova feeling her eyes sting to realize that she was weeping. When they came, the tears would not stop. Shalikova turned her back on Maryam in an instant and sank into bed.

	Her arms wrapped tight around Comrade Fuzzy.

	Soon her tears were accompanied by loud sobs.

	“Sonya! I’m really sorry. I really am grateful.”

	“Whatever!” Sonya shouted back. “I’m grateful you’re alive too! Go to bed, Maryam!”

	She lifted her blankets over her head and settled as close to the wall as she could.

	Gritting her teeth, weeping harshly, as all the feelings she had bottled up rushed over her.

	

	

	“How do we even proceed with this mission? This feels more impossible by the second.”

	“Certainly, it is a difficult task, but no task is impossible, Captain.”

	Deep into the night, Ulyana Korabiskaya and Aaliyah Bashara remained awake. 

	The Bridge had been sent to bed, even the night shifters that had been assigned for the day. The Captain and Commissar took over for them. Everything that had transpired felt well behind them. Their injured were stable in the med bay, the ship itself was humming along. However, the appearance of that Irmingard class and the demands of Gertrude Lichtenberg urged them to think about the future, even after the worst passed.

	By themselves in the Bridge, an enormous digital map of the world on the main screen.

	They focused on their hemisphere, and the Imbrium and Nectaris Oceans.

	With the Iron Lady marooned in the middle of nowhere, damaged to a degree unknown; and all their Divers recovered; the Brigand sped away at full speed, sans the dummied boosters still to be tested, headed north-northwest from Serrano. To the far north was the Khaybar Pass, a zone marked on their map as a no-go; to the far east would be the borders of Veka. That meant the only direction to go was the west. There were a few Stations along the way that they could potentially go to, though they would not be safe anywhere big and obvious nearby.

	In the direction they were headed, they would hit the borders of the Imbrium Ocean. 

	To break into the seat of the Union’s nemesis, to the waters that had birthed the Empire and the oppression of half the livable world, they would need to travel through Rhinea. Judging by the intelligence they had on the Volkisch Movement, they would not be too safe in Rhinea’s large, public stations, due to the fascists’ current occupation with their own internal security. Surveillance and policing would not be as lax there as in Serrano.

	Farther west was the Yucatan Gulf, a vast ring of deep ocean territory framed north, west and south by the wall of the continent of Central Occultis. Such vast continental access made the Yucatan’s western extremes dangerous, teeming with Leviathans, red biomass, and corrupted weather patterns. However, it also made the Yucatan extremely rich in minerals from the continent wall, as well as a source of cave soils from collapsed areas of the continent, used in certain kinds of agriculture. Its industrial population could possibly be sympathetic to Union ideology.

	Unfortunately the Royal Alliance made the many Stations and Substations of the Yucatan their seat of power, straining the rest of Sverland’s access to the raw materials there and forcing them to fend for themselves. Because the Alliance was still in the process of consolidating power, the Yucatan could be dangerous as well. Public stations and large industrial works would be under greater scrutiny until the aristocrats fully settled in.

	“Right now the Volkisch are far too alert. Even if we lay low, Rhinea is a lot denser with habitations than Sverland. There’s not a lot of open Ocean to sneak through and we may not be able to lay low in any major Station without having collaborators.” Ulyana said. “We could head to the Yucatan and take our chances there, but once we get in, if the border is too hot, we won’t be able to get back out. With the continent wall right there, there’s really nowhere we could go, but circling back around. It feels like none of our options are good options.”

	“I think plotting where to go is premature at this point.” Aaliyah replied.

	Ulyana nodded. “There’s still a lot we don’t know. But we have to keep moving no matter what. I doubt we killed everyone aboard that ship or that we put it down for good. I have a gut feeling we’ll get chased again if we stick around here too long. Back in the Revolution, they taught us that standing and fighting the Empire was suicide. But by leading them around by the nose, you could lay traps, or force them to tip their hand.”

	“I know our situation, Captain. But what need to do to make informed decisions is to gather more information. We can start with Marina and Maryam, but don’t forget our mission isn’t to take down the Empire by ourselves. A civil war is brewing; all kinds of factions and cliques will form that we can exploit to our advantage.”

	“Factions? Well, right now, we’ve got the Royal Alliance and the Volkisch in front of us.” Ulyana said with a sigh. “Neither of which really agree with my particular tastes in political action, you know?”

	“That’s fine, because I was not referring to either of them, at least not writ large. All of these groups are themselves formed of smaller groups.” Aaliyah said. She put on a smug little face as she delivered the rest of her explanation to an increasingly frustrated and dumbfounded Ulyana. “Captain, you told Murati she needed to get better at internal politics, but you need better national politics. Political groups are never uniform. There are cliques and interests in every major political group that go through periods of friction and stability. Even in the Union this is true and there have been frictions which we had to solve. The Empire is much larger, and its political class is much more vicious and far less united than ours in even the barest basics of how their world should work.”

	Ulyana blinked. “So you’re saying there’s a subfaction of the Volkisch we can get along with? That sounds franky quite absurd to me, but you Commissars certainly see things differently than us normal folks.”

	Aaliyah’s tail stood on end. “Again, I’m not being that specific about this, Captain.”

	“Fine. But then, I should keep an open mind about potentially giving weapons and training to people who might believe in monarchies, but don’t want this one, or who may or may not believe in democracy of some description but are at least open to shooting at the Volkisch for now. We are not just looking for revolutionaries exactly like the ones we had at home 20 years ago. Is this what you’re telling me our mission is now?”

	“All the bad faith and sarcasm aside, yes.” Aaliyah said.

	“I thought you would be the one most opposed to reaching across the aisle.” Ulyana said.

	Her tone started to take on a bit of a teasing note. Aaliyah crossed her arms.

	“Offering military aid to a group doesn’t mean we’ll approve of its aims forever.”

	“Now that’s some Commissar-like thought. Backhanded as all hell.”

	“Our entire mission is backhanded. To survive it, we have to use any means available.”

	Ulyana and Aaliyah stared at each other, lit only by the dim glow of the digital globe. 

	Both of them sighed deeply. 

	There was a grim tension between them neither wanted to have provoked.

	“I’m sorry. I’m really tired. I’m not being productive.” Ulyana said.

	“Thank you. I understand your concerns completely. I’m just trying to be constructive.”

	Aaliyah gave ground, seemingly as much as she would let herself do.

	By mutual agreement, the two of them dropped the subject. 

	They would just ride out the night shift to the best of their abilities, making few remarks while tending the stations. Letting the quiet of the moment wash over them. A hard-fought silence, after a battle that already felt distant.

	

	

	“There was a veteran pilot among them who was very skilled. She acted as a distraction and held me from my defense of the ship long enough for her subordinates to execute an attack. I was too careless.”

	That was all that Sieglinde von Castille had to say for herself before averting her gaze with a petulant scowl. Lavishing platitudes upon Gertrude Lichtenberg would not change anything that happened and she disliked having to prostrate herself. Whenever a pilot went out to fight, she accepted her death or defeat as an eventual outcome. She had been outmaneuvered and was lucky to have survived. That was all that needed to be said.

	“That’s all?” Gertrude asked. Digging her finger into the wound.

	“That’s all.” Sieglinde replied.

	Equivocating would not have changed anything. It was a waste of time.

	“I have to say, I’m a little disappointed in such a childish response from a storied Hero.”

	“I did not promise anything except my cooperation. It is you who had false hopes in me.”

	“Your lack of introspection is surely a blessing at a time like this. Well, fine then.”

	Gertrude’s scorn was palpable not only in her brutal words but her wild, fierce eyes. 

	But Sieglinde was not moved. 

	She was no child: she was a very grown woman now. She was thirty eight years old. Significantly older than Gertrude herself. Nothing she could say or do would change what she had done, or what she could do next. Her life, her role, the things she was capable of or that were possible for her to do, had all ossified over decades. Her past, whether hours or ages ago, was something she could only suffer and endure having lived. It couldn’t change.

	That one woman pilot shared the same pain as her. 

	That pilot who taunted her in the open, who knew her as the Red Baron. Truth be told, Sieglinde could not tell her apart from anyone else. So it was perhaps impossible for her to give this woman the satisfaction she craved. However, she knew implicitly that this woman’s time had also stopped, just like Sieglinde’s, frozen by their war. They were both hurt the same way, tied together by the calcified chains like two corpses to one skeleton.

	It hurt her heart to think about, but–

	There was nothing she could do to expiate for what she did to that woman.

	“Ultimately it was my fault as the guarantor of this ship that you failed.” Gertrude finally said after a long and frustrated silence. “We did not commit our resources properly. Our escorts were unreliable. We were defeated by an enemy with more cohesion and better command, because we were far too complacent.”

	Sieglinde averted her gaze once more. She was surprised to see Gertrude being lenient.

	“Quite level-headed of you. I accept and commend your grace, Lady Inquisitor.”

	Such moments seemed to come and go for Gertrude. Black hearted one second, gentle the next.

	The two of them stood together in the middle of the Iron Lady’s vast, well-equipped hangar. 

	Sieglinde’s recovered Grenadier, a new class of Diver, had been set into its gantry, alongside the two heavily damaged Jagd units belonging to Ingrid and Clostermann, and the spare Volker. The Jagd were overseen by a few mechanics and two robotic repair units with powerful, precise manipulators assessing the unit and peeling off any unsalvageable parts. They were not the only crew working in the hangar that night. Operating from computerized stations, a pair of engineers commandeered drones to assess the damage outside and make plans for a repair crew which was, simultaneously, equipping themselves in the hangar, a dozen men in pressure suits with one heavy labor suit about half the size of a Diver ready to join them outside. They had been ordered to waste no time.

	While Gertrude was being a rough taskmaster, the men were highly motivated, nonetheless.

	At the moment they were helplessly stranded in the middle of the Ocean, after all.

	Every inhabitant of the Iron Lady wanted to get the ship moving again.

	If there was one thing about Gertrude Lichtenberg that impressed Sieglinde, it was the respect her crew had for her. They would take a scolding from her and rather than become depressed they would work harder. They would follow her orders slavishly. In this current, frankly insane quest of hers, they still followed, knowing only they were chasing a “VIP” and not the dire truth behind the matter. Had they known the truth it was likely they would not question the veracity of Gertrude’s information. Despite everything, they rendered no complaints.

	Sieglinde had witnessed this before. It was not just discipline that inspired such feelings. It was the kind of esteem soldiers could only have for a commanding officer who they saw as an aspirational figure. She did not see Gertrude as highly skilled or overtly generous. It was not a notable bloodline, nor great wealth that drew people to her. Rather, she was someone who rose from among them and therefore understood their plight. They fought together, bled together, drank and ate together; she was not an officer to her men, but one of the men.

	Every such person that Sieglinde had known had been crushed into a red mist.

	Theirs was not a society that treasured and protected its salt-of-the-earth folk heroes.

	The Imbrium Empire’s so-called meritocracy fed on a steady diet of the patriotic and dutiful.

	For every hero that suffered and died, there was a coward who thrived and prospered.

	There was nothing she could do about this, but acknowledge it, and seethe.

	“What will you do now?” Sieglinde finally asked Gertrude.

	“We’ll go after them. We’ll repair the ship and continue the chase.”

	Her reply was almost immediate. Either the product of determination, or a profound haste to affirm her self-delusion. Her eyes were dark, her expression sullen. She was clearly shaken, but grimly determined.

	“Am I to continue piloting the Grenadier?” Sieglinde asked.

	Gertrude turned a weary, vindictive look to her.

	“Do what you want. I won’t beg you again.” She said bitterly.

	Her haste to say these words seemed to surprise even herself. Her face blanched, ashamed.

	Sieglinde wanted to turn her back on Gertrude, but she did not walk away just yet.

	“I didn’t ask you to beg the first time. You have such a wicked view of the world.” She said.

	She could not in good conscience judge the Inquisitor for the grief that she felt. Her own heart was still soft with a wish to see in a woman like Gertrude the gallantry and righteousness that her men saw. So before the Inquisitor left her side, the broken Red Baron offered the bitterest confirmation of her own twisted feelings.

	“Until you are able to speak with her. Until we hear her decision. I’ll follow you.”

	Upon Gertrude’s very soul and the contents therein, Sieglinde would make this oath. 

	She wanted to believe. She wanted to be shown something different than she had seen.

	Gertrude looked momentarily as if she did not know how to respond to that.

	“I’ll hold you to it.” 

	Her brooding side took hold of her once more, and those words were her only reply.

	Then she turned and left the hangar. 

	Sieglinde took this to signal her assent and retreated in the opposite direction.

	Wondering how it was that the Empire’s tragedies kept sucking at the marrow in her broken old bones.

	Again, and again, seemingly without end.

	

	

	Several hours since the Iron Lady’s hectic battle with the mercenaries, Gertrude retreated to her room. She had left the sailors with good direction and trusted them fully to carry out all the repairs. There was nothing more she could do but stand around and look spent and miserable, so she decided to make herself scarce. Now that the adrenaline wore off and she had some distance from her emotions, she was starting to come down hard. Her exhaustion was such that she simply could neither disrobe nor make herself sleep. She merely threw herself into bed and lay there, staring at the ceiling. All that she could peel off her uniform before lying down was her cape, hat and coat.

	Gertrude was not alone for very long; certainly not as long as she had hoped to be.

	A deep and rough but excited voice at the door. “’Trude! Open up! Let’s get fucked up!”

	From past experience, there was no use telling Ingrid to go to bed. 

	At least, not for Gertrude who wanted to remain on good terms with her and treasured her company. One of the worst things one could do to Ingrid was rebuff her when she was being generous. So out of all the things that could have compelled Gertrude to stand up from her bed, it was going to open the door for Ingrid.

	At the doorway, she found the dark-skinned, messy-haired loup grinning at her, with a wagging tail and cheerfully alert ears. Ingrid was in an admirable state of dress, wearing a decently covering tanktop and sweatpants. Gertrude had expected her to be wearing almost nothing. She smiled from ear to ear, her face brightening the moment their eyes met. She had in one hand a canteen plate with canned ham spread, ship biscuit and a jar of oil-packed peppers. Slung from the other hand was a small box of canned beers from out of the ship reserve.

	“How did you get a whole box?” Gertrude asked.

	“My charisma, my charm, and the threat of my left hook.”

	“Ingrid,”

	Gertrude sighed, rubbing her forehead with one hand.

	“I’m kidding!” Ingrid said with a big smile. “It’s ol’ man Dreschner’s treat.”

	“That’s almost less believable than if you just stole it.”

	“Believe whatever the fuck you want then! I’m comin’ in!”

	Gertrude made for way Ingrid, feeling her lips curling into a smile despite herself.

	They sat down, side to side on the bed. Gertrude’s room was a bit more ostentatious than those of the other crew. She had a double bed to herself, and it was fluffy and springy, rather than a stiff gel bed. Her room had a full desk, and several chairs or tables that could be pulled out of the ground or out of the walls. Burgundy and gold were predominant colors on plastic banners on the walls, and the filigree in her furniture, as well as the coloration of the walls themselves, though this effect was largely computer generated in nature.

	Next to the bed they pulled up a chair to set the tray of food on.

	From the box, they each took out a can of beer.

	Ingrid popped the cap off hers and took a deep, long drink from it.

	Gertrude looked at hers with reticence before taking a good drink from it. The familiar savory bitterness and light boozey bite of Imperial Navy reserve beers. A taste she could describe as “standard issue.” It had nothing on Vogelheim’s rose wine, but it could get you buzzed or drunk and that was enough.

	Neither she nor Ingrid loved it; but Ingrid could relish in the drinking of it.

	By the time Gertrude was halfway through a can, Ingrid was cracking open her second.

	“You’re so fuckin’ slow. I’m going to end up drunk as fuck because of you.” Ingrid said.

	“So did you come here for a drinking contest?”

	“I just don’t know what to say to you sometimes. You’re a mess right now.”

	Ingrid leaned to Gertrude’s side and dipped her head close, surprising the Inquisitor.

	She was warm. A warm presence at Gertrude’s side. Someone touching her.

	Gertrude realized then how little stimulation her body had had in the past weeks. How little she had been touched; how little she had been close to another human being. She had been running around like the gusts of a storm, never settling. And so, ever since Vogelheim she had been alone. Surrounded by people almost all of the time but fundamentally alone in a human sense. That lack of tenderness, and Ingrid’s reintroduction of that warm, kind sensation– It was almost enough to make Gertrude want to cry from the emotion.

	She leaned in Ingrid’s direction as well, pushing just a little closer to her.

	Her friend’s tail hit the bed with a rhythmic “wump, wump.”

	For a moment Ingrid held on to her drink without even tasting it.

	Swishing the contents in the can while Gertrude’s head rested on her shoulder.

	Her whole body which had been so wound up and tense, finally found a place to rest.

	“Congrats on relaxing for once.” Ingrid said.

	“How could I relax before, with everything that was happening?” Gertrude said.

	She wanted to turn and face Ingrid directly, but she did not want to move.

	It was simply too comfortable at Ingrid’s side. It felt too nice.

	“You’ve been going completely crazy.” Ingrid said. “It’s because everything’s a fucked up mess that you need some time to clear your head. I’ve been seeing you running around looking like your eyelids are stapled open. Losing your goddamn mind; I couldn’t even get a hold of you like this until the ship fuckin’ broke down.”

	“I know. I saw your messages. I don’t want you to think I didn’t.”

	“Yeah ‘Trude, I know! It tells me when you saw them and then didn’t reply. It tells me!”

	Feeling too ashamed to reply, Gertrude took a long drink from her own can, enough to finally empty it. Wordlessly, she sat up, reached for another can, cracked it open, drank almost as much just as quickly. She wiped her lips with her sleeve and grit her teeth. It was so sudden the roof of her mouth felt like it was melting, her throat ragged. Her forehead screamed with a cold pain. But she started laughing and Ingrid instantly knew what she was doing, and it cracked her up. Her serious face melted into the biggest, warmest smile Gertrude had seen.

	“You idiot!” Ingrid said. As if to decline the contest, she took a gentle sip of her own beer, not even enough to finish that second can already in her hands. “I’d say something like ‘you’ll never beat me’ but we only got four cans left. To make this a proper fight we gotta start with at least a twelve-pack.”

	“I’m sorry.” Gertrude smiled, rubbing her own forehead, her vision swimming a touch.

	She felt Ingrid’s hand creep around her back and grab hold of her shoulder.

	Pulling her even closer, until they were almost cheek to cheek.

	Another gesture that recalled bygone days.

	“It’s not ‘sorry’ I want, you know?”

	Ingrid sighed deeply. As if she realized that moment they were having had to end.

	“The VIP you’re after; I know it’s gotta be your little princess, isn’t it?”

	Gertrude’s eyes drew wide, and she gave Ingrid a sudden, wildly nervous glare.

	Ingrid shook her head solemnly. “Good grief. You really think I’m an idiot, huh?”

	“Ugh.” Gertrude exhaled a long-held breath. “I’m sorry Ingrid. I wasn’t even thinking–”

	“About your best buddy of many many years? Yeah, you haven’t been. That’s okay; we’re soldiers, not a social club. But if it’s a choice between running yourself to pieces or letting me into your life here and there, just sometimes? I wish you’d just let yourself rely on me more often. I would’ve been there for you.”

	Gertrude knew there was something else simmering under that sudden bitterness.

	She did not want to touch it; or rather, she did not know what else she could say.

	“I’m sorry.”

	“S’ok. You were thinking about me when you told me to buzz off back to the ship.”

	“Ingrid, please, come on. I was worried you’d get hurt. It was chaos out there!”

	Ingrid scoffed.

	“You always worry and fuss over me at the worst moments. Basically any time I don’t want you to, and you never pay me any attention when I do want it. You fuckin’ suck, ‘Trude.” Ingrid looked at Gertrude with a serious expression quickly melting into a sly, impish grin. “You’re really high-strung right now, aren’t you? Lighten up! Drink already. Or I’ll have your beer. I didn’t come here to give you grief. I really wanna help you.”

	Gertrude didn’t know how she could possibly lighten up after that.

	Nevertheless, she did open a third beer and did start drinking.

	“Does everyone suspect it?” She said, staring down at the dark hole in the can.

	Ingrid opened her third beer too. “Whose everyone? I dunno. Some of those guys on this ship are real stupid. But everyone can tell you’re a total mess just by looking at you. Just by hearing your voice.”

	Gertrude sighed, her face sinking into her hand. “I know I have to shape up.”

	“Shapin’ up isn’t what I’d say you gotta do. Here, shut up instead and have a bite.”

	Reaching out to the table in front of them, Ingrid picked up a ship’s biscuit and one of the cans of meat. They were full of a crumbly, soft, spreadable pink ham with flecks of white, soft fat. On the can, she used the lever to pop off the top, and then used the sharp, dismembered can top to spread the soft meat over the biscuit. From the jar of peppers, she drizzled a bit of the oil over the meat. Then she used the can top to mash up one of the soft, plump peppers over the meat, resulting in a red and pink spread that moistened the top of the biscuit.

	This was a little treat from back in the day. They called it ‘cadet kibble’.

	Ingrid presented Gertrude with the treat. The Inquisitor took it without objection.

	Biting into it, she was surprised by how soft the biscuit was, and how well the dry, crumbly bread with its intense, salty taste matched the bland but fatty meat and the slightly spicy, slightly sweet pepper. That oil was also packed with peppery taste, while lending its own vegetal note to the bite of food. For a heap of tinned meat on dried bread, it was a rich bite that felt almost decadent. It brought a little bit of life back into Gertrude’s body. 

	She could not help but smile a little having this kind of chow again.

	“God, you look like you’re going to cum. What have you been eating lately?” Ingrid said.

	“Probably not enough.” Gertrude said, slightly embarrassed.

	“Then let’s get you fattened up again. That big body of yours needs meat!”

	Over some light objections from the Inquisitor, Ingrid scraped up more meat and peppers on the sharp can lid and scraped them over a biscuit, handing over the result. While Gertrude picked at it with a wan face, Ingrid then fixed herself her own ‘cadet kibble’ and took a hearty bite. She kicked her feet with satisfaction.

	“This is still so good! I kinda scooped this stuff up on a lark, but man, it hits the spot.”

	“It is surprisingly palatable.”

	“Ah, fuck you. ‘Surprisingly palatable’ it’s good, damn it.”

	Ingrid shoved the remaining half of her biscuit into her mouth in one go.

	All the while she gave Gertrude a critical, narrow-eyed glare.

	Once she swallowed the food, her eyes remained locked on to the Inquisitor’s.

	She put on a sly expression.

	“Remember when I first showed you how to make cadet kibble?” Ingrid said.

	“It’s that funny to you?” Gertrude grumbled.

	“It was hilarious! You were so helpless, messiah defend you!” Ingrid said. “Little cadet in your prissy little cadet uniform, now that you couldn’t get your catered tea parties from Luxembourg School for Sluts.” She burst into laughter at her own joke. Her face was starting to turn a little red from all the drinking. “Running around with a grouchy gut because you didn’t want to eat pea soup and knackbrot. You would’ve died without me.”

	“And you were a junior K9 who would’ve gotten the lights beaten out of your eyes if I hadn’t covered up for you stealing a bunch of food.” Gertrude said. Her own tone was starting to get out of her control. She was more annoyed than she wanted to be. It must have been the beer making her vulnerable to Ingrid’s teasing. And yet, she couldn’t keep herself from taking another long drink from the can. Ingrid couldn’t stop drinking either.

	“Uh huh? But I showed you how you’re supposed to eat around these parts. So I repaid my debt to you, hell, you practically owed me for it after the fact.” Ingrid made a show of exaggerated shrugging.

	Gertrude felt herself reminiscing a little. She couldn’t, at that time, in that place, recall any specific memories too vividly but she saw the texture and color of her past. She saw those blue and grey halls, those well-trod marching fields, blurs of green and brown forest. She saw a dark artificial sky under which she stole away with a hellion of a loup, two girls who should’ve never amounted to anything in the rigid society of the Imbrian Empire, friends as rare and odd as the ones she had broken with at her old school. Both struggling within their own ranks not just to be anything, but to be the most they could be. Ambitious to climb over every obstacle put in front of them.

	“We made quite a pair.” She finally said.

	“We could’ve fucked anyone up. You and me? Nobody stood a chance.”

	“If only ‘fucking people up’ was all it took to advance in the military.”

	“Hey, it worked out for us fine after we got out of cadet school. We kicked ass then.”

	“That’s because the world of adults simply has none of the rules that children are taught.”

	“You feelin’ better? You’re saying all kinds of crap again so you must be.” Ingrid said.

	“Now it’s your turn to remember.” Gertrude teased. “What was our little motto back then?”

	Ingrid snorted. “Y’think I would forget? ‘We carve out our own justice’. How corny!”

	Reminiscing about the old days, the cheerful pair rubbed shoulders and touched heads.

	Going over the distant past as if old friends who had seen nothing of each other for years.

	Soon they had drank all of the beers. Both became a little lethargic because of it.

	There was a brief silence which fell over them, punctuated by the pulse of their hearts.

	Melancholy, as the world racing at breakneck speed around them finally caught up.

	“How do you know it’s your girl out there? With those mercs?” Ingrid asked suddenly.

	Gertrude felt her heart sink. There was no preparing for that question. “I don’t know.”

	Her answer was so abrupt even Ingrid had to process it. “You don’t know?” She said.

	“I can’t explain it to you. I– I saw her being loaded up into their ship. It has to be her.”

	“You can’t explain it?” Ingrid sighed. “Well I guess I believe you. Doesn’t matter anyway.”

	“It matters a lot, actually. But I’m thankful for your casual disinterest nevertheless.”

	Gertrude was feeling suddenly just a touch embittered. 

	Ingrid grunted her displeasure.

	They averted their gaze from each other.

	“You’ve always been bleeding yourself dry for that girl. You’re so fuckin’ devoted.”

	“I care about her. We’ve been together forever. Is that so disagreeable?”

	Once more they locked eyes in a confrontational way.

	Ingrid snorted and sidled away, one width of a body between them. “Together, huh?”

	Gertrude was no longer so warm as before. Except maybe in her chest and stomach from all of the booze. It was such a sudden, stark, strong sensation, of loss, of having something taken. To her woozy, slightly out of focus vision, starting to slip from the drink, it really felt like Ingrid had gotten so much farther than she was. That whole length of the bed; maybe even farther away. Like Ingrid was disappearing just like Elena was. 

	It hurt– it hurt more than she wanted to admit.

	“Together? Not fuckin’ now! You run around like a lunatic, barely eating or sleeping, giving nonsense orders, your mood swinging all the god damned time. With all that’s happening in the world, your obsession over this girl has us chasing down one fuckin’ ship to the middle of nowhere. People are out there killing for lands and titles, and you? What do you want? You had loftier goals when you were a blue vest in Kuban station.” Ingrid was practically grumbling, almost as if to herself. Gertrude could barely hear her and yet heard just about enough.

	Unable to be the formidable Inquisitor for a second longer, Gertrude broke out into tears.

	Rendered vulnerable by the drink, the reminiscing, and the sudden loneliness she felt.

	“You’re like a homesick dog.” Ingrid grumbled. “You’re not together for shit right now.”

	Gertrude balled up her hands into fists. She felt a scream rising out of her windpipe.

	“Fuck you! You don’t understand! All my life I’ve been fighting to be her equal. That’s all I wanted. I needed to be worthy of her so they wouldn’t take her from me. When I thought I’d lost her– and then the tiny glimmer of hope that she was still out there for me– you can’t even imagine how much it hurts Ingrid!”

	Ingrid scowled at Gertrude’s words. Her eyes were starting to shutter from all the drink.

	“You need to be worthy of her? Because she thinks you’re a swarthy mutt like me?”

	Gertrude snapped her head toward the Loup, incensed. Her heart hot with booze and anger.

	“Ingrid! How dare you– She would never–!”

	“Does even she even know all you’ve been through? Does she even care?”

	“Ingrid, you better fucking–”

	“I bet she doesn’t give a shit about you. I bet she wanted to run away with those mercs–”

	Carried purely on impulse, Gertrude lunged for Ingrid and in a snap, seized her by her tanktop and pulled her close, until they were eye to furious eye. Tears streamed down Gertrude’s face as she wrung Ingrid for a moment, teeth clenched, dragging her so close their foreheads nearly struck. Her anger fueled a herculean strength in her arms that was quickly fading. Wanting to fight but being unable to raise her hand. She was unable to hold Ingrid’s gaze fixed for very long, her head beginning to dip just a few seconds after grabbing her.

	“She loves me! I know she loves me!” Gertrude said, mumbling into Ingrid’s face.

	Ingrid grabbed hold of her arm in retaliation and for a moment the two exchanged glares.

	Then in an instant Ingrid’s other arm hooked around Gertrude’s shoulder.

	For a moment the Inquisitor thought she would be attacked but before she could respond–

	Pushing her head forward, Ingrid took her lips into a kiss.

	Time stopped as Gertrude tasted peppers and booze on Ingrid’s intruding tongue.

	She felt her friend’s overwhelming warmth again, matched with a strength of equal intensity.

	Ingrid shoved forward into Gertrude, climbing atop, her hands never letting go.

	With every push, every conscious shifting of her weight, their lips parted only briefly.

	In the heat of the moment Ingrid stole Gertrude’s tongue numerous times, every nearest instant she could, their lips drawing close, slipping off and gliding near once more, until she had her pinned to the bed and held. She was furiously hungry, in a trance of desire, exuding a bestial love of locking lips, brushing fangs, of musk and spittle, of sinewy muscle and a tail that batted against the bed like the beat of a drum. Too shocked and absorbed into the moment, unable to challenge the shorter but stronger Loup’s sudden grip, Gertrude hardly resisted.

	Until as suddenly as her passions began, they lost their strength.

	Ingrid fell practically into Gertrude’s arms. Sobbing so strongly she began to cough.

	Caught in a storm of tears and anguish as strong as the lust that preceded it.

	“I love you! I love you, Gertrude! I don’t care about her! I love you, Gertrude!”

	Gertrude felt an impulse to hold Ingrid tightly. 

	Her own tears began to flow anew. Her whole body was shaking under Ingrid’s weight, speechless, stupefied. Ingrid screamed at her, baring her soul and it felt unreal, and she could hardly respond except to hug her more tightly.

	“I swore I’d stick with you and it wasn’t a joke! I gave you my leash to hold because I love you! I love you so much!”

	“I’m sorry!” Gertrude cried back at her. “I don’t– I don’t know what you want–!”

	“I want you to fucking be okay! I want you to live! I don’t want you to shut yourself out further and pretend you’re in control! Please stop killing yourself alone! Take my leash and use me, rely on me, depend on me!”

	“Ingrid– Ingrid I– I don’t–”

	“We can do anything together! I meant it! I want to support the woman I love!”

	“Ingrid…”

	“Gertrude, the woman I love– she can do anything. She’s so powerful. I’ve seen it. I love her for it.”

	It hurt– to be thought of so highly, to be loved so strongly. It hurt. 

	Gertrude wanted to tell her that she was never strong, that she was never confident, that she had never lived with whatever power Ingrid saw in her hands, whatever strength she hung on to in her words. Gertrude had been scraping by, begging, pleading, struggling. Academically average, with few connections, with no peerage. She had begged to go to Luxembourg; she had begged to become an officer; she had begged for the status of Inquisitor. 

	She had her face put into the dirt more than she could remember.

	You’ve never seen me beg–

	But she couldn’t say that to Ingrid. She couldn’t make herself say such things.

	All she could do was mumble Ingrid’s name and hold her in bed, caressing her ears.

	“All I want is for the woman holding my leash to keep rising. To give me orders that inspire me, to give me a future worth a damn! I’ll never be anyone among the Loup, but you, Gertrude, you can be a Lord! You could be Emperor! All I want is to support you! You have me here! Take me! Let me help you! Stop staring glassy-eyed at after that bitch’s tail! I hate to see you like this! I fucking despise it! How much longer will I have to see that?”

	Gertrude felt such a sense of helpless dread, to have Ingrid bare herself like this–

	That boisterous, thick-skinned woman so confident in herself, always picking fights.

	Reduced to crying and pleading in the arms of a woman who could barely look at her eyes.

	She could not possibly answer Ingrid’s desires. Not at that moment. She was too weak.

	“Ingrid,”

	She was going to say she was sorry, truly, deeply sorry, but fate never gave her the chance.

	Fate rang in Gertrude’s room as a request for communication on an adjacent wall.

	In the midst of her dishevelment, Gertrude hastily slammed the nearby wall to accept, but with sound only. Ingrid put a hand over her own mouth to quiet her sobbing. She knew propriety, even though she pretended she didn’t. 

	This was another way Gertrude knew that she really cared. 

	And it hurt to see it. But what could she say? She had to put on the Inquisitor’s mask.

	“I’m listening, report quickly. I made it clear I was retiring to my quarters.”

	“Ma’am, this is Schicksal. We’ve received a response to our request for reinforcements. I’m sorry to disturb you. I just thought you should know, because of the nature of the response.” Schicksal’s meek little voice sounded strained and upset. “I’m sorry ma’am, but the message came from the Antenora. Whether or not we accept it, ma’am, she’s probably coming. I hope you understand now why I wanted to inform you. Schicksal out.”

	On the wall, the audio feed disappeared.

	Gertrude and Ingrid slowly, shakingly rose, sitting with their bodies on end, staring at one another.

	Their earlier quarrel was silenced by the shock and disbelief they shared.

	Both of them knew all too well what it meant for that ship to appear.

	The Antenora — the Cruiser flagship of the woman called “the Praetorian.”

	“Norn.” Gertrude stifled a gasp. Her heart started racing again. “Master Norn is coming.”
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	Whenever she marched up this dusty grey carpet to meet him, the grim throne room of their souls was not actually at Heitzing where it should logically be but was instead displaced to the summer palace at Schwerin Island.

	She could see through the stark white pillars out to vast fields encircling the palace, fields of her favorite flower, purple Lilies. Schwerin was the terminal point of a wound that began to be cut into the emperor’s upper torso at Vogelheim. But it was at Schwerin Island where the knife fully disemboweled him and cut everything from him. 

	His guts, his groin; his sins spilled pathetically on this holy ground.

	And so he remained surrounded on all sides by the perfectly preserved memory of his lusts.

	“What vice! What tragedy! But Konstantin, I am happy you still choose to watch over me!”

	It was a vision of a soul being made to dream. It was a place only the most powerful saw.

	For some it could be blissful and innocent, but this Aether reflected the self in this man.

	Stark white pillars caging him in a throne far from the vast colorful fields of his regret.

	Upon the throne was a wasting, sickly man clad heavily in coat and cape, a marshal of vast forces long dispersed, whose gaunt countenance retained only his severity and grim expression. Any hint of his soft handsomeness was faded, replaced by the haunted, far-away gaze with which he ordered wars, enslavement, genocide, and the death of his beloved. He retained some of his vanities, such as his head of long black hair untouched atop his head as if the last remnants of life upon his body. A corpse wearing the suit of prestige, any beauty also merely part of a disguise.

	Standing opposite this man was also the true self of his only remaining companion.

	A blond woman, hair tied up in a functional ponytail, with a deceptively soft expression just barely touched by makeup and just barely restraining laughter. Her stark red eyes contrasted the blue and green coat of the House of the Fueller, that she wore over a sleek black camisole blouse and white pants. She looked much younger than she was, for she and the skeletal man before her were only separated by a few years. Because of her power and charisma, her beauty remained unmarred both in the Aether and in the real world. She was proud of the body she exhibited to him.

	“You could have simply let it go! But now your ego has trapped you here forever!”

	He could say nothing back.

	“I’m beyond thrilled! You think you will get some satisfaction from this? Then keep watching me! Bear witness while everything that represented you rusts and turns to dust! Gaze upon the bountiful rewards I enjoy while you suffer! Haunt me with all your remaining strength!”

	She spat on the ground before the throne and then made an act of sorting out her coat. She had come to like wearing the coat and what it represented, the climbing up of the intelligent and feared machinists of the Fuellers to the ladder of power after suffering a grievous disrespect, the first revolution this stagnant society ever saw. She admired them, collectively. But not this man.

	Soon, however, the walls began to waver, turning into many-colored smoke and fading–

	

	

	“–Descending through the Upper Scattering Layer in five minutes.”

	A cold and inexpressive voice rose above the sounds of mechanical keys and the whirr of the individual station computers on the gloomy bridge of the Imperial cruiser Antenora. Unlike the flamboyant bridge designs common to many other Imperial ships, this one was spartan, with bare metal walls and the ship’s commander seated amid a tight square of her supporting station officers. 

	It was on this bridge that Lord Norn von Fueller awakened from a dream already dim and forgotten.

	Though she could turn her gaze in any direction and see right over the shoulders of her subordinates, she mainly stared at the main screen with an almost bored expression. Her officers reported to her efficiently throughout the course of the descent, but she had questions of her own the whole time, which received answers just as efficient. Nothing more than what was necessary.

	“Current depth?”

	“286 meters and descending.”

	“Sonar shows all clear?”

	“All clear, milord.”

	Moving quickly on from one subordinate to the next.

	“How’s the red biomass in this sector?”

	“1 parts per million at concentration 2 on the Schechter scale.”

	Her station officers did not even turn their heads to speak to her, nor did she demand it.

	“Are we detecting any imaging attempts against the Upper Scattering Layer?”

	“Negative, milord. No signs of radiation or human acoustic patterns.”

	“Of course they would not. And yet, for every concept under the sun, there is a someday.”

	Among her bridge, it was only Norn who had spare words to say.

	As far as most of the public, and even the most of the military knew, the Upper Scattering Layer was the boundary of the human world. An absolutely massive ecosystem that stretched ocean-wide containing almost all life that survived the calamity which befell Aer. When sonar and laser imaging was turned surfaceward from the deeper civilization of humankind, there was a “false roof” to their endeavors formed by fish, leviathans, and other ocean creatures.

	The Upper Scattering Layer separated the Aphotic zone of humanity from the Photic zone, the ocean nearest to the surface and which received direct sunlight, even through the cover of the corruption clouds. Nothing could be built by humans in the Photic zone that wouldn’t be destroyed by its alien temperament. Navigation was nearly impossible due to the erratic currents and the touch of the surface’s most corrupted areas and their eldritch weather influencing the waters. If a ship did not get blown off-course or wrecked by a sudden turn in the waters, it could antagonize the many aggressive lifeforms that grew out of humankind’s calamity and get devoured.

	Outside of the geographic locations known as Reaches, areas where the surface was miraculously tamer and humanity could therefore enter its shallows, the Upper Scattering Layer at between 300 to 500 meters depth, represented the wall between the world of light and the shadow of humanity. It was this wall through which the Imperial Cruiser Antenora now descended through, from above.  Back to the dark to rejoin the rest of humanity after a brief sojourn in the holy land.

	This was but one of many powers commanded by the woman known as “the Praetorian.”

	“Hunter III, you’ve been keeping mum. Anything interesting in that head of yours?”

	In a corner of the bridge, a pallid woman lifted her head up as if waking from a trance.

	Eyes glowing with intermittent red rings as she stared into space, called by her Lord.

	“I mean whatcha wanna know anyway?” She said. Her tone was confrontational.

	“How about the currents? What’s the weather looking like?”

	“Currents are fine. We’ll dive through without problems.”

	Her Lord, nothing but the back of a chair from her vantage, rapped fingers on metal.

	“Any visitors?”

	“Couple’a big ones. 5 klicks out. Fightin’ each other. Won’t follow us.”

	“You sure? I’ll hurl you out there to be bait if you’re wrong.” Her tone shifted suddenly.

	“I can’t be unsure, I’m seein’ it. Quit givin’ me grief. You’re always treatin’ me like trash when I’m the only reason any of ya are alive. Give me more meat if ya want me to be more accurate. Otherwise all y’all getting is my half-dead ramblings, you greedy evil witch.”

	Laughter erupted from the chair. A black-gloved hand slammed the armrest with joy.

	“How dramatic! Woe is you! Eating sausage and luncheon meat like us humans do!”

	At the Lord’s response, the pallid, sharp-toothed woman grumbled openly.

	“When are ya gonna give me real meat again?” She moaned. “Y’just starvin’ me for fun?”

	“Quit acting like a dog I don’t feed. You eat every day. You’ll get something special soon.”

	“Soon huh? The days’ been creepin’ and soon ain’t ever closer for Hunter III, it seems.”

	None of the other bridge crew had any comment about the repartee behind them.

	At the back, Hunter III pulled her hood up over her stark pale hair and sulked.

	“Work hard and pray for trouble!” Norn cheered. “Then I’ll have use for you again!”

	There was a crooked grin on Norn’s face as she berated Hunter III that she wore at no other time on that bridge. Everyone else was an automaton; but there was real value, and real fun, in a person whom you could not control. Particularly someone with the myriad uses Hunter III had.

	“We’ve crossed the Upper Scattering Layer,” droned one of the officers.

	The Antenora descended through a vast cloud of fish that parted and then closed in its wake as if shutting the door to the forbidden world behind them. Around the ship the color of water formed a slowly darkening gradient, from the brilliant light blue and green water kissed by the light of the sun to the deep blue and ultimately near-black waters of the aphotic zone. Visibility grew worse, until the ship’s cameras turned their floodlights on to achieve the familiar 50-75 meters of vision. At 700 meters, they could claim to have returned fully to the human world.

	All manner of learned men dreamed of making this transition and found a depth of tragedy and poetry to this gradient in the water and light. Norn found nothing poetic about it. In her mind, there was no irony to humans’ remnants having been reduced to living in the shadows of the aphotic zone. She avoided such sophistry as to say, “we are shadows of our former selves.”

	After all, she was living proof that humanity’s best was yet to come.

	Her most common emotion sitting on this bridge was a sense of sheer boredom.

	A blankness of the mind that only cleared once she was back in the dark world of humans.

	“Depth?” She asked, back to an inexpressive, business-like tone of voice.

	“700 meters.”

	“Ah, home sweet home. We are in Sverland, correct?”

	“Correct. Nearest station is Ajillo.”

	“Ignore biologics again and inform me immediately of any mechanical profiles.”

	“Yes, milord.”

	Norn did not thank her bridge “drones” for their efficiency and attention.

	In this role, she was as much of a drone as they were.

	Soon, however, she would have cause to come alive again.

	Now that she was back in the human world, her own vision started moving to other matters.

	“Hunter III, feel free to nod off. I’ll wake you if I need you. Send Adelheid up.”

	“It’s not sleep I’m cravin’, but as ya wish, milady.”

	Behind Norn’s seat, Hunter III stood up and stormed out of the room.

	Norn grinned to herself. She was back in Sverland, in the final act of Konstantin’s play.

	It was not the surface world in which anything was transpiring, the poets and clergy be damned. 

	Movement existed only where humans could view it. That she could rise out of the world of humanity and travel through the waters above only made her anticipate her return to the dark more eagerly. 

	This was a time of great chaos and emotion in the world of humans, after all!

	“Milord, we’ve detected a sonar pulse coming from a pair of Frigates.”

	Without another word, the officer put the data she was referencing on the main screen. While a sonar pulse was a good way to be absolutely sure of everything that was around a ship, it also lit the ship up underwater like a stage spotlight. The Antenora was quickly aware of the ship that sent the pulse and their relative position. Soon, predictive imaging data came in as well.

	“Milord, what is our posture?”

	Norn smiled to herself, leaning back and resting her cheek on one of her fists.

	“Combat. Let’s clean this up quickly, and then we can pick up our reinforcements.”

	A few kilometers out were two Frigates, one of which was a missile Frigate with six bays, the other a reconnaissance ship outfitted with several domes filled with imaging and detection equipment more powerful than standard. It must have been this ship that sent out the pulse, but for what? Were they so reasonably sure that nobody meant them ill in this sector? One supposed they could not have known a ship would be descending from the photic zone. 

	Nobody planned for that.

	“Nobody sends those missile Frigates out as part of a recon unit except the Volkisch.” Norn said. “That second Frigate has no missiles, it’s probably packed with Divers. Heidelinde Sawyer came up with that trick and now every one of those goosestepping clowns thinks they can do it.”

	“To whom should we delegate combat command?”

	A different drone spoke up than the one handling detection, but it didn’t matter who did.

	“I’ll command.” Norn said. “But there won’t be much to do. Ping them over acoustics and tell them to stop, turn their cannons away, show their flanks to us, and prepare for inspection. All I want to know from the reply is whether they’re identifying as Volkisch or not, ignore the content. They won’t comply anyway, so just tell Potomac to get Selene and the machine ready to launch.”

	Norn toyed with a long lock of blonde hair from the side of her head, briefly admiring its sheen. Adelheid was simply unmatched when it came to making Norn look beautiful. On the main screen, the Volkisch Frigates turned to meet her advance as soon as the acoustic message went out, putting them on a collision course. Norn glanced at it, gently kicking her feet while she waited.

	“Fleet identified as ‘Aufklärungsgruppe Sowilo’ from the Rhinean navy.”

	“Ah, fun! It’s the Volkisch. Stick to counterfire only.” Norn said. “Let Selene handle it.”

	She rubbed her hands together and then spread them in a spontaneous cheer.

	A grin appeared on her face from ear to ear and she could barely contain her excitement. 

	A grin that only broadened when she finally got the message she wanted to hear from the hangar.

	“Jagdkaiser Testbed, pilot Selene Anahid, cleared for deployment.” An officer said.

	“I’m authorizing one cartridge, Selene. Anything goes otherwise. Have fun!” Norn said.

	She then sat back to watch she show, hoping only that Adelheid might join them soon.

	

	

	From the deployment chutes at the bottom of the Antenora a single machine was released.

	Imaging predictors could not distinguish it from a Jagd and labeled it as such.

	As far as the Volkisch knew, a single Jagd was approaching.

	To meet this threat the missile Frigate’s bays opened to reveal six modified Volkers. These Sturmvolkers used the smaller cockpit module of a Jagd rather than the bathyspheric torso of an older Volker, but retained the arms, legs, shoulders, and other parts of the classic imperial mecha to design a rugged but lighter footsoldier worthy of the frontline stormtroops. It was this stripping down that allowed the Sturmvolker to fit into the modified missile bays and launch from them.

	As far as the Volkisch knew, a single Jagd was approaching, and they had ambushed it.

	Six Sturmvolkers with MP-443 20 mm submachine guns charged the enemy in formation.

	Withering volleys of light gunfire cut across the ocean between the opposing forces.

	Bullets soared into the dark, open water and detonated around an enemy no longer there.

	An instant before they had begun to fire, the enemy Jagd veered left–

	And a pair of foreign objects separated from it and veered right.

	Several of the Volkisch troops opened fire on the objects believing them to be missiles. Dozens of rounds of submachine gun fire met the objects on the right flank. Much to the confusion and disbelief of the soldiers, these missiles dove, and banked, and circled around the gunfire, moving with a speed, reaction and efficacy that seemed unreal as they sped past the formation.

	Taking the Volkisch’s backs, the missiles suddenly opened fire themselves.

	Not just from behind, but from above as well.

	Coordinating fire from two separate directions, the weapons laid down a hailstorm of frighteningly accurate 37 mm bullets while they circled over and around the Volkisch group, too fast for the bewildered soldiers to effectively respond. Two of the Volkers had their backpacks and helmets blasted apart immediately, and the rest began to panic and flee in every direction– they broke completely at the unusual weapons attacking them and without cohesion could do nothing.

	Though the remaining Volkers dispersed in seemingly every direction, the strange mobile weapons simply adjusted the angle of fire and widened their strafing movements to expand the circle in which they kept the Volkisch trapped. Three more Volkers were sunk, but a single one dove down and to the left at just the right time as everyone else rose, narrowly avoiding the attack.

	He lifted his submachine gun skyward and opened fire, blasting apart one of the missiles.

	A shadow swept upon him as quickly as he remembered it. A massive claw ripped through the back of his armor and tore out the suit’s mechanical guts in a swift motion. With them was a red smear made unhuman by sudden decompression. Slowly the once survivor sank out of sight, arms limp, trailing ribbons of oil and gore like the machine that killed him trailed water and power.

	As far as the Volkisch knew, a single Jagd had torn through their forces like a storm.

	Atop the Frigates, 76 mm light guns began to pound the immediate area around the machine but to no greater effect. Before it was fired upon the machine was already moving, accelerating faster, and maneuvering more swiftly than the cannon crew anticipated. Gas gun emplacements on the Frigates whipped up an intimidating fusillade of flak, but even through this, the enemy charged, unharmed, its cruel claw extending hungrily toward the Frigates as it closed in, 100 meters, 75, 50.

	“You have one cartridge. Make it count.”

	Within moments, the Jagd was upon the reconnaissance Frigate, face to face with the prow.

	Having danced around every bullet as if it could see them before they flew out the barrels.

	Dwarfed as it was by the vessel before it, the Jagd still reared back its claw to tear at it.

	From within the seams in its arm’s armor plating a dim purple glow briefly escaped.

	Vapor vented from several ports on the claw.

	Razor-sharp digits parted to reveal an opening like a cannon barrel in the palm.

	Stabilizers on each digit affixed to the central port as it snapped open.

	A burst of water vapor punched forward from the opening encasing an indigo light.

	On the Frigate’s prow a pulse shook the metal. Purple streaks crackled across the surface slashing up and down the prow to the keel and deck, to the port and starboard. Hexagonal bits of material peeled off the surface wherever the arcing energies danced leaving gaps momentarily smoking in place, before a second later the entire prow sunk in and burst, ejecting great plumes of bubbles and vapor as the interior decompressed. Roughly half of the ship lost structural integrity and collapsed, sinking inward or bursting open, and it toppled to the ocean floor a heap of metal.

	Across the Jagd’s claw, hexagonal burnt marks were left around the weapon’s opening and all of the stabilizers had been eaten away. Dim crackling purple energy still played about the digits leaving tiny hex-shaped scars wherever they went. Parts of the armor plate on the arm had been peeled entirely off the machine revealing complex, silvery metalwork, and various electronics.

	As the machine capsized a ship with one swing of its arm, its remaining weapon swiftly strafed across the deck of the missile Frigate, overflying the missile bays with its spinning barrels pointing down and shooting directly into the openings as it went, punching holes directly to the interior of the ship. Nonchalantly, the weapon overflew the conning tower as the Frigate began to list, taking in water and expelling atmosphere. It returned to the machine and docked to the shoulder.

	Minutes had passed since the launch of this machine.

	Suspended amid clouds of debris and the wailing remains of hundreds of lives so easily erased, the machine was cast in a demonic gloom. Water billowing off its rear jets like wings, its blue coloration rendered black in the darkness of human waters, the horns on its head emitting strange lights. It was a demon released to haunt the oceans. 

	A demon called the Jagdkaiser.

	

	

	Water dribbled down the armor of the recovered Jagdkaiser as it was lifted to the hangar by cranes, collecting on the orange steel floor of the Antenora’s lower deck. Soon as it arrived at the deployment chute, the pilot followed instructions to power down the machine. It was delicate and should not be made to move out of the water under its own power until set into its own gantry.

	As Norn stepped out of the elevator to the hangar floor, she saw a welcome face gawking.

	“Fancy looking, isn’t it?” Norn called out.

	“I can’t stand it, honestly. Too many sharp edges.”

	“Your skin too fine for it? Scared of getting a cut?”

	“Hmph. My fashion sense is too fine for it.”

	Standing apart from the sailors and engineers tending to the machine was Norn’s adjutant and first officer, a young woman named Adelheid van Mueller. Unlike Norn, who dressed however she wanted and essentially just wore her nicest shirts and pants beneath Fueller regalia, Adelheid had the grey and silver uniform of the Grand Western Fleet, a strapping coat that flattered her shapely figure, paired with a short skirt, black tights, and heeled shoes. Her glossy, deep red hair and the pastel-soft features of her face could have graced a classic portrait. She not only looked every bit the perfect noblewoman, but her every movement exuded an almost exotic grace–

	–even as she blew off Norn’s high-tech prototype mecha with a bratty turn of the cheek.

	“I’ve decided I quite dislike it.” She said. Her green eyes were unreadable, but her soft pink lips pouted just a little as she looked at the machine with vague disinterest, or perhaps disdain.

	Norn shrugged, approaching the young woman, and standing at her side near the machine.

	“You’ll have to get out of its sight, princess, because it’s not going anywhere.”

	“Perhaps I will. Maybe I’ll take off and you’ll never see me again.” Adelheid laughed.

	“Hunter III told you to go up to meet me.” Norn said nonchalantly.

	“Hunter III ran straight to the commissary to beg for meat and told me nothing.”

	“Wow. I can’t rely on her to do anything. Anyway, you know you’re not going anywhere.”

	Norn briefly fixed a sharp gaze on Adelheid before setting her sights back on the mecha.

	Possessed of the sleek, angular profile of the second-generation Jagd, the Jagdkaiser had a pointed face from which two steeply angled “horns” protruded, glowing with LED lights. One of its 20 mm shoulder guns was removed. That shoulder was thickened and mounted its semi-autonomous “Options” weapon system. 

	Rather than a backpack, the propulsion consisted of self-contained hydrojet thrusters set on exterior movable mounts. Two large ones extended from the hips, another pair on the legs, and pair behind the shoulders that, when engaged, cast a wake behind machine as if it had wings or a shimmering cape. One of its arms was equipped with a large claw, almost out of proportion to the body, sleeved in angular armor enclosing complex machinery.

	Upon seeing the design, Prince Erich dubbed it Jagdkaiser. It was a marvel of engineering, the most stunning armor beneath the waves. The stagnant conflict between the Republic and Empire, which neither had the will to conclude, could have never produced such an apex predator. It could only emerge from a grand upheaval of the current order. Regardless of Adelheid’s silly attitude, even she had to have realized the significance.

	“Is Selene unplugged yet?”

	Norn turned to one of the technicians near the machine. 

	He was looking at a diagnostic computer that had a real-time image that looked like a brain-scan, showing different regions of the pilot’s neurological system in different colors. Everything was blue and green, calm. Norn could see similar colors when she focused on the aura around the machine itself. Selene was in good health.

	“Separation is almost complete, milord.”

	“Did it take this long last time?”

	“Average separation time is 5.45 minutes.”

	Like the rest of the crew the technician did not turn to face her, it wasn’t necessary.

	When Norn stepped forward to look at the computer herself, she briefly saw the hard red rings around his eyes. He continued to be under her influence. There was no possibility that he was lying or trying to sabotage anything. After all, he himself would not want to do so. He himself had no understanding that he was controlled, and he was not wanting for food, rest or luxuries. He was simply working his job efficiently and enjoying it.

	That being said, there was always a tiny thrill of paranoia about it, in the back of Norn’s brain.

	Adelheid look over Norn’s shoulder with a curious expression.

	“Norn, this time’s definitely taking longer.” Adelheid said.

	“We’re well within the average time based on our tests.” The technician said calmly.

	“He can backtalk me?” Adelheid pouted.

	Norn grinned. “He can state the facts plainly and clear misconceptions. It’s his job.”

	Taking Adelheid by the shoulder, Norn led her away from the computers and drones.

	They stepped in front of the Jagdkaiser and waited until they finally heard a mechanical hissing. An efficient two part hatch slid into the bodywork, opening to reveal a young, slender girl emerging from what looked eerily like a conglomeration of sinews attached to her head. Extricating herself from the various cables and sensors in her cockpit, the lithe girl in a black pilot suit climbed down, withdrew a visored mask from her pearl-skinned face.

	She pulled a clip from the back of her head to release her long, purple-colored hair.

	Two long, rainbow-colored, shimmering locks remained pinned down to the rest, however.

	“I was having too much of a blast and busted one of the things. It’s whatever, right?”

	Selene Anahid pointed at the Jagdkaiser’s shoulder with an easygoing smile on her face.

	“Ordnance gets shot down. It’s fine. Logistics worries about that.” Norn said, shrugging.

	“Hah! I knew you wouldn’t care. You’re the coolest commander I’ve had.” Selene said.

	Grinning widely, Selene walked up to Norn and gave her a lighthearted little punch.

	Norn refrained from roughhousing back and simply crossed her arms and smiled back.

	At their side, Adelheid rolled her eyes and scoffed, loudly, performatively.

	“It’s not a long list.” She said. “And I bet you’ll hate it the first time she scolds you.”

	“Whatever.” Selene blew off the comment. “As long as I get what I want, I’ll be happy.”

	“What you want huh? Killing people?” Adelheid said, with mock sweetness.

	“That’s just a hobby. Anyway I’m bored. I’m gonna get some dinner and go to bed.”

	Selene looked at Norn both expectantly but also with a great disinterest in her response. It was the kind of look only a self-absorbed kid could give. Norn couldn’t help but laugh. Such quick, almost schizophrenic swings; what a lively girl! Truly the only appropriate pilot for this test.

	“Of course. If you see Hunter III over there, tell her to come down.” Norn said.

	“She won’t listen to me, but ok.”

	Selene waved disinterestedly and walked away with her arms behind her head, yawning.

	The two of them watched her go, until the young woman had disappeared into the elevator. Norn and Adelheid looked at the interior of the Jagdkaiser and at the missing slot in the “Options” mount of the shoulder, just briefly enough to realize it was indeed a problem, before wandering away from the gantries. They would have to talk to Chief Engineer Potomac to see about fixing it.

	Side by side, with Adelheid matching Norn’s contemplative pace, they marched to the ship’s workshop. There was clear and growing agitation in the First Officer’s stride, however.

	“Norn, about Selene? She’s a vat kid, right? How old is she?” Adelheid asked.

	“Supposed to be twenty, but who knows?” Norn asked. “And what’s with ‘vat kid’? I’m also a ‘vat kid’ I’ll have you know; I don’t want that phrase coming up in my ship again, okay?”

	“Okay, fine. But you have to tell me what you promised her!” Adelheid demanded.

	“What’s this mood you’re in suddenly? Are you feeling jealous? You colicky child?”

	Adelheid turned her cheek. “And what if I am? I know I’m nowhere near as important–”

	Norn interrupted decisively. “I’ll see to you soon. Hold on to your skirt until then.”

	Her voice took a turn that seemed to put some kind of order back in Adelheid’s brains.

	She started keeping pace with Norn again and her expression was slightly livelier.

	“Fine, but what did you promise her? I want to know. I have to help take care of her too.”

	In the face of Adelheid’s endearing determination, Norn finally relented.

	“I promised her information about her past. I know who her main genetic donor is.”

	“‘Main Genetic Donor’? Like, what, her father?”

	“So in your mind, the principal actor behind a child’s creation is the father?”

	“I mean. I guess? I wasn’t really getting philosophical with this.”

	“I was just surprised by your reaction, given we’ve been through.” Norn shrugged. “Well, in her case, if I explained all the circumstances regarding her father-slash-mother, it might confuse your apparently narrow minded ideas of the world around you. So put that pretty head to good use thinking about less complicated matters, like our logistics, and onboarding our reinforcements, and let me worry about Selene.”

	Adelheid took the insult to her intelligence in stride and put on a mischievous little grin.

	“You’re the boss. But now I’m curious. What about your own donors? What kind of genetic powerhouses are behind the impeccable, almighty Astra Palaiologos whose company I cherish?”

	Norn glanced sideways at Adelheid with a sudden fierceness.

	Adelheid both saw, and felt the force of, that particular gaze, and it put her in her place.

	Her flighty officer put her hands behind her back and kept quiet as they crossed the hangar.

	Norn made only the tip of the iceberg of her displeasure known to her in that moment.

	This particular turn in her plaything’s mood was starting to get a little annoying.

	Adelheid knew everything she needed to know about Norn. More than any Imbrian knew.

	Her curiosity toward boring, long-gone days was getting on Norn’s nerves.

	Next time she taught Adelheid a lesson she’d make those feelings quite clear to her.

	Almost assuredly what she wanted to happen.

	When the pair arrived at the workshop space, a drone had just pulled in through one of the utility chutes and disgorged from its pod a heap of twisted metal and seawater collected from the battlefield. This was what remained of the “Option” that had been destroyed in the battle with the Volkisch, or so Norn presumed. There was no one paying it attention in that precise moment.

	“Ugh, I wish they’d sent Tigris or Hudson instead. Potomac! Get over here and make yourself useful!”

	Hunched over a table, prodding with an electrode at something wet and plastic colored encased in a metal shell to which far too many strange cables were attached, was the Antenora’s current Chief Engineer, named only “Potomac.” She was on loan from a certain distasteful group.

	Potomac had turned the workshop into a circle of tables each playing host to mounds of tools and parts. Fluids of various sorts, random indiscernible pieces of machinery, worn or broken tools, and rolling hills of cabling and silicon dies littered the area. She was drowning in materials.

	Clearly, she was not paying much attention to her surroundings whatsoever.

	“In a minute.” She mumbled dismissively.

	“Right now.” Norn hissed.

	Norn caught a brief glimpse of her honey-brown face as she looked over her shoulder. Where she came from, it was no obstacle to look however you wanted. Her lab coat, turtleneck and long skirt were all made of organic materials, worth thousands of marks by themselves. To the average onlooker she would have been quite eyecatching, with a curvaceous figure, wide hipped, round-shouldered, an ample chest and a firm, round belly, thick legs. Her face had a soft-featured, small-nosed, gentle beauty to it that felt quite cozy, and long, lustrous black hair.

	“I just need to get a few more reactions out of this neuropod. It’ll just take a second.”

	Sparks flew as she jabbed the strange object in front of her with an electric prod.

	Adelheid turned her cheek with a look of vague disgust.

	Norn held out her hand, and in an instant, Potomac’s experiment was sent flying.

	It struck the opposite wall of the workshop, a blue and white smear left in the case.

	Potomac stared at it with barely any reaction. Her eyes teared up just a little.

	“I– I don’t even know how to respond to that. I worked on that for hours.”

	“If you value the integrity of the rest of your experiments, you will follow my commands immediately when I tell you.” Norn said. “Not one minute, not one second later. Right now.”

	The engineer heaved a long sigh and turned to face them with a wan look to her face.

	Her movements were very stiff, as if she were dragging herself through every motion.

	“Duly noted.”

	Potomac could choose to look however she wanted. Therefore, to some degree, perhaps the dark bags under her forced-open eyes, the uncared for look of her hair that was haphazardly collected and restrained with a clip behind her head, the shabbiness that had befallen her coat, the dirtiness of her glasses, were all symbolic of what she chose to do with the resources she had.

	“Glad we understand each other.” Norn said. “I have something you need to fix.”

	“I’m not one of your sailors, you know.” Potomac complained. “I’m not here to keep your ship’s ovens running or whatever. I’m only supposed to be working on important stuff.”

	Norn crossed her arms and narrowed her eyes. “Like poking at slime in a jar?”

	“It’s not slime! It’s so much more than slime, bah! It’s the future of computing!”           

	“I don’t care. One of the Jagdkaiser’s Options was damaged in the battle. Go fix it.”

	“Uh huh? Well, that is worthy of my talents.”

	Potomac looked suddenly interested and began to look around the workshop.

	“Did you bring it back? Where is it?”

	Norn pointed over her shoulder. “It’s over there.”

	“Over there? I don’t– Are you sure? Huh. I don’t see it. This might be tricky.”

	“Are you blind? Over there. What do you need to fix it?” Norn asked.

	She gestured to the drone as if unveiling the heap of metal they collected from the water.

	Potomac blanched at it, her face sagging with growing displeasure.

	“What is that? Is that really one of the Options?”

	“Yes. Don’t act stupid. I’m sure you can tell from looking at it, you made it.”

	“When I made it, it didn’t look like that.” Potomac bent down to stare closely at the gnarled slag that became of her invention. She shook her head, while still bent stiffly over it. “I did not expect to ever see an Option in such a state.” She stood back upright as stiffly as she bent.

	“You eggheads never disappoint me with your naivety.” Norn said.

	Potomac curled her hands into fists at her side.

	“Look, I am an engineer advancing humanity’s digital evolution! My brain is constantly beset with world-spanning dilemmas that need cutting-edge, innovative solutions. I spare any expense to achieve my results no matter how high. I am not one of your small-minded logistics people counting beans in a bag. I will need to ask Yangtze for more parts for the Options.”

	Norn rolled her eyes at that histrionic spiel. “Problem solved then.”

	“No! There is a new problem. I do not want to ask Yangtze for more parts for the Options.”

	Potomac stared dead on at Norn with those wide open eyes and that stiff posture.

	For a moment, the room was dead silent. Norn grit her teeth.

	“How about I stomp on your ribs until they come out of your mouth instead?”

	Red rings briefly flashed in Norn’s eyes.

	Potomac turned stiffly around and started an exaggerated march toward a comm booth.

	“I will go have a chat with Yangtze about the parts.” She said, waving her hand.

	She removed herself with more grace and alacrity than she had ever exhibited.

	Throughout this exchange, Adelheid kept blissfully quiet, playing with a lock of red hair.

	“You sound so heated lately.” She finally said. “Looks like someone could use a massage.”

	“Now that you’re offering, I will be expecting it.” Norn said, sighing deeply.

	

	

	 


7.2

	“Milord, we’ve received an acoustic message from Ajillo substation.”

	One of Norn’s drones pushed the message out from her station to the monitor on her chair.

	Norn’s brows drew up in casual surprise. She blinked, dimly confused at this occurrence.

	“How did Ajillo know of our presence? Did we detect any active sonar from them?”

	“Negative. Only sonar pulse was from the Sowilo.”

	“Did we broadcast an IFF? Or check in with the strategic network at all?”

	“No milord. We observing confidentiality until you order otherwise.”

	“Strange. I can’t help but wonder how they knew it was us.”

	No rest for the wicked; every day on the Antenora’s bridge, there was some kind of drama.

	With the Jagdkaiser left in Potomac’s acceptable care, Norn and Adelheid had departed the hangar together to take their places on the Antenora’s bridge. As soon as they settled down there was a message from the nearest military substation, Ajillo. They had no intention of visiting, as there was nothing of value for them at Ajillo, the junkyard for Sverland’s crippled fleet. And it was standard procedure for the Antenora to remain partially off the grid after a dive from the photic zone, to avoid suspicions about their itinerary. However, the invitation to dock at Ajillo had come directly from the station commander, Rear Admiral Vespucio, and been addressed directly to Norn.

	As written, it was an invitation resupply and discuss recent events. It sounded benign.

	Adelheid read the message from Norn’s monitor and made a little noise as she pondered it.

	“We weren’t being careful about sound, so Ajillo could have found out about the battle from the noise. They would have heard us kilometers away.” She said, raising an index finger and moving it from side to side. “But they would only be able to tell the relative sizes of the ships and the types of ordnance. Do you think Vespucio had a spy drone out? That’s the only way I can think of he would know specifically that the Antenora is in his waters.”

	Certainly Adelheid didn’t wear that uniform just to look pretty. She had a good assessment of the situation. 

	Norn agreed with her. She turned from Adelheid to address one of the drones.

	“Did we detect any mechanical objects beside the Volkisch?” She asked.

	“Negative, but it’s possible that something snuck in and out during the battle.”

	The Praetorian rested a hand on her fist, eyes wandering as she turned these events over in her head.

	“In a noisy environment anything is possible, but all my sonar technicians have golden ears. If a stray mechanical object were moving in the battlefield, I would have known about it. He must have been in communication with the Volkisch during the incident. He acted upon the knowledge of my presence without considering the bigger picture.”

	Adelheid giggled. “Quite an amateur mistake! We’re not dealing with a bright one here.”

	Norn briefly grinned at her plaything’s sudden smugness. She lifted her own index finger as if to mimic Adelheid’s little gestures. “Information warfare is never so simple. Knowing only part of the facts can be as dangerous to you as knowing none of them. In his case, he just doesn’t understand the Antenora’s true nature. In his mind, even if he wasn’t immediately aware of our presence through his own information, and only learned from the Volkisch, we must have sent an IFF or used the network somewhere along our journey to Sverland. He assumed we traveled in the depths; he had no way of knowing how suspicious it would be for him to contact us when he did.”

	“Why do I feel like I’m the one being scolded now?” Adelheid said, shrugging playfully.

	Heedless of the play-acting going on behind them, one of the drones raised their voice.

	“Ma’am, do we maintain heading, or divert to Ajillo?”

	“Full ahead to Ajillo. Let’s not keep the Rear Admiral waiting.” Norn said.

	At once, the Helmsman drone began to turn the ship in the appropriate direction. The Chief of Communications returned Ajillo’s message with a curt reply. On the main screen, a diagram of Sverland showed them turning away from their northwesterly heading and hooking south instead. While Norn’s objective in the region was to secure some defectors to Erich’s banner, and employ them as pilots to replenish her own losses, all the intrigue on their end had already been carried out. They could wait a bit longer for a pickup. This Ajillo situation was much more interesting.

	“He’s obviously got some ulterior motive.” Norn said. “Can’t wait to make him explain what he’s up to.”

	“Does he have to be up to anything special? Every man inviting a woman somewhere has ulterior motives.” Adelheid said, doing an exaggerated little shrug again. “I’m more interested in the conspiracy in your head, Norn.”

	Norn ignored her little flourishes. “For one thing, most people are terrified of me. I have never received an invitation to personally visit a commandery ever since I became a Fueller enforcer, much less now that I’m the head of the family. I’ve inspected plenty in Konstantin’s stead but that was coercive in nature, and I have a reputation for turning up something sanctionable every time. So in my mind, this is too bold out of Vespucio. And judging by the suspicious source of his information, it has to be some kind of trap. I bet he will try to sell me out to the Volkisch.”

	“Maybe he just wants to get on your good side? Because everyone’s terrified of you?”

	“It is possible he’s not working directly for the Volkisch just yet. I’d be curious to see if he tries to strike me down on his own initiative rather than something more predictable. Regardless, I’ll accept his offer and see what he’s up to firsthand; even if it’s nothing exciting in the end, at least we get the hospitality of an Admiral out of it.”

	“Norn the Praetorian, who has anything she wants, mooching off an Admiral’s pantry?”

	“It’s more his wine cellar I’m interested in. You never know who has good vintages.”

	Norn settled back in her chair with a placid expression.

	Adelheid crossed her arms and turned her cheek at such easy responses to her provocations.

	Her pouting face was simply delicious— but turning her all red would have to wait.

	All Norn allowed herself at the moment was to reach out and gently smack her in the cheek.

	“What was that for?” Adelheid said, shrinking back slightly.

	“To keep you on your toes.” Norn said smugly.

	Knowing her, this would correct her attitude for maybe minutes.

	But it did sate Norn’s own appetite for the moment.

	On the Antenora’s bridge the two of them sat together, side by side. They were close enough that Adelheid could lean her head on Norn’s shoulder. Next to Norn’s chair was a slot on the floor from which Adelheid’s could pull up. Adelheid’s chair was more traditional, fitted with upholstery and designed for comfort. While not the most aesthetically pleasing, it did add a splash of red color to the otherwise grey room. Like Norn’s chair, and most commander’s chairs in the Empire, it had a variety of useful tools for the adjutant. From a slot on the side of this chair, Adelheid pulled up a computer monitor and began typing away on a touch keyboard for a moment.

	Like Norn’s chair, Adelheid’s had access to the ship computer and network interfaces.

	Norn snatched a glance at her monitor.

	She was filling in a network address. Something was downloading to the device.

	“Who gave you permission to use the public network?” Norn said.

	“We identified ourselves to Ajillo, so that means we’re back on the grid, right?”

	“No, it doesn’t, as a matter of fact. We’re not back on the grid until I say so.”

	“It’s fine I’m using an encrypted requester, I’m not stupid.”

	Norn glared at her.

	“In the future, you will ask me for explicit permission. Understood?”

	“Okay.” Adelheid said, rolling her eyes.

	Norn loosened up and cracked a tiny grin. “Just remember. We’re in a new era and have to tread lightly. That said I’m a woman of unparalleled forgiveness. So then, tell me, what are you doing on that network?”

	Adelheid rolled her eyes at the speech but answered the question. “Downloading stuff.”

	“Over the acoustic network? Good luck with that.” Norn said.

	Adelheid crossed her arms and leaned back in her chair, sighing.

	“Well, the sooner I start, the sooner I’ll be able to read my magazines.”

	“You should just wait until we’re at Ajillo and connect over laser.”

	“I’m bored now, so I’m doing something about it now.”

	Norn laughed. She was quite savoring Adelheid’s childish consternation.

	“We could go hit the gym if you want.” She said with a wink. “I’m not required to be here.”

	Adelheid grumbled. “I would go to the gym by myself if I wanted, but I’m not in the mood.”

	“Suit yourself then. Enjoy watching a bar moving kilobyte by kilobyte.”

	Even without a laser connection to a hub, the Imperial public network was still accessible via wireless connections. Using the same technology by which acoustic messages were sent and received, encrypted, and decrypted, by ship communicators, a protocol for sending and receiving data at long distances underwater was ultimately devised. As far as Norn understood, the surface society had been far more networked than theirs. Many technologies fell by the wayside in the transition from air and land to the oceans, and civilian communications was one. The Imperial Public Network came about in Konstantin’s fifties; and wasn’t even very “Public” until recently.

	“Instead of those awful stories, you should pick up the local news for me.” Norn said.

	Adelheid raised her hands and gestured toward the slow-moving progress bars.

	“Why should I? What can some journalist in this backwater know that you don’t?”

	“I’m not omniscient. Besides, seeing local perspective is more valuable than you think.”

	Staring at Norn with a mock aggrieved expression, Adelheid navigated a page back to the file distributor she had contacted, from which she was grabbing her comics and magazines. She made a very flamboyant show of touching a local newspaper’s link to download it, which brought her back to her download manager’s page, and then slowly sliding its progress bar far down below all of the other files she had queued up, such that at the rate the rest were going, it wouldn’t be downloaded for hours. Norn watched the entire process with a neutral but unamused expression.

	“Happy now? Aren’t I such a dutiful adjutant for you?” Adelheid giggled.

	Norn turned back to the main screen, mustering all of her will in saying nothing back.

	Adelheid stared at her expectantly at her before balling her fists up and sinking back into her chair with a pout, after it was clear she would not get any satisfaction out of this for the moment.

	All around the bridge crew was unbothered by the scenes of their superiors’ familiarity. A few of them stood from their stations to switch shifts, and of course, had nothing to say except to tell Norn when they were expected to return and who was expected to replace them for the shift. Norn’s crew was obedient and efficient, but they could not be driven down into the dirt like draft animals. They needed time to rest, to eat, to wash, to relax. Norn had devised a tight and balanced schedule which was kept to the second by every one of the drones. It helped sustain their sense that they led normal lives, and in turn, sustained Norn’s unnatural control over their activities.

	Seeing everything in such a predictable and practice stated brought her stillness, peace.

	Everything around her was governed by such an intricate order–

	For perhaps the first time in her entire life.

	“What’s that look on your face? Anything on your mind?” Adelheid asked, staring at her.

	Norn smiled placidly. “Nothing at all. Now I understand how you’re so peppy all the time.”

	“Fuck you.” Adelheid said. But there was a pleasant little smile on her face too.

	

	

	“We’re treating this as a combat operation. Maintain readiness and alertness at all times.”

	As the Antenora neared Ajillo Substation, Norn organized several people in the hangar.

	At the head of the “drones” was the Chief Security Officer, Reinhardt. Often, the security chief was selected for peak physical condition, such that he could be counted on to wrestle multiple men by himself. When choosing a Security team, the theory was that they needed to be both able to quell internal disorder and also serve as a boarding party or detached infantry force. This was not necessary in the Antenora. Instead, Reinhardt was a special forces veteran with several missions under his belt and an excellent array of combat and operational skills. His sleek build, which was flexible but strong, attested to the versatility with which he operated. He was not just muscle, but brains.

	Around him there were other men and women of the Antenora’s security squadron: of similar backgrounds.

	“We will uphold a zero-trust policy toward any personnel from Ajillo.” Norn said. “Do not allow them aboard, do not permit them to carouse. Treat even the most minor details about the Antenora with strict confidentiality. Refueling and resupply of the Antenora shall only be undertaken by Antenora personnel with a security escort. Act natural around Ajillo men but do not be sociable. You are here to do a job and nothing else. Bring up my name if necessary.”

	“Yes milord.” Said the Security team in unison. They understood their orders instantly.

	“Lieutenant van Mueller and I will meet with the base commander.”

	Norn gestured toward Adelheid, standing next to her. Adelheid waved awkwardly.

	This was all unnecessary, as all the drones were quite well aware of who she was.

	However, Norn had only recently established her clique of drones, so she was still used to explaining her operational plans as if speaking to the average soldier who was stressed out and had an ephemeral memory for minutia. Even understanding this, she still felt compelled to convene tactical meetings. After all, part of the conditions of her control was that the drones believed their situation to be normal, and maintaining military routine, rather than dispensing with everything unneeded, helped the control to hold. So this meeting, and the way it was conducted, had a purpose.

	“There may well be a situation in which either Lieutenant van Mueller or I may become imperiled on this mission. I believe strongly that Vespucio has some kind of plot in mind, and he may try to isolate or capture one or both of us. I am quite convinced of Lieutenant van Mueller’s combat skills as well as my own, and do not need any personnel to come to our rescue. However, we will need a way to suppress any unwanted response from the Station’s combat unit.”

	Norn turned to face Selene, who was standing in her pilot suit next to the Security force.

	It had been hours since her battle with the Volkisch. Norn assumed that Selene had gotten some rest, but she was clearly groggy and bedraggled, nevertheless. Her face was pale, her silvery-purple hair a bit messy, and her rainbow-colored antennae were even sticking up unclipped, a rare sight from her. Despite this, she seemed to do her best to remain at attention during the meeting, standing up straight and keeping her gaze moving.

	“Ajillo is a ship graveyard, but they have Divers and other weapons available to them. Because of this potential threat, we will be releasing the Jagdkaiser into the water under the guise of trim testing so that we can respond quickly to any moves by the station staff.” Norn continued. “The Jagdkaiser will be armed with a single cartridge. I’ll send a signal, Selene — you’ll know if you can use it. Blow up a ship and cause a ruckus. Do not hit the Station.”

	With the way Norn looked at Selene, the girl understood the signal would be psionic in nature.

	She could see the red rings around Norn’s eyes as she briefly invoked the power when their eyes met.

	“Okay. Got it.” Selene said. “So I’m just trying to scare them? What if they fight back?”

	“Even these second-rate troops wouldn’t be so stupid. After they see the cartridge go off, they’ll certainly break completely. But, if anyone tries to be brave, just swat them down with your remaining weapons.”

	“Are these guys that lame?” Selene asked.

	Norn smiled. Her vernacular was quite amusing sometimes.

	“They are extremely lame. You’d slaughter them in a fight.”

	“Sure, okay then, no complaints from me. What do I do while I’m waiting?”

	“Swim around a bit, but conserve energy.”

	Selene yawned. “Got it. I’ll just take a nap in the cockpit then.”

	From Selene, Norn turned back to the Security personnel and to a final group comprising the NCOs in charge of the sailors. They would organize groups to carry out any repairs and to lug around whatever supplies Colonel Vespucio offered them. While the Antenora had not taken any damage, there was wear and tear that could only be maintained properly while the ship was not moving, and the ship had been moving for a while. This was a good opportunity to catch up. Much like the Security staff, the NCOs and all the sailors were under Norn’s influence. In Norn’s view, this was mainly so they would not divulge anything out of the ordinary they saw on the ship.

	As far as their work efficiency, it could not be faulted, even before they became drones.

	Norn had handpicked the best of the best, after all.

	“You already know what work needs to be done on the ship, so just go do it. Work smart, not hard. We aren’t in any rush. One important thing to note: Hunter III of the Third Sphere will be providing special support in the Station. If you see Hunter III in your area of operations, ignore her and act unsurprised. Don’t give away her position even if she starts acting openly near you. I will meet with Hunter III separately about her orders.”

	Each of the NCOs saluted Norn and acknowledged their orders.

	“You’re all dismissed. We should be docking in about an hour.” Norn turned from the departing NCOs and Security staff to her sole pilot. “Selene, go start the immersion process, and just take a nap in the cockpit if you want after that. We can always inject something to wake you up if your attention is required.”

	“I’d rather you inject something to put me to sleep.” Selene stretched her arms with a heavy sigh.

	Norn grinned broadly at her. “We’ve got all kinds of things to inject here! Just say the word!”

	Selene cringed in response. She silently made her way to the Jagdkaiser and its technicians instead.

	This left Norn and Adelheid once again alone in the middle of the hangar.

	“Seen Hunter III around?” Norn asked.

	Adelheid shrugged. “She hasn’t come down. She’s probably sulking in some dark corner.”

	“I’ll go find her. Go mom on Selene a bit. She doesn’t like you much.” Norn said.

	“What? She doesn’t?” Adelheid put her hands on her hips and leaned forward.

	“She hates your guts actually. So go make nice, okay?”

	Norn turned around abruptly, waving one hand dismissively and laughing as she went.

	She left Adelheid standing there with no recourse but to hover over to the Jagdkaiser’s orbit after a brief bout of loud but aimless grumbling. Norn looked at her briefly as she departed. It was all well and good; Norn did not really want Adelheid to be present for her conversation with Hunter III anyway. Not because she did not trust her with the information, but because Adelheid had a weaker gut than Norn around Hunter III.

	For a moment she focused on the aura of Hunter III and saw trails of color she could follow.

	There was a warm feeling behind her eyes; onlookers with power would have seen it.

	Often the use of Psionic power came to her as easily as breathing or moving her limbs. 

	She had mastered this ability from a very young age. It was not just raw power she had acquired but understanding. It was understanding that allowed her to control everyone on this ship. Her crew was founded and sustained by an intricate web of conditions and deceptions with the end result that they would never fear the things they saw on the ship, reveal her secrets or utter a word of disloyalty, and never shirk their duties.

	It was rare that Norn had to think about Psionics, had to actually exert effort.

	She could sustain her control over the Antenora near indefinitely with very little pain.

	But it was not something she could do to the people at Ajillo. Not on short notice.

	For them, if it came to it, she would need brute strength. She did not have time for tricks.

	Thankfully, she had brute strength to spare. She had acquired very many powerful people.

	Norn made her way up to the upper deck and traversed the Antenora’s sparse hallways, following her sixth sense. As a Cruiser, the Antenora was quite spacious and mostly comfortable compared to other warships, but Norn felt that unnecessary decorations were an assault on her senses. She already saw too much color floating around as it was, and did not need a gaudy paint job, wall ornaments and other tacky manor-style adornments in her halls. So unlike most flagships, it felt very little like a home, and far less like a manse or a palace than the Irmingard.

	At least, that would be the response from typical, garish Imperial sensibilities.

	As far as Norn was concerned, she had lived in far worse places and called them “home.”

	To her, the Antenora was her palace, her fortress. She felt safe; she felt cared for here.

	Following Hunter III’s trail led Norn to a wall with a panel which had been pulled off.

	When Norn kneeled, she found within the gloomy niche an interior panel also pulled out. It was a maintenance entry into the guts of the ship, mainly for workers to access the water circulation and electrical systems, as well as some room electronics. Within the little space, she caught a trail of familiar colors, gaseous tongues, and sparks, swirling colors faded from their source, hovering like the nebulas from old pictures of the space outside Aer’s tainted surface.

	“Hunter III! Come out of there. I don’t want to crawl around for you.”

	“Then don’t.”

	Just as she suspected and sensed; a familiar whiny voice echoed in the little metal room.

	“Come out this instant.” Norn said. “Or you’ll miss out on a big reward.”

	“Is it meat?”

	“It’s better than meat.”

	“Bullshit.”

	Curiosity got the better of her. Soon Norn saw a slender shadow come crawling out.

	Her name as she had given it to Norn was Hunter III of the Third Sphere. 

	Norn had an inkling of what this name meant: she was the third Hunter type unit of a specific numbered group within her people, the Third Sphere. Whether the ‘Spheres’ were military in nature or domestic units, Norn herself did not fully know, nor was it something high on her list of priorities to learn about the young woman.

	There were other, far more curious features of this woman to be probed.

	Hunter III was a slim, lithe, pale individual, so pale that when her wrists or neck were bared the major arteries were quite noticeable running just under the surface. Her face had an eerie beauty to it, with its red eyes and cold complexion, dark shadows around her eyes giving her the look of someone stressed or hardly sleeping. Her shoulder length hair was as white as her skin with a single streak of blue running through it. In terms of height, she was a fairly small woman, but quite clearly an adult in figure and strength. For clothes, she had a too-long, too-large hood, going down to her knees with sleeves longer than her arms. Norn knew this to be the only garment she had on.

	When she wanted to, Hunter III could have a comically expressive face.

	As she crawled out of her tunnel cubby, her face bore only a passive, tired expression.

	“I’m waitin’ for this thing that’s better than meat that y’got.”

	“It’s all yours, but first, I want to know: can you smell it?”

	“S’it in your coat?”

	“Indeed.”

	Hunter III drew closer to Norn and leaned forward, catching a whiff of Norn’s scent.

	Her eyes drew wide open.

	At first, she recoiled, but then she drew closer again, sniffing again and again.

	Her strong, slim hands grabbed hold of Norn’s coat and brought it up to her nose.

	This unwanted touch bothered Norn, but only slightly. “Did I say you could do that?”

	Hunter III looked up. Her eyes looked cloudy, perhaps even more tired than before.

	She tugged gently on the coat, putting her head to Norn’s chest.

	“Give it– Please give it here– Please I need it–”

	Her entire demeanor had completely changed. She was so immediately vulnerable.

	“So you can smell them. Good to know if we ever want to go find more ourselves.”

	Norn produced from her coat a sliver of something. To her, it was odorless, small, and in its appearance, abhorrent. It was like finger’s-width of meat wrapped in clammy silverskin. When she peeled the silvery wrapping off it like a web, she unveiled a glob of yellow fat affixed with a pellicle-like spine to a warm, soft, pink mass. Sinews ran through the object that held color as if alive. Hunter III snapped up from Norn’s chest and stared, transfixed, at this object in her hands, her mouth drawing open, her body shaking. Her little protests grew a bit more animated.

	“That’s mine–” Her voice faltered; her eyes wide open, moist. “Give it– give it here–”

	Hunter III had eaten these before. But back then, the fruits had been plentiful.

	This was a discovery. Norn now felt she better understood the importance of the fruit.

	“That’s right. It is indeed yours.” Norn dangled it in front of Hunter III for a moment. “A sliver of fruit from a Garden of Marrow; these are important to Omenseers, aren’t they? The Sunlight Foundation destroyed a nest recently and Hudson’s machines collected this for me in the aftermath. You’ve been treating me like I’m such a slavedriver, and yet, I do so much for you. I’ll give you this taste. And there will be more if you’re a good girl.”

	Hunter III opened her mouth and stuck out her tongue.

	Grinning to herself, Norn deposited the piece into Hunter III’s open, awaiting maw. And she watched with fascination as the woman before her savored the bite thoroughly, as if with her entire body. Skin brimming with new color, her chest shaking, holding herself with irrepressible pleasure and excitement in the act of eating this slimy thing. Her knees buckling, a tremor under her skin, her breathing heavy as she swallowed the tiny morsel.

	Licking her lips as if lustfully trying to savor every last bit of the taste that she could.

	“Don’t be too greedy.” Norn said. “And you’ll be rewarded with more.”

	Hunter III pulled back from Norn as if suddenly snapping back to her senses.

	Her eyes were wild with a surprising passion.

	“I won’t be! But ya know if ya want me to go out there, I’ll need– a whole fruit!”

	Her voice trembled as if even the thought of more of this food made her knees weak.

	There had been a time when the Antenora had more of these in her possession.

	One of the Omenseers’ ritual practices was that they did not leave ships or go into battle in person without having eaten one of these fruits. Norn surmised that it was not just superstition, and in fact most of Hunter III’s unique biology was locked away until she ate this disgusting little morsel. Hunter III had her own supply, once upon a time, but little by little, as she participated in Norn’s campaigns out of her greed for the luxuries of humans–

	“I should be keepin’ it.” Hunter III said. “I promise I won’t just nibble on it willy-nilly.”

	Norn scoffed. “You were a poor steward of your own wealth. If you want a cut of the treasure of this ship you will follow military logistics like the rest of us. So let’s come to the following agreement: I’ll be keeping an eye on any fruits I find or that the Sunlight Foundation bequeaths to me. If you discover a Garden of Marrow yourself then by all means you can do whatever you want with those fruits. But if I acquired the fruit, it’s mine to dispense.”

	“But they ain’t yours!” Hunter III protested. “They don’t belong to you no matter what, they’re ours.”

	“Are you going to rat me out to Arbitrator II for hoarding Omenseer relics?”

	Hunter III snorted. “What’s she got to do with this? I hate her guts more than you.”

	“Good. Then we’re agreed?” Norn grinned, leaning forward to the smaller woman.

	“Fine. We’re agreed.” Hunter III grumbled.

	“Good girl.”

	From her other coat pocket Norn produced a second sliver of the fruit.

	Hunter III, perhaps because she was sated, was not as desperate for this one.

	But her eyes did follow it calmly all the way from the pocket to the air.

	And stared almost incredulously as Norn deposited the object in her waiting hands.

	“You can save it or eat it now. It’s all up to you.”

	“I’m gonna be fightin’ soon I guess, or you wouldn’t give me none.”

	Hunter III excitedly put the object into her mouth, silverskin and all.

	Once again, her body seemed to go weak at the taste of it. She shivered, turned her hips.

	“Does it taste that good?” Norn asked. Of course, she received no answer.

	Though she had not been as enthusiastic for the morsel the second time, her weakness to its taste was precisely the same. It seemed to overtake her entire body, and only after swallowing did she return to her senses, albeit smacking her lips and clicking her tongue as if still chasing some measure of what the fruit made her feel. Her face brightened, and Norn did notice that some color had returned to her skin, which was now very slightly flushed. 

	She smiled, baring her fangs. More like the Hunter III that Norn remembered.

	“So boss, who are we killin’?” She asked, a new enthusiasm creeping into her voice.

	“My, you’re lively. I should feed you this stuff more often.” Norn teased.

	“Y’ought to, cuz all that fruit belongs to me anyway.” Hunter III replied.

	She put her fists on her hips and tried to puff her chest up in a way to seem larger and more confident. Her mood did not dampen despite Norn’s continued refusal to give up custody of the fruits to her. There was a large smile on her face, through which her sharp teeth could be seen. While Hunter III could be quite whiny, she could muster an attitude that lived up to her moniker. As long as it was meat, she would eat anything.

	Norn smiled back at her. “You look like you’re ready enough. Here, but don’t eat it now.”

	Reaching into the coat itself, Norn procured the final gift she had for Hunter III.

	One complete fruit from a Garden of Marrow.

	Wrapped in silverskin and a thin layer of soft white fat, flecked with deposits of sea salt within its pellicle-like outer ridges, it was not the uniform shape of a fruit from an ordinary fruiting tree, but a lopsided pink blob. Like an organ drawn from an animal, small enough to hold in the open palm of Norn’s hands, completely still and yet pulsating as if it had life. Concentrating her gaze on the object revealed the faintest trace of placid aural colors, as if it were a thing dreaming or even perhaps yearning, a potential close to life and yet unrealized. Perhaps like an egg.

	This was not an object whose mystery Norn could crack alone.

	So Norn entrusted the object into Hunter III’s hands and watched closely.

	Hunter III stared at her master with eyes drawn wide open and unbelieving.

	She looked down at the object in her hands and back up at Norn, her lips drawing apart as if to form words that caught in her throat every time. Through a few cycles of this Norn stood and watched the woman in front of her fumble, before she mustered the willpower to put the fruit into the pouch of her hood. Her face grew warm with a soft and tenuous delight. As if she did not know how she should feel about the gift.

	“I guess ya really ain’t that bad huh?” Hunter III. “Or y’re sending me to my death.”

	Norn smiled. She laid a hand on Hunter III’s hair and brushed it gently.

	Uncharacteristically, the shorter woman allowed this display of affection.

	“We’re going to a station that may be full of enemies. I am giving you this because I am entrusting you with Adelheid. Any smart enemy would use my adjutant to gain information about me or coerce me. I want you to be ready to kill to protect her. She has seen combat in the past, but not so much as you or I. So I want to be certain of her safety. If you can keep her safe, I can defeat any enemy we meet there and unravel any scheme we find.”

	“So, ya do care about her this much, huh?” Hunter III said.

	Those simple words caused Norn to falter for just a brief moment.

	I would die without her.

	She could never say such a thing.

	It felt like admitting a certain weakness to say something like that in front of Hunter III.

	“Her path and mine are intertwined, and where one ends, so will the other.” Norn said.

	“Talkin’ like an born an’ blue-blooded Apostle now aren’t ya? Like y’ve got some kinda big destiny with her or somethin’. Hah! Y’re just down bad after all!” Hunter III joked, hugging her own belly, and giggling to herself. “But whatever! Gettin’ to eat red fruit and humans today? Really? I’m so spoilt right now! So of course I can’t say no to ya! Just gimme a peek at the station layout if ya can. They won’t know what hit ‘em!”

	Norn could not be angry when faced with that unrelenting enthusiasm.

	Even if she was saying things about her that she found uncouth.

	“You’ll have all the information and any tools you need down in the hangar.” Norn calmly said.

	“Only thing I need to get the killin’ started is this.” Hunter III said, gesturing to her pouch, where the fruit was securely stored. “What I wanna know is, how are ya plannin’ to take out a whole station by y’rself too? I can kill a lot of guys, but we’re gonna need more of a plan than that for hundreds of guys. If you get surrounded or somethin’, and you gotta rely on brainpower, you might just keel over from how much blastin’ you’ll be doin’!”

	For most psychics that was indeed a genuine concern.

	Norn’s whole body could suffer greatly for any irresponsible use of her great gift.

	While there were mitigating factors, the basic formula was that the complexity and relative weight of the feat would determine the size of the feedback and injury. Psionics was like a muscle. Even for a practiced body, great effort over prolonged periods of time engendered pain. A power-lifter could fight brilliantly against enormous weights that would break an ordinary man’s arms, but not just any weight, and not indefinitely. And in Norn’s case the muscle she was pushing to its limits was not a sturdy, purpose-built tool like the arms and legs that could be diligently trained, but a vulnerable piece of human xenobiology that felt more miracle than material. In her case, the limits were not something physical that could be easily measured. They had to be felt; and that feeling could be dangerous.

	Such ephemera was true even for an Apostle: someone who was born uniquely gifted.

	It was also true even for those who trained the eldritch muscle in their own minds to its fullest.

	For Norn, who trained among the Sunlight Foundation, Psionics was still not limitless magic.

	And yet, in this modern era, there was always an alternative. A power-lifter could imbue his arms with new power through drugs, cybernetics, gene editing, or even being born with a selection of traits that afforded him greater strength, like the Katarran process that Norn herself was quite familiar with. Norn also had access to ways to enhance her own mighty abilities even further. Ways she had already employed to survive to see this day.

	She had a simple answer for Hunter III: “I’ve already prepared for that eventuality.”

	From Norn’s other inner coat pocket, she produced a long, thin object with a thick cap.

	Visible through an opening along its length was a green, blue, and red spiral of fluid.

	Embossed on the complex injector was a highly stylized sun emblem.

	Hunter III sniffed it briefly. “Huh. Somethin’ funny from the old engineers. You trust it?”

	“Your concern is becoming less endearing and more insulting. With this formula I bested Mehmed the Tyrant, who was a powerful Apostle. So don’t worry about me and focus on protecting Adelheid.”

	Mehmed– why was she remembering that name–?

	“Sure, boss. I guess I better go get ready.” Hunter III said, barely acknowledging the response.

	Norn nodded. She felt something solemn take over her then. 

	Staring at the creature in front of her, so human, so alien, so in between worlds.

	Painfully close to how Norn herself had always felt.

	It brought up bad memories.

	Memories Norn had no use recalling.

	“One last thing.”

	Hunter III gave her a toothy smile. “What’s up, boss?”

	“If you do feel Arbitrator II’s presence, you must let me know.”

	“Huh? Well– I gotta be careful with that–“

	“I will free you from her.”

	Hunter III seemed to have no answer to that. 

	She was confused why that name had come up.

	Twice, even.

	“Sure thing, boss.“

	She was likely not even listening anymore at this point.

	Maybe to some degree, she could not listen to a request like that.

	Norn laid a hand on her head, feeling the silky hair on the Omenseer like the fur on a fondly loved dog.

	“You will be free to help me terrorize the world, to your heart’s content.”

	Those words that crossed her lips scarcely acknowledged the actual truth. 

	And she was so powerful in her self deception that not for a second did she allow herself to acknowledge why she was even speaking names like Mehmed and Arbitrator II so casually to Hunter III, for whom they could not hope to be memories as long, lasting and harshly lived as they were for Norn. Memories of lofty goals, foolish naivety, and half-understood truths about the deep, dark world they journeyed in. Memories that she had become adept at referencing sans their context, to never again follow to their source. Mehmed was just a name. 

	And Arbitrator II would soon be just another name in the recesses of her mind.

	But first, she had to attend the stultifying tasks that lay ahead in Konstantin’s little farce.

	

	

	 


7.3

	An hour after meeting with her personnel leaders, Norn finally saw with her own eyes the gravestone-like block of metal that was Ajillo substation. Jutting out from the grey dirt, bedecked in dead, dying and decaying ships docked to various repair bays like bleached skulls left as tribute. It was a somber giant, a monument to modernity amid a patch of wilderness that had been left to languish, its potential untapped, rotting as much as the ships.

	“All of this country is an absolute mess. It beggars belief.” Norn said, thinking out loud.

	Outside of the vast, rich underwater plains of the Yucatan Gulf, the majority of Sverland was deep, rocky territory on the edge of various collapsed island landforms that gave the undersea geography a rising and falling, complicated geometry. Any flats that could be found between the rolling “hills” and jagged, rocky gorges and mounts, likely had a station or a substation dropped onto it. The rest of the land was for ships to glide over and around, too difficult to build on with the effort the Empire at large wanted to spare for its southern colony — which was almost none.

	Northeast of Serrano, one of these substations was Ajillo, a stout “newtype-utility pillar” set into what looked like a sandy crater 700 meters below the surface. Along the sides of the station pillar’s trunk were several protruding “wet” repair bays which were crammed full of docked ships of various classes, anchored in their twos and threes save for a single, newer Cruiser, by itself. Men in pressure suits and unarmed labor Divers buzzed around the hulks of metal in their dozens. They were worked on in the open ocean, with pressurizing cages around any sensitive areas.

	Ajillo substation had been a site of restless activity the past few weeks. 

	Since the border fleet’s failed expedition to the Union, its repair bays were filled with the detritus of a neglected fleet on the underdeveloped border to the rest of the former colonies. Norn knew of Gottwald’s failed expedition and surmised from the sight of the pillar that conditions were deteriorating. Work for military personnel was guaranteed, so the men likely continued to be paid, in food and lodging and partial wages, to continue working on their ships. But there was a clear state of disrepair to everything Norn could see docked into a wet repair bay. 

	Military materials would be at a premium, with no ready to source.

	Sverland was perhaps the most dependent territory in the Empire. And this lack of self-sufficiency also made it a black sheep. Many of the other territories had the strength and territorial agency to form the variety of breakaway governments now vying for supremacy. But the Empire had always had a purely extractive relationship to Sverland. Every mark spent on Sverland was one mark less of its mineral, agricultural and industrial output in profit. In a sense, Sverland was having to make up for the loss of the Union in extracting as much as possible to feed the growing, gluttonous Imperial nation with little investment. It was essentially paying reparations to Palatine.

	Konstantin’s oppressive authority was the only reason Sverland had any Imbrian identity.

	Now the dependent Sverland state was fully abandoned, since, at the present, the “central government” that would have been responsible for installations like Ajillo was de-facto disbanded. Erich and the Fuellers and whatever parts of the Imperial administration had not yet defected to another side, all continued to administer the shell of this government wherever they felt safe doing so. But it was fully functional only in the Palatinate, where Erich’s mighty fleet guaranteed its existence. Rhinea, Bosporus, Buren, Solsea and Veka had all established their own nations. And the Royal Alliance had rooted in the productive half of Sverland like a cancer, stealing away the Yucatan.

	“All of this is the result of Konstantin’s ego,”Norn said. Her lips curled into a tiny grin.

	“It’s a depressing sight, but should you really be openly criticizing the late Emperor?”

	“Hah! I have more than earned the right to. More than anyone in the damn world.”

	“I suppose so. But then again, a powerful woman like you is partially responsible too.”

	“Oh, shut up.”

	“I suppose from your point of view, you accomplished everything you wanted.”

	At her side, Adelheid was dressed in proper dress uniform for the visit to Ajillo. Rather than the grey coat of the Navy, she wore instead a flattering silver tunic with gold embroidery and a tall collar with her fleet insignia, over a white dress shirt with a red tie. Her hair was arranged in a slightly messy bun with a gleaming silver hairclip, and her rosy, done-up cheeks and red lips were particularly tantalizing. Beneath her clothes she wore a bodystocking that was translucent up top and black along her legs, a perfect complement to her modest knee-length skirt and heels.

	Norn herself was also outfitted more impressively than normal for the occasion.

	While she hated closed layers of clothing, and particularly bodysuits, and so usually wore an open coat and a camisole for comfort, she knew the situation demanded propriety. Norn wore to Ajillo a version of the blue and green Fueller coat that was tighter fitting and closed with several gold buttons. A gold braid connected the right shoulder to the left breast, and she wore a half-cape adorned with the intricate semiconductor emblem of the Fuellers. Black trousers and boots completed the outfit, while her hair was still a simple ponytail, and her makeup fairly minimal.

	Adelheid had teased her upon seeing her in the Fueller attire. “Not going to wear the hat?”

	“Never again.”

	Normally the Fueller family regalia included a sort of flat mitre hat that Norn hated.

	It could be substituted for a pickelhaube, another object that made Norn want to vomit.

	As the official head of the ruling Fueller family, Norn could have also played a cruel joke on the men at Ajillo by wearing the Imperial crown. After all, Konstantin had left instructions for Norn to lead the family, and Syrmia Fueller and Prince Erich both agreed. She was practically the Imperial heir at this point. Had she brought the crown she may even have considered it, but she had not bothered to invest in the props for such provocations.

	Though aesthetically less displeasing than the alternatives, wearing the crown was just as abhorrent.

	Norn scoffed. “I prefer to wear my simple ponytail like the humble retainer I am.”

	Adelheid laughed. “It’s like some kind of cruel joke isn’t it? A retainer leading the remnants of the #1 family in the Empire, alongside her adjutant, the disgraced heiress of the #2 family; and both dressed up in biological fibers like royalty to meet the Admiral of a dead fleet in the middle of nowhere.”

	“Our beautiful story together is just a cruel joke to you? How callous.” Norn teased her.

	Soon after Adelheid and Norn dispensed their last barbs, the Antenora was guided by Ajillo traffic control to the small port near the peak of the structure. Military transports would actually dock in an underground berth, accessible through an enormous hatch near the station, and take a long elevator ride up to the barracks in the center pillar. This was a fairly standard design for Military stations. To directly berth in the upper habitat was a privilege for the officers and for the vessels of dignitaries and VIPs. There was only room for two Cruisers or one Dreadnought.

	Prior to entering the port, the Jagdkaiser launched from the Antenora as scheduled.

	There was not a peep from Ajillo traffic control about this.

	They knew they could not defy Norn the Praetorian’s orders in this situation.

	And so, as the berth doors closed and the Antenora was secured, the Jagdkaiser hovered in the waters nearby, awaiting its orders. There was no other ship docked into the port structure along with the Antenora, and the station crew managed the fairly breezy job of docking the ship and extending and pressurizing an entry chute to her bulkhead. 

	Soon enough, the Praetorian and her adjutant found themselves finally entering the port structure.

	This was a port that accommodated two ships that would undoubtedly carry people of some military or political pedigree, and as such, the arrivals area was a red carpet affair. A white coat of textured paint made the metal walls seem warmer and more organic, while below their feet, the carpet was silky, gold-inlaid, and colorful. There was no gate, no metal detectors, no security detail. Miniature ship models hung from the ceiling or were stood up on displays flanking the arrivals and before them the wall was dominated by a grand painting of the station layout that was more baroque art than a functional guide. Busts of former station commanders dominated the opposing half of the room. 

	It was garish, absurd even, an assault to Norn’s eyes in every direction.

	Norn had to muster a lot of willpower not to immediately criticize the men who met them in these visually cluttered surroundings. There were only two, though Norn spied a few guards in the hallway leading deeper into the habitat. Both wore uniforms similar to Adelheid’s, with silver tunics and grey pants. Of those who had come to meet them, one was clearly the adjutant, a younger man with slicked golden hair, flashy blue eyes, and a strong jaw, who was smiling gently at them. He had a broad chest and shoulders but slim legs, and slightly slacking posture.

	Beside him was a shorter man with thick, brushy mustache, which was the old style among Imperial officers. He had his hands behind his back and kept a critical gaze fixed on Norn herself, unlike the eyes of his adjutant which easily wondered to Adelheid. The generational gap between them must have been similar if not identical to that which Norn had to Adelheid. Though that was where the differences ended. Norn remained a somewhat exotic figure, while this man looked to her like any other rags-on-bones member of their military gerontocracy. As if the greed and hatred found in the soul of the admiralty was peeling and cracking his skin and turning his hair brittle and gray.

	“Welcome! It is a pleasure to host such renowned guests. I am Captain Obermeyer.”

	They were greeted by the adjutant first. He stepped forward and bowed his head to Norn.

	Then when he rose again, he suddenly took Adelheid’s hand and laid a kiss on her fingers.

	His eyes moved up to meet hers and she smiled awkwardly back at him.

	Norn felt a sudden spike of anger that she hurled invisibly into the captain’s lungs.

	In that instant, Captain Obermeyer staggered a step, bent down, momentarily choking.

	“Excuse me,” he said in a frog-like, depleted voice, “Something in my chest, very sorry.”

	He coughed into the black sleeve of his bodysuit, trying to smile and play it off.

	“Get yourself together if you’re going to represent us. I swear; apologies, milord.”

	Rear Admiral Vespucio stepped forward and saluted Norn, rather than bow his head.

	Adelheid cracked a grin, while Norn retained a surly expression through the introductions.

	“You both know who I am: Grand Marshal of the Imbrian Empire, Duke Norn von Fueller. This is my adjutant, Lieutenant Viscountess Adelheid van Mueller. Since we are here on your request, we will permit you to lead the way and set the agenda. I will be blunt, however, that this visit has eaten into my schedule. I hope you realize the favor I am showing you, Vespucio, in standing here before you at all. I trust that my time will be properly respected.”

	Though her tone of voice was casual and masked her full displeasure, Norn’s words were pure poison. 

	While the situation deserved even harsher language, she enjoyed the craft of sinking a man with a veneer of politeness. Captain Obermeyer’s boyish smile seemed to gradually fade as she spoke, while Vespucio stared straight at Norn at first but gradually let his eyes wander like a schoolboy being scolded. It was the effect she desired. 

	She needed no new friends in this region. She was here purely to indulge a whim.

	“Milord, apologies. I was unaware of your promotion to Grand Marshal and believed you still the equivalent of a Fleet Admiral.” Vespucio said. “I congratulate you on your richly deserved ascension and I am proud to serve in a nation which recognizes such once-in-a-century talents. Tales of your exploits reach far and wide.”

	“Thank you; but it will take more than flattery for my visit to be worthwhile. Shall we?”

	Norn gestured toward the hallway, and Vespucio silently assented.

	Past a small group of guards in special occasion wear, through a bulkhead door, the regal white of the arrivals hall gave away again to the unvarnished metal of the station only briefly as they headed to an elevator. There was a small and unadorned courtyard occupied by a few officers in transit. It connected several means of transport to other parts of the station, and they scarcely saw much of it before stepping into an elevator with bronze walls.

	Their destination would be the stark opposite of the humble courtyard.

	“A place for the officers’ relaxtion and for honored guests.” Vespucio replied. “We’ll start with dinner.”

	From the elevator doors they stepped into a massive lounge of umber and fake gold walls replete with false wooden textures, fake wooden tables, imitation leather couches and chairs. There was a bar in the lounge behind which Norn could see a wall of ice chests, likely hiding the alcohol. There were a few side-doors; at one particular door a pair of workers, the lounge waitstaff, ushered them into the location of their fancy officer’s dinner. A comparatively smaller and more tasteful room that had only a table and chairs, a more familiar setting for dinner.

	While the room had a lot of imitation wood, the darker color made it less offensive to Norn’s eyes than the burnt umber walls with imitation grain. There was no food yet, but cutlery and glasses of water had been set out for everyone. Four seats were arranged like a cross, bringing to Norn’s mind something like ritual; Adelheid and Obermeyer sat across from each other while Norn sat across from Vespucio. At the door, the pair of waitstaff in their black vests and white shirts bowed their heads and informed them that a first course would be delivered soon.

	For Norn, the act of seeing was gradual, like peeling layers. When her mind was idle, she saw hovering colors of auras, dim and gaseous, as if a vaporizer had been smoked in the area and the cloud was fading. Focusing her eyes, flicking an invisible “switch”, she could nullify the auras and calm the surroundings; or she could enhance everything she saw, thereby seeing the “textures” of the aura and realizing the constellation of feelings contained within.

	Everything gave off an aura. Only a few people like Norn were cursed to always see it.

	This time however she was curious about the atmosphere.

	Without any perceptible difference in her countenance, she focused on the auras.

	In her time, Norn had developed a system by which she read auras.

	Color indicated intensity and proximal emotional responses; but the texture hid the truth.

	Obermeyer’s was red with a green stripe; its texture wet and roiling. Lustful, desperate, afraid.

	Vespucio’s was calmly blue and green and solid as stone but with black flecks that, every so often, would bubble or vibrate, stirring the entirety of the cloud. Blue was often a signifier for calm, while green represented a disquiet or stress. It was common to see Blue and Green together. Only the most self-controlled humans were fully at peace at any given time. However, the texture and behavior of the aura told Norn that Vespucio was scheming something.

	To probe further would invite a brief skirmish between her mind and Vespucio’s will.

	She opted to switch targets instead. Norn actively ignored Adelheid’s aura; she focused on the waitstaff all of whom had green and blue auras. Green was far more predominant with thin lines of yellow between the blue and the green. Yellow often meant disgust or sickness, a more extreme discomfort than the comparatively less severe Green. There were two workers, and Norn was assuming one was male and one was female; the lady had more yellow in her aura.

	In a few seconds, Norn had a plethora of information about the situation.

	And she thought to herself, even if Vespucio held her no ill will, she would kill Obermeyer.

	“Are they civilian contractors?” Norn asked, gesturing at the door as the workers departed.

	“Indeed they are.” Vespucio said. “My men are too busy, and I would not disrespect them by having them serve me wine and meals, even as a punishment. They are also salt of the earth fellows, they lack refinement, so we have our own cooks here who can serve higher quality meals than the canteen, to suit our elevated tastes.”

	“Interesting. Do you eat here often, Captain?” Norn asked, glancing toward Obermeyer.

	Obermeyer looked surprised to be addressed by Norn at all. It shook him from a reverie.

	“Ah, no milord, not often, this is quite a treat for me actually.” He said.

	He laughed and looked to Adelheid as if for some measure of sympathy from a fellow lower rank. Adelheid did not meet his gaze and instead deliberately took interest in Norn as if still waiting on her, playing the dutiful servant. This put Obermeyer in a somewhat awkward position for a moment, until Vespucio finally spoke.

	“Milord it is usually just me and Commodore Erbing, but not too long ago, when we easily repaired whole flotillas at this station, we would have more commodores and commanders, as well as wealthy guests, for whom we valued hospitality. Our admiral Gottwald and his family were frequent visitors. Tragic that he met his end.”

	“I hear he fought with pride to the end. Is that not how we all wish to go?” Norn said.

	Vespucio and Obermeyer both seemed quite put off by that remark.

	Norn saw a brief spasm in their auras. A green band was thickening in Obermeyer’s own.

	“Will the Commodore be joining us? I’d love to hear his side of station life.” Norn asked.

	Vespucio replied curtly, “He is busy.”

	“Ah, unfortunate. It would have made for an interesting layout on this table.”

	There was hardly any conversation until the first dishes came in.

	After all, what would any man in this evil era have to say to someone like Norn?

	Now that she was seated at their table and could not be turned away–

	And now that she knew the tone of the evening better–

	Norn could have all the fun that she wanted with them!

	Her carefully maintained countenance slowly melted into a mocking, prideful grin. 

	Adelheid seemed to have noticed, and even Obermeyer glanced at her more than he ogled the adjutant. While often calm in her own element, around others, she knew she was known for being something of a hyena. 

	She couldn’t help it; the pretensions of the Imbrians drew out her very worst.

	So she put on a face that fully expressed her amusement and satisfaction.

	“Happy to see you in good spirits milord. Let us enjoy this meal, dedicated to your grace.”

	“Why, thank you; I shall relish testing the mettle of your contracted chefs then!”

	“Um, yes, of course, of course milord.”

	Adelheid sighed, perhaps partly out of fondness, perhaps partly out of understanding.

	Obermeyer averted his gaze to the door.

	Norn’s sadistic side was slowly coming out from under the silky layers that hid it.

	When the doors opened again, the waitstaff returned with the first course. Norn caught a glimpse of green on the plate as it was brought in, but even she was a little impressed when she saw the spread laid down before her. On each plate was a bright green, fresh salad of firm lettuce leaves, glistening with vinegar and mustard, a dusting of salty cheese, and gilded with bright red, juicy chunks of tomato. Amid the bed of leaves were perfectly golden cured egg yolks, like bubbles which when lightly forked released their creamy contents to the leaves around them.

	Adelheid had the tiniest grin when she began to eat. 

	Such foods were not uncommon to her, both because she had a rich background, but because the Muellers were once farm monopolists in the Palatinate. Adelheid had eaten fresh greens, fresh eggs. She was a spoiled girl for whom nothing was new or interesting. Nevertheless, she was clearly enjoying the rich taste of the greens.

	Obermeyer admired the salad almost as much as he had admired Adelheid’s breasts.

	He had the response of a boy clearly from a humbler background than anyone at the table.

	Norn was someone between worlds. She knew the decadence of the upper class table and the privation of months aboard military ships eating canned ham, cured cheese and reconstituted spinach. But even Konstantin never showed off to her like this. A fresh green salad; as soon as Norn brought a forkful of leaves to her mouth she realized they were far more authentic than the wood varnish on everything in the lounge. They had not been frozen, they had not been dried, they had not been pickled, they had not been reconstituted into leaf shape out of a block by a biostitcher.

	Everything was fresh and firm and asymmetrical as only genuinely grown food could be.

	Delicious as it was, something about it made her angry.

	Why was this backwater station that could barely function militarily growing fresh greens?

	Only for Vespucio to infrequently impress his guests? They could not be growing many.

	“Delicious isn’t it? Grew them myself. Something of a hobby.” Vespucio said.

	Absolute crap. You couldn’t lift your gun, much less a shovel. Norn grinned to herself.

	Norn glanced at the waitstaff standing at attention the instant he said that.

	She could see the turn of the yellow in their auras, growing, writhing.

	“What kind of growing medium do you use?” Norn asked.

	There was the briefest flash of confusion in Vespucio’s face. “Growing medium–?”

	Norn grinned, interrupting. 

	“Well, it affects the taste of course! Synthetic soils, collapse ash, micropellets, come now, you know this– oh, and what fertilizer? Human? It’d be a clever way to recycle waste. Actually, we should work on a proposal! Imagine, every military outpost growing more than mushrooms and algae. You could revolutionize military feeding, Vespucio!”

	Vespucio’s eyes drew wide as Norn spoke. He was instantly put in his place.

	“Let’s not– talk about human waste at the table milord, funny as your grace’s humor is–”

	“Fair; but you will personally walk me through the growing setup later.” Norn said.

	Once everyone’s appetite had been whetted by the crispy green morsels, the waitstaff took their plates and left behind a bronze tray containing a few crisps speared into a soft mound of an orange-colored sauce flecked with green. Norn did not partake. Adelheid picked up a crisp and took a single sauce-dolloped bite. She struggled not to recoil from it, and delicately ate the rest of the crisp sans sauce. Norn surmised from this that the sauce was too spicy for her.

	To the refined Imbrian palate, hot pepper was an anomaly.

	The Serrano region was once upon a time known for its hot peppers, however.

	“Careful, Lieutenant.” Obermeyer said, smiling at her. “Hot sauces are a local specialty.”

	“Hmph.” Adelheid grumbled. “I should hope it won’t all be so astringent.”

	Vespucio shot her a look as if angered at her remarks, while Obermeyer, clearly charmed by her response, replied in a soft and assuring voice, “Fear not, milady, I’m sure we have something for a more discerning and delicate palate such as yours. We knew we would have refined ladies for guests, and the chef’s world class.”  

	“Am I counted among the refined ladies visiting?” Norn asked.

	Obermeyer seemed to be hit by Norn’s words as if struck by lightning every time.

	“O-Of course milord!”

	Norn grinned. “I just noticed I’ve only been referred to as ‘milord’ or ‘duke’ tonight.”

	Adelheid smiled mischievously, gesturing to Norn. “Obermeyer, how is your etiquette?”

	“How is it?” Obermeyer asked.

	“Were you formally taught? In fact, let me expand the question. What is your background?”

	“My background? Well, if you’re so curious, my family had some money, we were never struggling. No peerage of course.” Obermeyer said. “I was taught formal etiquette– I attended Liebknecht School for Boys.”

	“Such a prestigious school, but oh dear, what even are boys taught in it?” Adelheid teased.

	“Why do you say that?”

	“You’ve been mindlessly calling the lady Fueller ‘milord’ this whole time.”

	Obermeyer stared at Adelheid in wide-eyed confusion until Vespucio cleared his throat.

	He finally decided to butt in and rescue his disappointing adjutant.

	“Now, don’t be so hard on the boy. Obermeyer, we call Norn von Fueller ‘milord’ or ‘duke’, in the male form, because those are the titles she was legally given. You do not call the lady van Mueller whatever you want, you call her the title she possesses, and its specific honorifics. That is true for milord von Fueller regardless of her gender.”

	“Ah, apologies Admiral. He’s such a lively lad I can’t help but tease.” Adelheid giggled.

	Obermeyer squirmed for a bit, trying to laugh it off. Norn contained her own laughter.

	While they were speaking of backgrounds, there was no need to go over Adelheid’s or Norn’s. Adelheid had been big news. Her family was the number two family in the Empire in terms of proximity to the throne and influence in peerage politics. Her being disinherited and having her surname struck from ‘von’ to ‘van’ Mueller was news. 

	Nevertheless, she was still owed respect by people without any peerage. And every military man had heard of Norn, it was impossible not to have done so. Inviting Norn to recount her past would have given her a chance to criticize and seek grievance. Not because she felt hurt or pressured but simply because she could and would do so.

	Even someone like Obermeyer knew not to extend a conversation about backgrounds and social origins to cover Adelheid’s disgrace or Norn’s infamy. He knew that much etiquette. So there was no place to take such a conversation beyond himself. Vespucio’s background was not up for casual discussion either. He was a Rear Admiral. Obermeyer should already know him. Norn did — though there was not much to know about him ultimately. 

	He was just any other career military man, long-serving in a quiet post.

	Knowing this, Adelheid had probed the only person in the room who could be probed.

	Thankfully for Obermeyer, his rudimentary etiquette and upper middle class upbringing would not continue to be the center of attention for much longer. The conversation was given a reprieve by the arrival of the second course which was set into bowls brought on plates. Knowing the mores of Imbrian haute cuisine, Norn knew that the second course would be a soup course. First was an aperitif, then soup, main course, and finally tea or coffee.

	Those bowls were served steaming hot with a thick golden yellow soup upon which floated circles of green onion. That creamy surface was gilded with circles of suspended oils. A single piece of bread was offered, crusty on the outside but pillowy soft and warm within. And in the middle of the table, a bottle of wine and several small glasses were set around a plate of pickled carrot and pepper with lardons. Norn tasted the soup and found it rich with a subtle tang from lemon juice. Katarrans called this avgolemono but in Imbria it was tebiye, from the Shimii.

	Norn felt a bitter feeling tasting the food of two ruined cultures as Imbrian haute cuisine.

	“Your chef has range, Vespucio.” Norn said.

	“Glad you are enjoying it, milord.”

	“Has he met a Shimii in his life? Or a Katarran?”

	“I– I wouldn’t know, milord?”

	Though she had been waiting for another brag, Vespucio was no longer setting himself up for Norn’s verbal counterstrokes. In fact, after this exchange he remained unpleasantly quiet for most of the dinner. 

	While Obermeyer tried to chat Adelheid up about the food or service life, comments which she rarely reciprocated; and Norn interrupted every so often to tease him or make a joke; Vespucio simply wouldn’t bite. The great and generous Rear Admiral had become miserly with words. Perhaps unused to receiving barbs in return for his flattery and vain flaunting of his privilege. Norn was simply not impressed with him, and he was perhaps not ready for it.

	What was he hoping to gain from this? What did he even know of her character?

	Once the soup bowls were emptied, the servants took them away and returned with main courses. They proudly declared that for the men, there was spicy beef bourguignon. Slices of tender steak clearly lacquered in a red sauce of wine, mirepoix, fat, and hot peppers; for the women, coq-au-vin was on order, served in a delightfully dark red wine sauce with waxy potatoes and crisp carrots. As with every other dish at the table, Norn had to hand it to the chef. Even the “blander” dish for the “female palate” was full of rich flavors, the wine sauce emulsified with the chicken fats and starch from the potatoes to a naturally unctuous consistency without a heavy hand of dairy.

	Despite there being wine in the sauces, the wine for the table had been well chosen to pair. Not a rare vintage, but serviceable and complex with a gentle alcoholic bite and a sweetness that complimented the aggressive meatiness of the main course. Everyone ate, everyone looked happy, but soon no one was exchanging a word. All talk around the table had quieted down from what little there even was before the main course.

	Such eerie gatherings were not unusual at the tables of the rich and powerful.

	An invitation to eat was a veneer of politeness.

	Friendship and camaraderie did not factor into it. It was like choosing clothing over nudity.

	Bitter enemies could share a meal to prove a shared sense of civilization, a code of honor.

	Many high class dinners passed in quiet indulgence, until moved to shadowy backrooms. Even a chatty series of guests often served as a veil to hide other intentions. For the upper class and military social climbers, self-interested people who sought only positions, power, advantages, it was rarer to have friends at the table than to have prey. For the conversation around Vespucio’s table to have died out simply meant everyone was being more honest.

	Norn happily ate the food, and happily let the clock run on Vespucio’s ambitions.

	But nobody at the table could be under the illusion that they were truly friends.

	Soon, there came the first shattering of the veneer.

	After the main course, coffee and sweet patisserie would be served, but–

	“Milord, would you indulge me in taking our coffee in private? I wish to discuss an important matter with you, and I hope that we could do so without further interruption. Obermeyer shall entertain the lady Mueller. With our adjutants out of earshot, we can speak more candidly to one another, no offense to the lady or my good Captain.”

	Vespucio interrupted the dinner to suggest their last course be taken in private.

	Such a request was not unreasonable if there was a sense of urgency or a prior agreement.

	However, Norn had not been invited to Ajillo under any pretext of emergency.

	As such, trying to hurry her in this manner, to functionally disband the table, was rude.

	Norn did not point out this fact. She had no desire to continue playing tea party.

	“Gladly. Lead the way, Rear Admiral.”

	She glanced briefly at Adelheid, who nodded her assent, understanding the situation.

	They had already discussed the possibility of such a thing happening. 

	If he had a plan, Vespucio would peel his mask off and expose his scheme soon. So Norn followed him out of the room, a tiny thrill in her chest, curious of what would result. Watching the colors in his aura as a tiny, creeping black line began to appear. The fear of; acceptance of; or even experience of death.

	

	

	Norn followed Vespucio out one of the side doors in the lounge to a metallic hallway, barren save for a door at the end. On the opposite end of the hallway was a single automatic bulkhead door that was locked by an officer’s keycard, and behind that door was an observation room. Reinforced glass and steel grid walls dominated half of the space, exposing the grim blue of the ocean outside. While a few fish bounced off the glass here and there, curious about the light emanating from the room, there was nothing to see, unless Vespucio was secretly a dolphin.

	While normally a room like this would be filled with computing equipment and a multi-purpose detection array, this particular room had only a square island surrounded by a few chairs for sitting and taking tea, and a few cabinets that seemed to contain tea and coffee-making accoutrements. It was largely unoccupied and unadorned, though Norn could see scrapes on the floor where equipment had perhaps once stood. There was probably a gun hidden in the island. Norn could not imagine why Vespucio had this room, except as a vain attempt at grandeur.

	“Have a seat, milord. I wish to have a hopefully brief discussion if you will allow it.”

	“Discuss to your heart’s content, Vespucio.”

	Norn and Vespucio sat across from one another. 

	Alone in this room, they dispensed with the pleasantries. 

	There was coffee in cups between them but no cakes, no shiny silverware, no servants. 

	Only two people staring daggers at each other and awaiting a backroom verbal spar.

	Vespucio studied her, his aura thrashing as he thought of what to say.

	Norn rested her chin on steepled fingers, waiting for a response.

	“Milord, how much do you know about the military-political situation here in Sverland?”

	He raised his cup to his lips, as if wanting to punctuate a hard stop in his words.

	Norn briefly shut her eyes and smiled. There was overwhelming color around Vespucio even though his face was as stone-like as ever. She needed to shut her eyes every so often to avoid the strain. “I know that when Konstantin’s passing was unfortunately leaked to the military, your commanding officer, Gottwald, launched a sudden raid on the bandit nation to the south, without any authorization. This was shortly after Groessen, former Duke of the territories on the Union border, was provoked to launch his own mission to the Union border for unknown reasons. Gottwald and most of Sverland’s functioning military forces were slaughtered by the communists.”

	“That assessment is correct regarding the preamble to our present dilemma, but I can’t help but notice that Milord makes a shocking habit of calling many men of power by familiar names and without their titles.”

	“Konstantin himself allowed me his name; if I can speak his name, I can speak any.”

	“Fair enough. You always had a special relationship to his majesty.” Vespucio said.

	“I was a retainer beloved by all of the Fueller family, enough to be adopted.”

	Konstantin was so lovesick toward his youngest wife Leda Lettiere, that after her passing some twenty years ago, rumors began to bubble around him and Norn pertaining to Norn’s rise in stature. Did his attentions shift to Norn? Such gossip completely disgusted Norn, but even an indiscrete homosexual life did not seem to dispel the suspicions, judging by Vespucio’s attitude. She was exotic, powerful, an outsider; therefore hated and feared.

	“There was some shock in the high society circles pertaining to your ascendance to heading the Fueller family. Had you been a man, there may have been pressure on you to marry Duchess Syrmia in order to solidify your position within the family. Perhaps pressure to assume the throne. We live in progressive times for women: I’m curious if political alliances such as this are in milord’s plans? Anything that stabilizes our politics would be welcomed news.”

	“I’m afraid my nuptials would do nothing to stabilize our society at this point.” Norn said. “Regardless of the rumors swirling around in the chaos I am not the emperor, nor am I an Emperor-in-waiting.”

	“Then Prince Erich will assume the throne in the Palatinate?”

	“You have a very old fashioned understanding of the situation, Vespucio.”

	“Am I wrong to believe that the ascendance of an Emperor to our empty throne would do much to alleviate the present situation, where we have several illegitimate powers at work pulling the Empire in their own ways? Milord would know more than me about such things I’m sure, but filling the seat would help, no?”

	“You are missing the point of our current crisis to an alarming degree.” Norn said. “Having an Emperor changes nothing. The Volkisch would not back down, for example. To them, we have entered a stage of history where the throne of the Palatinate carries no power. It does not confer to the wielder the resources of an Empire as it did before. Those resources have returned to their constituent states; filling the seat will not bring them back.”

	She could have explained the motivations of any given faction.

	But she wanted to introduce the word to the conversation. To be the first to say Volkisch.

	His aura reacted no more strongly to this word than any, unfortunately.

	“Your assessment is grim, but I’m afraid I must agree that it is quite valid, even here.”

	“I didn’t get where I am by not knowing what I’m talking about, Vespucio.”

	Norn narrowed her eyes at him, and Vespucio seemed to sigh at the increasing hostility.

	“At the present,” he began, as if ignoring or papering over the previous conversation for now, “Sverland is in chaos. We have hardly any military power. To our south, the communists could advance at any moment if they wanted to. We have no way to stop them and no forthcoming military supplies because, to our west, a group of aristocrats have started a breakaway state and taken hostage almost all our military-industrial capacity. To our east, the Vekans, who are orientals with no Imbrian solidarity, have declared their own Empire. They have a hundred times our remaining fighting strength at their command. Milord, there is no way we can fight in the emperor’s name.”

	“What do you want from me, Vespucio? Why did you invite me here?” Norn asked.

	“You wield considerable powers. Any news would be good news from you. Will the Grand Western Fleet cut down through Rhinea and relieve us? Will Prince Erich ride out as Emperor and squash these rebellions? We need to know the intentions of the ruling house of Fueller. Every other territory has rebelled, only we have remained loyal. What are we expected to do? How are we going to be repaid for our loyalty? To remain loyal?” He said.

	He was still betraying no emotion. Simply staring her down directly in the eyes.

	Norn wanted to simply tell him to go die, but she also wanted to draw things out a bit more.

	“At the moment Prince Erich is preparing for a campaign to the Bosporus-Volgia front and securing the border with Rhinea through limited engagements.” She said calmly. “The leftist movements in Bosporus and Buren concern the long-term stability of the Palatinate, as they present a threat to our most accessible supplies of Agarthicite. We are not in a position to march down to Sverland until we can secure the resources to defeat Rhinea.”

	“So we’re stranded then? Is it any wonder then that there is talk in Serrano of capitulating to the Volkisch? Would you blame them, milord? Would you have us stand against them and punish them for it? My men and I are helpless in the midst of this cyclone! We can’t possibly uphold the Empire’s law in this state. We barely have weapons and supplies. At this juncture all we can afford with our funds and supplies is to surrender!” Vespucio said.

	“But you have the funds and supplies for salad greens, fine wine and a private chef?” Norn said.

	“Such things are easier to acquire than coilgun shells!” Vespucio shouted back. He was clearly offended by her response to his hospitality. “I invited you here milord because I need to know what the Empire expects from my men now. My wealth can’t buy them guns and ships! So will you provide them for us?”

	Norn sighed mockingly and shrugged her shoulders at him with a grin.

	“Vespucio you put on such a boring show. I wish you’d capitulate to the Union instead.”

	Vespucio’s eyes drew wide. “Is this a joke to you? I have thousands of men in this station!”

	Whether he meant this as a threat or to garner sympathy, he seemed to leave ambiguous.

	Norn finally lifted her cup of coffee and began to drink as if ceding the floor again.

	Vespucio grunted his indignation. 

	He began to shake his head, his hands up to his face. “This is my reward for not riding out with Gottwald? Had I turned traitor, maybe we would have defeated the Union and improved our situation. And yet despite my loyalty the Fueller family so easily abandons me? You are legitimizing the actions of men like Gottwald, Norn von Fueller!”

	“I commend Gottwald’s foolish audacity. He at least took his destiny into his own hands.”

	Norn smiled at Vespucio as she put down her cup. She calmly watched his aura begin to turn furiously red. 

	“Do you have your own ambitions, Vespucio? Tell me: what will you do now?”

	Click.

	“Do you think I’m afraid of you? You are a resourceful woman, Norn, but only a woman.”

	Vespucio raised a firearm right at Norn’s head. Her eyes shifted to stare at the barrel now pointed between them. 

	She moved to raise her arms as if to yield to him. He began to rant at her.

	“Without an Emperor and army to hide behind, you are nothing so frightening. In a world without titles and dynasties, without peerage and noblesse oblige, without lèse-majesté, the only thing that matters then, is this.” Vespucio gestured with his head toward his own gun. “Without an Emperor all that matters is who is holding this gun to whose head. This gun, Norn, is your doing. Through your inaction, you have forced me to put this gun to your head.”

	Norn laughed. “You’re more correct than you appreciate Vespucio. It is my doing.”

	

	

	“What kind of cakes do you like, Viscountess? I can get the staff on it right away. Judging by that incredible dinner spread, we may even rival the taste from the Muellers’ own kitchen.”

	“Such hubris! I very much doubt you can!”

	Adelheid gave Obermeyer a pleasant smile and leaned forward with her hands behind her back. 

	This pushed her chest very close to the suddenly flustered Captain, who was taken aback by the contact. 

	She poked at his chest with one slender finger while responding in a cheery voice:

	“My favorite cake is tamarind-passionfruit rum cake, so what do you say to that?”

	She winked at him as if; a wink she almost hoped would just behead him where he stood.

	Instead he took a step back and tried to play it off with a laugh.

	“Well, I guess we are completely outmatched.” He said, raising his hands as if in defense.

	“As a peace offering, I can put up with any cake, as long as my coffee has milk and sugar.”

	She backed up a step, hands behind her, tipping her head to one side in a cutesy way.

	“That’s some tough diplomacy. But we can make it work.” Obermeyer replied.

	He motioned for her to follow her out of the room where they had taken their dinner.

	Informing the waitstaff that they move to the ‘private lounge’, with his guest assumed to consent, Obermeyer led her out into the main lounge and to another side area, with a short hall that seemed to branch to the bathrooms, and which ended in a keycard door. When he flashed his own card at it, it opened to reveal a cozy room with more fake nutty-brown wood varnish, lit orange yellow, with leather seats and a square island set as a table for two. Obermeyer left the door open for the waitstaff to return with coffee and cheesecake, the door finally closing after their departure.

	Now it was just Adelheid and Obermeyer inside of that room.

	“Viscountess, would you permit me to call you by given name?” Obermeyer asked.

	“No~”

	She replied with a silly little twist of her voice and took a sip of her coffee.

	“Ah, I’m sorry, I meant no offense.”

	“Well then, you’ve done a sorry job of looking sorry. For your information, only Master Norn is allowed to call me by name.” She said, putting on a fake pout, leaving Obermeyer momentarily confused.

	Adelheid van Mueller was often accused of not acting her age.

	Young as she may have outwardly looked, at thirty years old, she had no business having adventures. Many women in the Imbrian military, particularly aristocrats, served a few years, if any, got a token promotion, retired, and married a man. Those Imbrian women who passed their twenties and remained in the service were seen as lesbians, mentally ill, or otherwise having something wrong with them in the eye of polite society, even if they had great achievements.

	In her mind, Adelheid was past the stage of her life where everything was so complicated.

	To her, every new year meant that she had a narrower focus on what interested her.

	And a greater disdain and less time to spare for anything that she found boring.

	It was only Norn von Fueller who truly understood the appeal of her philosophy.

	“Growing up” was to surrender to a set of orthodoxies about what a “woman” was.

	Orthodoxies which included a submissive deference to boring men like Obermeyer.

	“Captain, there is only one thing about you that interests me.” Adelheid said, reaching across the table to poke him with a stirring stick that had been dipped briefly in the coffee, and rubbing down the brown stain on his shirt. He looked down at it with a frozen expression he once reserved only for Norn. “I’m only curious, what it is you are interested about in me. Rather than stumbling around awkwardly trying to establish a familiarity you’ll not get, you should merely shower a girl in compliments, for that is all a girl wants from a man she does not know. Once you have paid your toll in flattery I will reward your loyalty with pleasant answers to questions about myself.”

	Again Adelheid sipped her coffee, discarding the stirring stick at the side of her coaster.

	Obermeyer again tried to smile and laugh it off, the oafish boy.

	“You high class girls are something else! I don’t even stand a chance. Very well; lady van Mueller, from the moment I saw you, it was your eyes that took me in. So dark and intelligent; I wondered how it must have been like to serve under that terrifying lord Fueller. Now I see that it’s got to be that wit of yours that gets you by.”

	“You liked my eyes?” Adelheid said, “but my eyes aren’t down here?”

	She ran a hand provocatively over her chest, winking again.

	“I– Well, your figure is just so– it’s– Of course any lad’s eyes would–”

	“Lads who are like any lad are the most boring kind by definition.”

	Adelheid shot him a narrow-eyed, disgruntled look for a brief moment and sighed.

	Again Obermeyer seemed frozen. At times she wondered if she had an aura like Norn.

	Or if perhaps Norn was simply the first woman to disrespect him and now she the second.

	“You did ask a tantalizing question though– what was it?”

	“Um. Yes, I– I did want to ask about your relationship to lord Norn.”

	“Well, I’m her distinguished adjutant. You’d be surprised to hear, but she can’t function without me. She’s such a hopeless woman as a matter of fact!” Adelheid declared this with such delight it seemed to stun Obermeyer again. “I bet you could never imagine it, but the powerful and frightening Norn von Fueller, left to her own devices skips her meals until her brain is screaming, hardly sleeps, and works until her body completely quits on her! And despite all of that, she will always insist it’s part of a rigid schedule, in which caring for herself was simply allotted no time.”

	Obermeyer blinked several times. “I– that sounds rough– Viscountess–”

	Adelheid clapped her hands together in delight.

	“Oh no, it is very fulfilling work. Do you ever see a woman like lord Norn, who has such a beautiful face and body and prodigious talent, but beneath it all is a mannish, acerbic thug with such poor socialization; and of course you think to yourself ‘that’s a project; I can surely fix her’?”

	“I can’t say that I do.”

	“Oh, true, I suppose you wouldn’t.”

	Obermeyer seemed to miss the particular tone of that response and did not comment on it.

	“Well, it sounds like the two of you are quite close.” Obermeyer said.

	“Do we not all live in submission to our lords?” Adelheid said.

	“That’s– a curious thing to say.”

	Adelheid tried a bite of the cake. It had a one-note sweetness that was acceptable.

	She smiled vacantly at him, as if waiting for Obermeyer to make any kind of movement.

	He finally spoke up: “Norn is coercing you, isn’t she? That’s why you can’t speak freely.”

	“Hmm? Have you been listening at all?”

	Obermeyer reached out and grabbed her hand suddenly.

	“Such words couldn’t have come from you. I realize what it must be like, working for such a powerful, evil person that it warps how you can talk to anyone. But we are safe here.” He said.

	“What are you saying? Let go of me.”

	Adelheid snapped her hand back.

	Obermeyer had a conflicted look on his face all of a sudden.

	“It must be true. The Rear Admiral told me the rumors about Norn. That she is a rapacious deviant whose sins the emperor forgave for her viciousness in enforcing the Fueller family’s edicts. Your behavior– she’s clearly tried to ruin you– milady, you don’t have to serve her anymore!”

	His voice was becoming erratic with a strange passion. Adelheid grit her teeth in anger.

	“How dare you! Such things are always said by jealous men when a woman gains power!”

	“You don’t have to cover for her! Lady van Mueller, Norn’s days are numbered.”

	Adelheid had been prepared for this eventuality, but hearing the words still stunned her.

	There was no preparing her to face a deadly threat. No matter how much she expected it.

	She was too emotional a girl. So her eyes welled up with her tears, but she stood defiantly.

	“Norn is no more rapacious than any of you thugs.” Adelheid said, baring the full venom in her voice. “And you will not find her easy prey. I pity you for the punishment you’ll receive.”

	Obermeyer drew a firearm at her from seemingly under the table.

	Or maybe from a slot in the island. Adelheid had not thought to check.

	She herself carried no weapons. She was neither authorized nor issued with any.

	“Soon you’ll be free.” Obermeyer said coldly. “The Rear Admiral has a plan to destroy Norn and the Fuellers. We will be your knights, lady van Mueller. Let us protect you, please. You do not have to stay with that monster.”

	Adelheid smiled through her tears, her heart racing, her mind clouded with stress and anger.

	“I have no need for a knight, Captain. I’m quite happy with the monster who has taken me.”

	Obermeyer bared his own gritted teeth. “Then I’ll be a knave instead and you my hostage.”

	He stood up from the table, still aiming the gun at her, and moved slowly and with menace.

	“We wanted you to give us access to the Antenora, but we can use you in other ways.”

	“That is the greatest difference between you and Norn, Captain. Men just want to use me.”

	“And Norn does not? Does that vile woman truly care about you?”

	“Norn needs me.”

	Obermeyer narrowed his eyes with clear contempt.

	“You must be brainwashed. I can’t see how anything you say makes sense otherwise.”

	Adelheid grinned bitterly at him.

	He would be surprised to hear she was one of the few people who wasn’t.

	“Follow me to the detention center. I know enough etiquette that I won’t drag you there unless you make me do so.” Obermeyer said. His pistol hovering just short of Adelheid’s chest. He stood over her while she had remained seated, and defiantly seated she stayed, looking up at him. Tears in her eyes, a smile on her face, and a pounding heart full of trust in her master. She was emotional, but she was not afraid of him.

	“I will do nothing to make you feel heroic, you bastard.” Adelheid said. “I won’t be your helpless girl. Drag me from this chair with all your strength. I’ll bite and claw and kick like an animal until you shoot me.”

	Obermeyer’s finger slipped through the trigger guard. “Get up now, you shrill bitch.”

	Adelheid thought of doing something rash like grabbing the gun and daring him.

	Something like what Norn would do in this situation–

	Her impulse was quelled stopped by a sudden crash– a sound of shredding metal, and the pitched whine of something slicing through the thin air like a bullet just barely crossing the ear–

	–the sudden disappearance of Obermeyer’s hand, leaving only a wet, dripping stump.

	

	

	Norn stood from behind the island table as commanded by Vespucio, the cold steel of the barrel never lifting from the bridge of her nose as she moved. At literal arm’s length, Vespucio himself moved out from around the table so they could stand face to face without obstacles. Norn demurred to only this instruction. 

	She continued to smile to herself as she watched him sweat.

	“So who is it that you’re selling me off to? It’s not your own initiative is it? You’ve said this yourself. You’re not like Gottwald. You’re always loyal to somebody else’s orders.” Her voice turned mocking.

	“You can judge me all you want from your high castle.” He said. He almost looked for a second like he would spit in disgust at her, but all he spat was more words. “I can’t do anything but to follow the currents, and down here, they favor the Volkisch Movement. Who else am I going to turn to? That Royal Alliance plundering the countryside? The Vekans? The Solceanos zealots? It is clear we only have a place with the Volkisch.”

	“So you don’t see anything in the Volkisch Movement, but a process of elimination?”

	Vespucio’s narrowed eyes continued to stare directly into hers without once faltering.

	“Theirs is the only world I’ve been promised without rule by bloodlines or false faiths.”

	“You truly believe that? You believe the Volkisch Movement professes a coherent truth?”

	“I know they are the pragmatic choice, and that puts them above everyone else.” He said.

	Norn grinned at him and shrugged. “I didn’t realize the sons of Campos could be so shockingly sympathetic to elaborate racism, when they themselves have been so exposed to it.”

	“I’m not a Campos. I’m an Imbrian. I have done nothing but serve the Imbrian Empire.”

	“You’ll find as I have, that it doesn’t work that way, no matter how high you reach.”

	“Shut up. The only Campos thing I’ll say to you is how tired I am of being lectured by a puerca like you. A bitch fed by the golden spoon of the Emperor having your shamelessness. We all sucked up to you because Konstantin von Fueller looked through your eyes and struck terror in us. We all feared and respected the enforcer of the Imbrian Empire. If you’re not backed by a fleet fighting for the throne, you’re just some whore.” Vespucio said.

	He pressed the barrel more tightly against Norn’s nose, gritting his teeth.

	Clearly letting out all the repressed stress and disgust that had lain behind his etiquette.

	“Vespucio, in your mind, what happens now?” Norn asked.

	For the first time, Vespucio grinned at her, viciously, full of bloodthirst.

	“Once you are in Volkisch custody, Erich’s faction will surely collapse. That boy has only coasted on the power of the Grand Western Fleet. He is no great man of state; he has amply demonstrated this. Your capture and execution by the Volkisch will level the Fuellers and any power they have after the death of the Emperor. And I just keep eating my fresh beef and greens; with Gottwald gone I may even be promoted to Fleet Admiral for Sverland.”

	“Do you really think the Volkisch see you as part of the National Proletarian ubermensch?”

	“They’ll see me as a willing collaborator who delivered a political prize. That’s all I need.”

	He pushed the barrel against her head and his hand forward, as if cautioning her against moving, while his free hand withdrew from his coat a handset into which he spoke with a voice filled with triumph. 

	“I have taken the Tower. Prize claim in Observation room Ludwig. Schnell.”

	“Your High Imbrian is quite good.” Norn said calmly.

	Vespucio put the handset back in his coat pocket and snorted, indignant with her tone.

	“Why are you so chipper? You think you can escape? You look down on me at your own peril. I’ve heard stories about your exploits, but this time, I’ve ambushed you, Norn. You’ve walked into my fortress and you are isolated here because you are a vain, self-obsessed cunt. Whatever plot you are concocting in your head, don’t try it. You’re more useful alive but I will pull this trigger the instant I see any muscle on you even twitch my way.”

	“Fair enough. I will not move any muscle that you can see.”

	“I can only hope when my time comes, I go out as gracefully or as insane as you.”

	Seconds later, the door opened. A squadron breached the room in a quick and practiced formation. Four men in uniform with boxy, compact submachine guns entered the room and set their sights on Norn, two standing and two crouching, likely bearing frangible loads to perforate her flesh but not the walls. Behind them two other men appeared ready to collect her, with cuffs, a straitjacket, and what looked like a loup muzzle in tow, along syringes full of drugs to knock her out. The party assembled at the door, and the men approached with their cruel implements.

	Vespucio briefly glanced sideways to confirm their arrival.

	At that point, Norn responded without moving a muscle that Vespucio could see.

	She took a calm breath and twitched the muscle in her mind.

	Temporal control.

	Around her, everything turned blue as if filling with water. Everyone stood frozen still.

	Quickly and wordlessly, Norn grabbed hold of Vespucio’s hand. There was no reaction.

	With a brutal crunch, she bent it backwards at the wrist, tore his fingers off the gun.

	She ran to the men, turned their upper bodies to face each other, like playing with dolls.

	Each of their fingers she squeezed against the trigger. None of them responded in any way.

	Finally she stood at the flank of the two men arriving to capture her. She raised the gun to the temple of one man, making sure he lined up with his partner, and rapped the trigger. Then, and only then, head hazy without air and her heart struggling to beat, did Norn finally let out a breath. Around her, the bubble collapsed as if it never existed, returning the true colors of the room. Suddenly, everyone was moving again.

	In the next instant bullets went flying, blood sprayed, corpses fell, rhythmically, all at once.

	Within the time it took to blink, Vespucio found his hand shattered and his men dead.

	

	

	Obermeyer gasped for breath; his chest appeared to seize with shock.

	He lifted the end of his arm where his hand once was and stared at the space now empty save for blood that pooled and began to drip down what was once his wrist across the remains of his forearm. His eyes drew wide and his handsome face blanched until he was sheet-white. He lifted his other hand as though he needed a model to confirm what he was seeing. His legs shook and beads of sweat glistened on his face.

	On the floor his firearm lay discarded.

	Adelheid kicked the firearm away and stepped calmly back to avoid the dripping blood.

	She turned to the door, covering her mouth and nose. Everything reeked of bloody iron.

	On the door to the lounge was an orifice the size of a fist, blossoming like a flower with shredded steel its petals. A projectile the size of plumbing pipe had gone through the steel door flying bullet fast, and it embedded itself in the wall behind them. Much of its structure was a sharp, sleek, jet-black spike, save for the back, where a small pustule dribbled a bloody-smelling fluid and gas. Obermeyer was too focused on his injury to see this shocking thing.

	There was a brief flash of motion behind the door itself, visible through the orifice.

	Several thick, slimy tendrils squeezed through the hole.

	One of them had an object cradled on its end, like a cylinder with flashing LEDs.

	It slid this object into the side of the card-key reader on their end.

	Then the door locks shifted with a chunky, metallic noise that alerted Obermeyer.

	Through the hole the tentacles retreated; and through the door, a woman walked in.

	Shorter than Adelheid, dressed in a blood-streaked black robe with the hood thrown back.

	Her face, pale as chalk, streaked across by a splash of red, wore a vicious fang-baring grin. Her shoulder-length white hair also had a streak of blood running across to match where it had splashed on her face.

	“Y’ok Addie? Norn’ll kill me if I got here too late to prevent ya bein’ ruined for marriage.”

	Adelheid pouted. “I would’ve never let it get that far! I can defend myself, Hunter III.”

	“Who is– How did– Why–”

	Obermeyer clutched his wrist as if he could make the blood stop running.

	He stared at the door with wild, unbelieving eyes.

	At the pale, blood-strewn Hunter III calmly approaching–

	Whose arm, exposed at the end of her long sleeve, spread like a flower of tentacled flesh.

	Petals of sinewy skin that seemed to shift like a sped-up timelapse of a blossoming plant.

	These protrusions collapsed into themselves, reabsorbing the tendrils into an ordinary arm.

	“Monster–” Obermeyer gasped, doubled over, choking. “Help– Help me–“

	“Any word from Norn?” Adelheid asked, ignoring Obermeyer’s pleas for help.

	“Y’really worried for her and not ya’self?” Hunter III asked, tilting her head like a cat.

	Adelheid felt that was a solid ‘no’ to her question. “How many have you eaten?”

	Hunter III shrugged. “Started with one; but I tasted a disease in ‘im I didn’t wanna risk it.”

	“How picky. Is that where you got the door override key? Does that work for other doors?”

	“Y’think I know? I can barely get the food dispensers to work, I dunno! Norn told me the thing I needed to get, and I got it. If you tell me a thing to get with pictures I’ll go get it.” Hunter III lifted up and waved the override cylinder to prove her point. She must have found it through omen seeing; so she really did not know how it worked or what it did, or whether it was restricted. She just saw it pop into her head and knew where it was.

	Just then, an LED strip running along the edges of the ceiling began to flash red.

	A female voice began to broadcast.

	“All stations to high alert. Mobilize all squadrons to detain vessel in the upper dock.”

	“Ah heck.” Hunter III said.

	Adelheid caught Obermeyer moving from the corner of her vision.

	He was trying to lift a handset communicator to his trembling lips.

	“You need more biomass right?” She said. “I hate this man. Eat him and let us leave.”

	Hunter III’s eyes settled on Obermeyer and a wide smile spread across her lips.

	“Oh he does look like a snack.” She said, licking her lips.

	She lifted her arm, holding her palm out toward him, eyes glowing red.

	With an audible crunch, her wrist broke, separating her hand in two unnatural halves with the fingers backwards and melding into the flesh. From the back of her hand a series of gill-like vents formed; there was a brief yellow flash and ejected gas. A bone-like bullet burst from the center of the appendage and struck Obermeyer’s hand splitting his fingers into airborne debris, blowing through his wrist before striking the wall.

	There was a clatter as the handset dropped to the ground, not long before its owner did.

	Obermeyer could barely let out a scream of pain as Hunter III sprang and pounced on him.

	Adelheid saw their lips meet for the briefest instant as if to kiss– before Hunter III’s teeth bit down through the cheeks, the jaws, crushing Obermeyer’s teeth and tongue and– she turned away, her stomach turning over, unable to bear the sight of this violence. Behind her back, Hunter III’s impassioned chewing, tearing and smacking was met with muffled shouting, gurgling, the slamming of Obermeyer’s legs into the ground until life left him, and he could no longer thrash and scream through this horror, having no face, no throat, no life with which to do so.

	Hunter III seemed to fill in the void left by him with her own contented moaning.

	“I could cry! He’s so tasty! He’s tough but sooo juicy and flavorful!” She exclaimed with delight.

	A shaking tail crept out from under her robe and struck the floor with a contented thump.

	Long and thick, seemingly reptilian at first but segmented and shelled upon inspection.

	That thumping briefly distracted Adelheid, leading her to catch a glimpse of the gore–

	“Hurry up!” Adelheid shut her eyes, arms crossed. “You don’t have time to savor it!”

	That it used to be a person before it became a piece of meat in Hunter III’s gullet–

	–was something Adelheid had pushed firmly out of her thoughts.

	“I s’pose not. But it really hit the spot. Thanks for the meal.” Hunter III said.

	When Adelheid next made herself turn to look, ever so briefly, she glimpsed fully half of it (the body) gone, a pair of legs in pants smeared with something now all that remained aside from a puddle of red and brown. Hunter III was soaked in blood, it was caked in her hair, around her mouth, on her hood, on her hands. Where half of it (the body…) had gone Adelheid couldn’t say, as despite the shocking amount she ate Hunter III looked as small as usual.

	Except the tail, which did not surprise Adelheid but was not an inborn trait of Hunter III.

	“Do you have enough mass to transform?” Adelheid asked.

	“Yep. And I’ll be gettin’ more. Stand back.” Hunter III said.

	Normally her voice was higher pitched, whiny– in that moment it deepened.

	Adelheid looked away from the body and focused on Hunter III, who began her ritual.

	She reached into her hood pocket and procured one of those disgusting fruits she treasured.

	As she brought it to her lips and took the first bite, she was overcome with euphoria.

	Doubling over, hips shaking, her whole body quivered; she mashed the fruit into her mouth as if she couldn’t eat it fast enough, couldn’t get enough, like a passion, an obsession. She chewed in clumsy open-mouthed bite, masticating loudly while her eyes seemed to go into a trance. She slipped out of her hood, unveiling her pallid, perfectly white body as her skin began to thrum, as her sinews traced red under her skin as if she was an empty vessel filling with blood. She was a wet white grub of a human whose cocoon soon began to form.

	From her back and hips, two wide and round, scar-tissue protrusions burst out of her skin.

	She took a deep breath from gills opening on her chest and the air blew out through them.

	Her legs thickened, turning muscular, while her chest and shoulders broadened–

	Her head disappeared as if a new one had grown over it, long with a vertical slit mouth–

	Her hands widened, the fingers tearing apart into steaming, jet black claws–

	With a leap and thunderous burst of air Hunter III charged through the doorway.

	And in that instant, caught the group of armed men in the hall in a press of teeth and claws.

	

	

	Vespucio, his whole body shaking, flicked a switch on his communicator. 

	In retaliation, Norn swept her hand dismissively at him, emitting a psychic shock. An invisible force drove the man to the ground as surely as if Norn had punched him, throwing him on his back with a thud.

	He looked up at her from the floor, looked down at his ruined hand, breathing heavy–

	“You– you monster– you witch,” He said slowly, struggling to get the words out in his pain and desperation, “You could have– with your skills– why is this happening? Why did you allow this to happen to us–?”

	Norn looked down at him, her chest tight, still recovering her breath.

	Struggling to remain composed, she lowered the gun she had taken from him and scoffed.

	“Allow? You’re falling short of the truth, Vespucio. I did not just allow this to happen.”

	She felt a thrill down her spine and a fluttering in her chest as she spoke.

	It was not entirely the truth– and yet it was certainly not altogether a lie–

	Vespucio’s eyes drew wide. “So many– so many will suffer. So many are suffering–!”

	Norn felt a surge of anger. Such sophistry! For this gerontocrat to pretend to care!

	And yet, he hadn’t inkling of all of her suffering that led her to this day!

	Or the vastness of the grudge that split the Imbrian Empire seven ways!

	All the horrors of Katarre– the flight, homelessness, statelessness– the privations of the abyss– the threat of genocide– the terror of Mehmed– the truth of the Omenseers– Konstantin’s foolish fascination– Norn felt as if looking at her own body from outside. In that moment, she stood in another blood-stained image in the vein of these torturous memories. As if she was a third party to her own life– puppeteering herself.

	Born to greatness– given unto nothing– exploited and tortured and abused in every way–

	This was the only time in her life that she could ever truly say she had control of herself.

	“Ordinary people have always suffered! They’ve suffered as much from you and yours as ever!” Norn said. “But there’s one thing about this new era that is truly, wonderfully just, Vespucio. For the first time, men like you will also suffer! Every self-declared man of history will be drawn out and exposed by my hatred and cast out to sea to die. Coming here was worth it just to snap your wretched elitist head and add you to the detritus of this age!”

	Before Vespucio could speak again, Norn flicked her hand at him, pushing on his neck.

	He may have been able to resist at least a little had he been in any stronger position. But kneeling before her, in incredible pain, already bewildered and bloodied– His head jerked to the side at an unnatural angle, and he fell dead in an ungainly position, his neck shattered and limp. In an instant, he was silent, gone.

	Norn raised her hands up to her face. She laughed. She laughed! Passionately; painfully.

	Alone, surrounded by corpses, she laughed, and she wept!

	She wept all the tears Adelheid couldn’t be allowed to see; and laughed at the pain she felt.

	As Norn let herself break, Vespucio’s discarded handset flashed a tiny red light, an omen of further violence.

	

	

	 


7.4

	This chapter contains scenes of graphic violence, gore and body horror.

	Adelheid ducked against the doorway wall for cover from the bullets.

	She flinched as she saw a few frangible rounds bounce off the wall and fall blunted on the ground. 

	In the next instant a series of gurgling screams issued from the adjoining hall and the gunfire momentarily abated. Adelheid peeked her head briefly through the doorway, her whole body trembling with the thought that a bullet could sail past and burst her head like a bubble any second she spent out of hiding–

	Red and brown streaks on the walls–

	Human flesh in its bits and pieces–

	Hunter III reared up, two men crushed beneath her and two looking up at her in terror.

	“Kill it! Kill it!” they shouted, guns blazing.

	Firing from the hip, his training entirely forgotten, one of the men sprayed wildly in Hunter III’s direction, rounds bouncing into the walls and ceiling as a clawed hand the size of his torso swung with an audible weight that cut the stale air of the station and entered his flesh–

	Rectangular, jet-black, steaming-hot claws like boxcutters trifurcated his torso.

	An arm went flying; heart cauterized as it split in half on its last beat; where bullets had gone now blood flew and the iron smell of superheated fluid suffused; organs cooked inside–

	Hunter III’s head, a long, sleek, crested yet still nearly featureless salamander protrusion with six eyes and a vertical slit mouth opened to reveal a ring of teeth that surrounded the remaining man in an instant; drawn by a tendril like tongue his body crunched as it folded in half to her throat;

	Adelheid covered her mouth and hid again.

	Even when she couldn’t see it, the smells, the sounds– the sounds!

	Skin popping like blisters as her hot claws sliced;

	Bones crunching with one sweeping butt from her head or blow from her tail;

	Fluids dripping and streaking and sloshing and pooling, enough to reach Adelheid’s feet;

	“What the fuck is that? What the fuck is that?!”

	More men screamed as they rushed the hallway and found the horror unfolding.

	“A Leviathan? Is it a Leviathan? But how did one–?”

	“Shoot it! Shoot it and kill it, fuck’s sake–!”

	A cracking sound of skin peeling back–

	Adelheid peered into the hall to see Hunter III’s tail rise, curling up over her shoulder. 

	From the tip of the tail all of the skin had pulled back in four pieces revealing a wet yellow cylinder. Pinched skin between the lobster-like plates spread like vents tentatively expelling visible gases.

	A trail of light ran up from the base of the tail and shone through a series of vents.

	There was for the briefest instant a fleshy bulge below the cylinder.

	Until it began firing.

	Twitching back rhythmically with each burst, the tail suddenly launched hundreds of bullets that flew like steaming hot fingers launching to pierce flesh. Her aim was poor but the volume was monumental, saturating the hall and the walls in a cone of death. Steaming through its vents and flashing from its stinger-like barrel, raining its heinous bullets through the doorway to the lounge and casting in stark red the fake wood varnish of the walls and floor as it perforated the guards who had come screaming in at the sound and smell and sight of Hunter III’s massacre.

	Hunter III’s half of the hall was littered with parts of six bodies, and she had found now six more to decorate the other half; punching through their chests and heads and arms with black bullets of bone and blood and iron that burned with acid as they passed; causing the bodies to fall down as misshapen as the ones she had crushed or chewed or torn to pieces with her hands.

	Huddling at the door the men who were not instantly killed barely retaliated with their submachine guns before they lost fingers and arms and eyes to the onslaught, no amount of bullet-proof vests or reinforced glass visors able to stop Hunter III’s bullets that sizzled in the air and cut past steel. With a twitch the barrel followed the men as they dove for cover, shooting through the walls they thought safe and punching thumb-size holes in the steel clean through to the lounge.

	When Hunter III put her claws to the floor and began to move again she had no opposition.

	Adelheid, stay behind me! Stay safe! I don’t wanna be fish food!

	She heard a voice in her head like Hunter III’s whining and the deep guttural voice of the creature she had become superimposed onto each other. Norn had told her that psychic voices of telepathy “spoke” with the nearest “sounds” your own mind could furnish to make sense of them. She heard the heavy thud of Hunter III’s thick half-bent back legs as she kicked down on the ground and leaped through the hallway into the lounge, twisting its head and swinging its tail to cover the approaches. That macabre reptilian-insect creature looked every which way in the room.

	Nothin’. Come on, Adelheid!

	Adelheid knew if she spoke to Hunter III in this form her new body would have trouble with understanding it. It simply did not pick up sounds how a human did, did not interpret them the same. Only the mind, the recesses of the mind which were mystical and not biological, could properly translate between them. Trying to remember what Norn taught her, Adelheid focused on lighting her candle. Norn referred to her own power as “flicking a switch” in this same vein–

	Eyes starting to feel warm– entering an almost trance-like place as if reaching for sleep–

	With great difficult Adelheid managed to cast a thought out into Hunter III’s mind.

	I’m coming. You’re disgusting— Oh! I didn’t mean to–

	Whatever. I don’t care. You’re really bad at omenseein’, your brainpower sucks.

	Adelheid prevented herself from projecting, “We don’t call it omen-seeing or brainpower.”

	Instead, she stood, closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and walked slowly across the sloppy wet floor of the hall which she knew but refused to acknowledge was full of the mangled bodies and viscera of a literal dozen men or more. That stench of bloody iron was inescapable and filled with other foul odors. She thought she would be sick, and by the time she made it through the doorway she wanted to throw up. Comparatively, the men killed in the lounge at least looked like they had only been shot, having suffered fewer bullets and therefore less extensive acid damage.

	How do you do this? Awful stuff– didn’t mean that–

	Y’re sendin’ me a bunch of brainjunk again. How do I do what?

	Acid. Bullets.

	Oh, Norn fed me a block of bullet stuff so I could make a gun inside me, uhh she called it like compound DPA or somethin’, and a bunch of chemicals from Potomac’s lab. I’m almost out of all that junk now though. Ya should be grateful, I’ve had the worst tummyache of my life for hours now so I could help save your prissy little butt from that man and ya call me disgusting. I thought all of us were friends!

	“I’m sorry.” Adelheid said aloud.

	In the middle of the lounge, the Hunter III-thing turned its head to face her and tilted it.

	What did ya say?

	Adelheid was starting to feel a headache coming on. She was nearing her psionic limits.

	I’m sorry, okay?

	Ehh. I’m just givin’ ya a hard time don’t worry. Agarthic salt is kinda tasty.

	Adelheid wrapped her arms around herself in a hug and shuddered.

	When her eyes settled back on Hunter III she spotted a series of bloody spots in her gray-brown surface, along the shoulder, on one of her legs. Adelheid approached and ran her hand across the rubbery flesh, overcome with a sudden concern and sympathy for the beast whom she knew more as a skinny, pale girl who seemed like she would never get up if pushed over. Had that girl been injured from the bullets that had penetrated this monster so harmlessly?

	Get your hands off, its tickly. We gotta get movin’!

	“Are you hurt?” Adelheid asked. She raised her voice to see if Hunter III would understand.

	It’s fine! It’s fine! Stop touchin’ and it’ll be even better!

	Adelheid wondered if she had really been understood but backed off and said nothing.

	She had to give her head a rest before she tried doing any psionics again.

	“Which way do we even go?” Adelheid said. “Ugh I should’ve paid more attention–”

	Oh! She’s comin’ in. She got serious. I can see her aura from across the sea like this.

	Before Adelheid could muster the strength to send a “what” to Hunter III’s brain, one of the doors to the lounge flew off its hinges and crashed into the wall. A body flew out of the hall, dripping blood across the fake wood flooring. From the pallid look of the body and the dark look of the blood this man did not die from that throw.

	Was someone throwing a corpse as a decoy?

	In the next instant, Adelheid saw Norn peek out into the lounge with a pistol in hand.

	Once she spotted Adelheid and Hunter III her eyes drew wide for the briefest period.

	Like someone who had been lashing out wildly and finally entered a state of sense.

	Recomposed, taking a deep breath, Norn stepped fully out onto the lounge.

	“We need to get to the control room. What are the two of you doing?” Norn asked.

	“I forgot your grand design in the middle of this unnecessary chaos.” Adelheid said.

	Adelheid pouted and crossed her arms, feeling embittered at Norn’s entrance.

	Beside her, Hunter III, stood up on her hind legs, her crested head and numerous eyes staring directly at Norn, raised one of her bloody claws and waved. Like a macabre character from a children’s video show, all rubber, and eyes, but with a body made up of simple shapes and solid colors, its vertical maw splitting ever so slightly into what in a nightmare might have been a smile. After a moment the tail began to wave as well. 

	Norn stared at the evil-looking creature quizzically.

	You ate everything I told to you, correct? How are your materials?

	Norn broadcast this to everyone, for Adelheid’s sake.

	Uh, they’re almost gone.

	Hunter III responded, bobbing her head from side to side.

	We’re gonna have to feed you more next time.

	My person body can’t hold that much! I ain’t eating a block of metal again unless its tasty.

	What metals are tasty?

	Hmm. Tungsten.

	We can work with that.

	“Hunter III will wreak havoc in the dock’s general direction. You follow me.”

	Norn handed Adelheid the pistol she had taken.

	Adelheid almost reflexively checked the magazine and safety before sliding it ready.

	“Is this growth I’m sensing?” Adelheid said. “Trust in others to stand with you as peers?”

	Norn grunted. “Go to hell. I won’t allow you to have reason to use that gun.”

	So what am I supposed to do again?

	Behind them the creature tilted its head in confusion once again.

	“Right, she can’t hear.” Norn said.

	Run to the docks to help guard the Antenora. Liquidate any opposition.

	Simple and to the point! Gotcha, boss.

	Norn waved for Hunter III to be off, and in an instant the creature turned and charged through the lounge door into the emergency ladder chute with such force that the steel door tumbled down into the chute with her, slamming into everything on the way down, each thud and crash followed by the sounds of Hunter III’s body bounding from wall to wall after it. She would be going a floor down, but Norn and Adelheid had to go a floor up. Once the rumbling from Hunter III’s descent felt distant, Norn began to make for the emergency ladder in order to begin their ascent.

	“Norn,”

	Adelheid spoke up.

	“What’s the plan? You still haven’t told me what you actually intend to do.”

	Norn turned briefly. At first she looked a little surprised, but then put on a grin.

	“You don’t trust me?”

	“It’s not about trusting you or not. Do I even have a choice here?”

	“I’ve always given you a choice.”

	“You’re so frustrating. Fine, I’ll trust you. But the reason I even ask is that I’m worried. You’re right: having this gun doesn’t mean shit. Maybe you can just burst into a heavily guarded control room, but I know you’ll be a wreck after. What will you even do when you get there? You aren’t planning on using mind control are you?”

	Adelheid crossed her arms and turned her cheek on Norn with a pout.

	Norn shook her head but continued to grin at the younger woman.

	“I see. I’ll have to attain even greater power, so you won’t have to worry or ask questions.”

	That was such a surprise to hear that Adelheid had to drop her guard and stare at her again.

	Without answering the core of her question, Norn turned back around to the stairwell.

	“You’ll worry whether or not I tell you what I intend, so just follow and do your best.”

	“I’ll be doing my best not to get my outfit splashed with your blood.”

	Adelheid sighed, flicked the safety off on the gun and followed Norn up the ladder.

	

	

	“There’s really just nothing out there huh?”

	Selene Anahid stared at the ocean around her with eyelids heavy. In putting Ajillo to the Jagdkaiser’s back she could suspend herself in complete isolation, her sight left with nothing in the vicinity but dancing particulate matter in her flashlights. There wasn’t even a blip on her sonar array, it simply wasn’t powerful enough to pick up the distant sounds of men and machines working. Or perhaps, the men and machines simply weren’t working much anymore.

	Perhaps she was even too tired to make out any such sounds.

	“Hey, sonar zombie, are the repair guys still running around?”

	She contacted the Antenora’s bridge, addressing the detection array operators.

	“There appears to be a lull in station activity.” Replied an indistinct, emotionless voice.

	“Huh. Any word from Norn–? I guess she wouldn’t be able to send anything.”

	Her antennae twitched slightly. She had a gut feeling the waters would get hot soon.

	Whenever she had a “gut feeling” about something she actually felt it in her antennae first.

	Absentmindedly her hand lifted from the mechanical controls and caressed one of them.

	They were somewhat see-through and silky-smooth but had a rainbow gradient color.

	She kind of hated them– only “kind of.” She tied them down, usually.

	Having these weird rabbit ears drew unwanted attention. They made her feel– not normal.

	Selene as far as she knew was not a Pelagis. 

	Born from a vat, yes, but her genetic material was not tampered with to the extreme degree that the Katarrans did to all their children. She had a human mother and father out there, somewhere– and no part of her was a fish or a crustacean. Again, as far as she knew. Her antennae were actually cybernetic implants, but they were organic implants. They had been grown, they were vascular, attached to her on a truly biological level.

	Euphrates had told her the composition of them, one time, but Selene utterly forgot.

	She was not as much of an egghead as the Sunlight Foundation’s immortals were.

	That was one reason she really valued Norn. Like her, Norn didn’t waste time on theory.

	And Norn, like her, was also something that someone made in a vat.

	Unlike her, it didn’t really bother Norn. But Selene couldn’t help but think about it.

	“Ah, fuck it, who cares.”

	In a fit of self-loathing she pinched her antenna, sending a tiny spike of pain into her head.

	“Just have to wait and do what Norn says. In the meantime, head empty. It’s just a fun job.”

	As far as thrills went, nothing could surpass piloting a Diver in a time of brewing war.

	“Hey, communications zombie, I’m going to buzz the labor mechs for fun.”

	“We will do our best to support you.”

	An inexpressive voice responded that Selene hardly paid any attention to.

	The Jagdkaiser, previously drifting, its cockpit vaguely diagonal to the ocean floor, righted itself, engaged its jets, and turned back around to Ajillo. Selene was about 200 meters away, far enough to see practically nothing of the station, but she quickly closed to visual distance. There were repair bays along the sides of the station superstructure each one tier tall composed of two long, open planes of steel supports to which the ships were anchored and separator walls between each wet berth that contained space to mount or store equipment and power generation for the tools. She thought of diving in between one of the busted Frigates and a separator wall and scaring the crap out of the workers, but quickly found that there was no one around to witness the stunt.

	She swooped down in a pirouette under one of the berths, around another, up to a third–

	Not a single man was out working on these. She could have sworn she saw laborers before.

	Selene briefly considered calling in to the Antenora but because it was docked within the station it was out of laser range and it was surrounded by metal which made transmitting an acoustic message to it more difficult as well. She instead thought of calling the Ajillo control tower, which every vessel in the water had a right to do, and to complain and pester them instead.

	At that point, she noticed bright red lights beginning to flash at the top of one of the berths.

	Quickly diving down to the next berth, she saw the same lights.

	Every berth was flashing a bright red alarm light.

	“What the–”

	A violent waveform shot through her sonar display.

	She heard a sound like buckling metal and realized too late the entry to the dock had shut.

	The Antenora had been trapped in the station.

	Despite a brief jolt in her chest, Selene’s lips began to spread into a broad grin.

	There was a brief pulse of color from her antennae as she saw in her mind an image.

	“Alright then vermin! Come on out to play!”

	While piloting the Jagdkaiser, Selene always wore a special helmet. It had a glass visor mask over her eyes, and a half open structure that curled over her ears and around the back of her head supporting a plug going to her brain, to which several sinewy cables were attached. It allowed her hair to flow and her antennae to stand when she didn’t pin them down. Those cables connected to a dome-like structure on the roof of the cockpit that housed a latticework of unique electronics.

	When she flipped the mask down and activated the system it glowed with a rainbow effect.

	On the head of the Jagdkaiser the unit’s “horns” then stuck out and began to glow as well.

	Something flowed through Selene that made the finest hairs on her body stand up.

	Her eyes shot open, and she grit her teeth.

	There was the briefest instant of feeling something pierce her head through her serial port.

	Then there was an airy sensation, light-headedness, a sense of submersion–

	Like electricity but it brimmed not under her skin, but rather–

	Under the skin of a phantom limb. Under the skin of her mind’s understanding of her limb.

	Under the skin of a phantom body.

	Before Selene’s eyes the world became a vast swathe of colors and shapes. Things were muddled for a brief instant but began to take a concrete form soon after. In her mind Selene rationalized it like her eyes were becoming predictive computers. After a brief calibration she felt that she could see farther out and with more clarity than any other human being under the ocean.

	Around her, the murky, dark expanse began to fill with rough shapes and moving objects.

	She saw Ajillo and all of its hard angles and flat plates;

	The Antenora within its dock, as if Ajillo’s walls had become a transparent wireframe;

	A squadron of five Volker emerging from a hatch to the lower dock beneath the sea floor.

	Because they had access to the station’s sonar they easily knew her position in the water.

	With a clear target they charged straight up from under her, their rifles ready and aiming. 

	Selene knew this. She knew it from beyond visual range, with no support from a full sonar array of her own. 

	The Volkers could not have imagined the degree of information she was getting.

	Selene knew their position; she also knew about their intentions, in advance.

	In fact, in real time, they were just leaving the hatch–

	Now–!

	“Hah! Your minds are open books to me!”

	From hundreds of meters above the Jagdkaiser shot toward the sea floor.

	Selene hurtled in between the group of Volkers before they expected her to be there.

	As she dropped to their level she immediately swung her claw at the chest of one of the Volkers coming at her. Taken by surprise it practically jumped into her awaiting hands. Bubbles and red froth burst from the openings as the heated, vibrating, bladed digits punctured the Volker’s chestplate causing the holes to extrude the pilot into the ocean. The Jagdkaiser quickly withdrew its claw, and the Volker began to sink to the ocean floor shrouded in blood while the other units separated and scattered. Clouds of yellow, green, and black colors danced around the mecha.

	Before they even opened fire, Selene read the shadow of their intentions in those clouds.

	She thrust straight up and out of their formation again, separating the Option as she rose.

	Gunfire flew in the empty water between the Volkers, but they quickly retrained their aim and began to follow Selene, climbing after her at full speed with triggers held down. Selene saw hundreds of rounds of 37 mm ammunition flying past the Jagdkaiser in her mind’s eye. Moving with her premonition and with the practiced ease of someone who had experienced the result already, she manipulated the controls to throw the Jagdkaiser out of the way of the gunfire when and wherever it materialized. Spiraling up the side of the station, weaving fluidly around fierce lines of gunfire that detonated in terrifying sequences of vaporized water and circles of explosive force.

	The enemy pilots grew more fearful and their intentions grew more violent as they realized her skill.

	Selene saw them reach for their grenades and coordinate trapping her among the blasts.

	And as if she had eyes out in the seafloor, she also saw them moving from below.

	In the back of her mind, Selene issued a command. Her eyes glowed red.

	Below the Volkers, the Option opened fire.

	Selene had caught them in a vice, between the Jagdkaiser they were pursuing and the roving weapon that had taken their backs. At first they did not even notice the opening salvo, too busy peppering Selene with gunfire from their rifles. But the Option needed only one short ranging burst, like a limb extending and opening and closing its fingers to test how its hand felt. After that, Selene began to unleash punishingly accurate fire, her all-seeing and flawless eye affixed to the weapon and aiming perfectly at the stunned and desperate Volkers. A withering rate of fire, planting dozens of rounds into the cockpit and backpack, twitching the chain gun barrels ever so slightly toward the next target, firing, repeating. 

	While the Option pressed the enemy, Selene, moving her body with a sensation of struggle like she was moving through water inside of her own pressurized cockpit, pushed her sticks and took her machine down.

	Coordinating between the Option and her own body as if controlling two with the same muscles, Selene corralled the Volkers into the Jagdkaiser’s grasp. While the Option slashed across the water, taking out half the Volkers by itself and stranding a fourth by knocking out its backpack, Selene reached out and plucked the one remaining Volker attempting to escape the hail of metal. She closed the claw, and in turn her own physical hand, crushing the top half of the weaker, smaller mecha and tearing off the top, exposing a cloud of blood and meat from inside. 

	Somehow her own fingers, her physical fingers, distinctly felt it. Tearing through the metal like plastic wrap on a snack, sending the rush of pressure through the orifices, feeling the soft texture of the flesh–

	Her free hand left her controls and flipped up her visor in a sudden panic.

	On the Jagdkaiser, the horns folded back against the head to mirror Selene’s own drooping antennae, no longer glowing, and no longer passing any eldritch signals from the aether to her brain and body. As her senses became exclusively her own again, Selene realized she was soaked in sweat beneath her pilot suit. 

	Her breathing was irregular, and she felt warm, flowing blood trickling down her right nostril.

	“Fuck. I have to get stronger than this.” She moaned, her vision swimming.

	For a moment, the Option moved erratically in her lower camera, like a lizard’s tail that had been cut off and jerked around sans input from its body. Moments later, without any further input from Selene the weapon corrected itself and took a simple path back to the Jagdkaiser until it returned to the shoulder mount and attached. 

	Selene hovered amid the cloud of enemy debris. Her head was pounding.

	Something tapped her on the shoulder.

	Selene cast a tired glance, having felt the eerie touch.

	There was a red drop on her shoulder, clearly visible against her pilot suit.

	She raised her head to stare the ceiling, her eyes wide and her skin shuddering.

	On the Homunculus dome array. There was a trickle of blood from between the plates.

	Selene stared at it briefly, uncomprehending.

	Was that– was that the phantom body–?

	A droplet of blood landed on her cheek, drawing a line down her jaw.

	Briefly, a warning flashed on one of her screens.

	Subject psychological integrity deteriorating–

	Was the subject herself or– whatever was bleeding in the array–?

	Then Selene felt a sudden flash of insight that shot through every nerve in her body.

	Knock out a berth.

	Norn’s voice– across metal and water, through spirits and light, into flesh and neurons–

	That voice–

	It stilled everything that was becoming chaos inside her. She had unalienable direction.

	Selene brought her hands back down to the controls with purpose.

	She slammed the button beside her left joystick to load a cartridge through the claw arm.

	Swinging the Jagdkaiser around she faced the opening in the claw toward a nearby berth. 

	Two Frigates, relatively closest to the ocean floor, clamped together in the structure. 

	Light and heat crisscrossed the steel of the claw digits, eldritch lightning crackling. Vapor hissing from vents, plates shifting, unknown mechanisms struggling, the glow seeping in through the plates–

	Hexagonal royal purple arcs of some alien power vaporizing water and bouncing across steel plates leaving honeycomb trails of devoured material, digging, slashing, and climbing bound to bound through the concrete supports and turning the armor on the frigates to chalky dust in its wake. As the hungry agarthicite pulse struck the surface of the berth and spread in a storm-like wave there was a great shearing roar and the rushing of displaced water as the enormous berth crumbled under its own weight and took the ships down.

	Selene’s eyes dilated, her head swam, as she watched the rumbling collapse she wrought.

	In the shell of the Jagdkaiser, her mind wavered almost to sleep.

	

	

	Down a pristine steel hall a sliding door went flying from its threshold.

	Out of the squadron of guards defending the hall, two had their legs smashed and bowled over as the door slid across the steel sheen floors at dozens of kilometers per hour, nearly killing them in one stroke. The remaining men lifted their bulletproof shields in front of them and formed a wall with weapons aimed through firing ports. They waited for anything moving through the emergency escape ladder into the hall.

	Shaken, wondering how the door could’ve gone flying, their minds rationalizing–

	Was it a bomb–? Some kind of device–?

	Something twitched up the stairwell chute and several of the men started shooting.

	Burst fire bounded off the metal walls and sent sparks flying that briefly lit the stairwell.

	There was a sound like glass shattering and pieces of what looked like a bottle littered the floor on the edge of the stairwell. Water splashed in midair from the shattered bottle. Uncomprehending, the men held their position, shields up, rifles aimed through the door, about 15 meters distance, nothing could possibly come up over the ladder that they would not notice, nothing could get through that door without a hundred new holes–

	Then in the middle of the air right in front of the door threshold the water solidified.

	One bottle’s worth of water formed a projectile the shape of an armor piercing round.

	In an instant the projectile hurtled toward the men as if shot out of a cannon.

	It impacted the center shield of the wall with such force it shattered to powder and pushed the man back, knocking him over and sending the remainder of the shield wall stepping back in fear and disarray. Before they could react, the powdered water reformed into the shape of a rod and swing itself once more at the wall of shields pounding, reforming, pounding, driving two men back out of sheer confusion, though the blows were not powerful enough to knock them out. Cohesion was completely lost in the midst of this inexplicable event.

	From down the emergency stairwell, Norn hopped up over the top of the ladder.

	She landed in the hall and instantly swept her hands in front of herself. It was a dramatic gesture that helped concentrate the invisible limbs with which her mind grasped the world around herself.

	Between the guards spotting her and being able to react, all of them were overcome.

	An intense discomfort, growing all across their bodies. Needles; pinpricks and needles.

	On the men’s faces sweat not only solidified but dug sharp into their skin like razors.

	Within their suits any moisture froze hard against their skin and peeled when they moved.

	Not just the pain but the sheer impossibility, the eldritch sight of what seemed like literal magic drove them to panic, they began to bat at their limbs and chests as if trying to get off invisible bugs, they swiped at their faces as if they could rip the ice from them, and when blood drew from their wounds it too froze and tore into them– 

	–all the while Norn set her violent red eyes upon them.

	They struggled in panic and pain against their invisible enemy until moments later they had bled and sweated and lost all strength and their whole bodies froze over like statues, trapped forever in a rictus of their final moments of pain. Death claimed them the instant their will faltered as their fluids became playthings for the Apostle of Ice.

	“Come on up! I hear more coming!” Norn shouted.

	Around the corner a man rushed into the scene and stood transfixed for a split second.

	His legs shaking, his eyes drawing wide at the sight of the woman surrounded by corpses.

	Norn waved her hand and pushed, and sent him flying into a wall as fast as the sliding door had flown.

	She shot a quick glance behind her to see Adelheid finally climbing up.

	Adelheid lifted her pistol and fired a round past Norn.

	From behind the corner a body fell to the floor.

	“I got to use it!” Adelheid declared with a triumphant expression.

	Norn grumbled, but her hard heart warmed knowing Adelheid was safe.

	She took a deep breath, suddenly and perhaps impulsively.

	Temporal control.

	Around them the bubble of control expanded even beyond these walls.

	There were visible lines, a gradient of the altered color of her bubble and the original colors.

	She was worried that Adelheid could still get hurt. But she couldn’t completely stop time.

	Instead, she had slowed it.

	Psionics were the power of the mind over matter. This relationship bit both ways. If Norn herself was weak willed her powers would weaken or even work differently. Temporal Control was already unduly influenced by her state of mind. There was a reason she could not breathe within it. Using this power with a sense of anxiety made it even more stressful on her mind. Using the power so much while tired, while vulnerable, further stressing her–

	Had she been completely calm and taking care of herself, she could have slung ice forever.

	But she had not. She had been running herself down mentally, physically, psionically.

	Not only that, she had something of an emotional handicap.

	And yet, there was no helping Adelheid’s presence. Adelheid had to be here. 

	Norn had to be sure of where she was, of what was happening to her.

	That was what she told herself. There was a tiny self loathing voice saying differently–

	But now she was in this situation: Norn had to hurry before she risked serious feedback injury.

	Norn rushed around the corner and found a group of five more guards in mid-run.

	They were moving at fractions of a second per second Norn herself experienced.

	She took a knife from the pocket of the first man and slashed across his throat.

	His eyes began to widen with surprise as soon as Norn moved to the second man.

	By the time she attacked the final man he had lifted his gun halfway to aim at her.

	There was no way he could shoot her. She walked past him and buried the knife in his neck.

	She finally breathed, nearly doubling over, and the bodies fell in a writhing heap behind her.

	In front of her was a bulkhead door with a security touchpad. 

	She looked up at it from her half-bent position, hands on her knees, breathing heavily, feeling razors spinning in her brain. She struggled against it, but she felt the power sizzling behind her eyes, burning–

	Behind her, she heard the clacking footsteps of Adelheid’s shoes.

	“Are you already spent?” Adelheid scoffed. “There’ll be more men inside.”

	Norn said nothing. Instead, she withdrew something from her coat.

	Without speaking, she handed it to Adelheid. A sleek, white syringe of a fancy make and model.

	Adelheid knew instantly what it meant, and that it was the crux of the plan.

	Norn was exhausted. Her eyesight was wavering, her legs felt like jelly, and all she could do was try to smile weakly to reassure Adelheid. Her grip on the syringe felt weak, but Adelheid took it from her fingers, gentle and understanding. 

	She sighed bitterly as she looked it over.

	“And you say I’m a brat. You’re so selfish too. I can’t believe you sometimes.”

	Despite her words, Adelheid tenderly leaned into Norn’s back, caressed her hair and comforted her while moving the syringe over the center of Norn’s chest until she heard the beeping.

	With the confirmation noise, Adelheld hit the button at the top.

	A needle punched through Norn’s chest into her heart and injected the drug it contained.

	Norn grit her teeth.

	Adelheid’s touch was a small comfort. She felt like she was sending acid through her veins.

	Her head grew hot, instant fever like she was baking her own brain–

	Eyes forced open and glowing, not surrounded by red rings, but by a pattern in every color–

	Electricity shuddering under her skin making power lines out of her sinews–

	Heart pounding so fast it could have knocked her to the floor–

	“Norn? Norn are you okay?”

	Norn’s ordinary eyesight completely vanished.

	Everything was aura, a raging storm of color and power that seethed unseen.

	Aether– the aether–

	Her beautiful Adelheid had disappeared, becoming a figure of colors–

	The degree to which Norn despised the sight allowed her to finally steel her mind.

	Something triggered in her that allowed her to take control, wrestling the shapes, and textures of the human world back into place, superimposing them with all her strength onto the insane aether. Adelheid returned as a beautiful red-headed vixen, glowing with an unmistakable aura but clearly human to a degree that comforted Norn. 

	She was not lost to the human world she both hated and loved. 

	Feeling herself coursing with power, she turned her gaze to the bulkhead.

	Adelheid kneeled beside her, trying to look into her eyes. “Norn? Come on, are you ok?”

	“Of course, I’m fine.” Norn grinned. “I’m feeling better than ever. Don’t worry about me.”

	Without even moving her hands, Norn toppled the door over, startling Adelheid.

	As soon as Norn caught sight of the men inside, their minds were already hers. 

	They were surrounded by computers, camera monitors, communications equipment. All of them stood still at the sight of her, their eyes glowing with the red rings. Captivated instantly; affected by a degree of psionics nearly unattainable by anyone but an Apostle, activated by Yangtze’s mind-expanding Psynadium drug, a trump card of the Foundation.

	Imperious, her voice carrying an unearthly power, Norn walked over the fallen door into the control room.

	“I want to broadcast to every man in Ajillo through both audio and video.”

	“Yes, milord.”

	There was no trembling, no fear, no fighting back. In their minds they wanted to obey. It was natural, it was good, it was the safest thing. They accepted her command instantly and utterly.

	All of the men in the control room calmly resumed their posts, while the guards dropped their weapons gently on the floor and stood at attention, saluting Norn and Adelheid as they passed. A pair of men set up one of the cameras and pointed it at Norn. She briefly saw herself in the picture and for a moment felt a bit of disgust. Some of her second skin had peeled, revealing the gray beneath. Some of her hair had gone from golden blond to a dusty white. 

	She knew her artifice was already fading, and yet she did not expect it to have gone so suddenly. And beside the fading hair dye and false skin, the drug had really made her psychic abilities go wild which further altered her appearance. Rather than the red rings of the power her eyes were now lined by a distorted snowflake fractal pattern glowing like a rainbow, while trails of icy white aura billowing from her empowered body gave her an appearance of horns and a tail that billowed like white candlefire. A form rarely seen even by an Apostle.

	Adelheid looked at her with wide, admiring eyes, clearly taken back by the form.

	Norn thought her body looked like that of a monster– but it had to be that way.

	“After I’m done, delete all the footage and audio.” She said to the enthralled men.

	“Yes milord.”

	Norn stood in front of the camera and audio equipment, cast as a monster and as a monster, she spoke.

	“All Ajillo personnel will heed and live by these words until their objective is fulfilled. You will forget and not desire to recall these words once your objective is fulfilled. You will desist fighting the crew of the Antenora, and Norn von Fueller and all her supporters, and you will cooperate with the crew of the Antenora such that the Antenora can be provisioned, and that the Antenora and its crew are then able to leave Ajillo. You will strip all officers of rank, and all officers will be subordinated to the soldiers. All officers will cooperate or be detained. You will disburse equally between the soldiers all the remaining provisions of the station, and you will take the ships in the most operable conditions and render inoperable the rest, as well as the station mainframe. All personnel will then depart the station, and for your own safety, avoid combat and dangerous actions. Take the fastest, safest route to the South. You will want to carry out this mission to deliver yourself to safety. You will heed no orders to return to Ajillo.”

	Like a hand passing through water, and going from dry to wet, Norn felt the effects.

	She felt their minds, the collective minds of hundreds, thousands of men, surrendering.

	She had plucked their will from out of the water and it barely shuddered in her hand.

	Monstrous as she felt, she grinned to herself with delight. She had triumphed today.

	From the outset of Vespucio’s invitation she had told herself that she would destroy him.

	But not only him: what he stood for, what he protected, the purpose he gave himself.

	To Vespucio it may have seemed like an act of God, random, purposeless violence.

	Men like him rationalized the violence of their existence so thoroughly to themselves that the actions of others always felt random and animalistic. But chaos and upheaval had its purpose, and that was their greatest fear.

	At the very least, she learned quite a bit from this expedition. She had tested her people and powers.

	And so with a mind to fully rid herself of this place and continue her journey, Norn issued the men their objective.

	“Your objective will be to defect to the Labor Union of Ferris, Lyser and Solstice.”

	She could not help it — she laughed. Adelheid herself cracked a knowing grin too.

	With Adelheid fondly at her side and her soul set ablaze, Norn laughed uproariously.

	She had taken and discarded Ajillo overnight, and Sverland’s little chaos would only get more interesting.

	Norn was powerful, brutally powerful, and furthermore: for the first time, she was fully in control of destiny.

	

	

	“Are we absolutely sure we can trust the Vekans on this?”

	“We have an information sharing agreement. They shared information with us.”

	“It’s pretty convenient for them if we get further involved in this mess, isn’t it?”

	“Well, whether we want to or not, involvement in this mess is coming to us.”

	On the edge of the Union’s recently expanded border, near the abandoned Cascabel station, a small fleet moved into position based on reports given by their new ally, the Great Vekan Empire. While these reports were partially corroborated with readings from spy drones and buoys set by Union scout ships, there was still unease at even the slightest participation from the Vekans. There were all kinds of conspiracy theories in the minds of the admiralty. While the Premier sold the alliance as simple and limited in scope, the High Command of the Navy was still wary of it.

	One thing was clear: there were ships approaching from the border to Sverland.

	For the Union, the intention of any large gathering of ships at their border had to be violent.

	However, in deference to the era, and with their allies the Vekans in mind, the flotilla at Cascabel took a wait-and-see approach. There were ten ships meeting the fifteen-to-twenty that the Vekans had warned them about. Spy drones caught a glimpse of a single sword-shaped Cruiser, and buoys detected the acoustic signatures of a blob of Frigates, so it was hard to say how many were coming. Union spy and detection equipment was optimized for endurance and early warning, not for the quality of the information acquired. And it had indeed served to warn them early.

	The Union fleet had a unique composition. 

	Two Destroyers and six Frigates protected a pair of enormous ships, one a cruiser hull and the other a dreadnought hull. Union ships were on the utilitarian side, thick, boxy, and geometric with rough edges like a brutalist pillar. They wore their guns in plain angled mounts, putting raw hydrodynamics behind increased survivability. But the two flagships for this interception fleet had no big guns to display, not even the dreadnought.

	In the middle of the formation was the flagship, U.N.V Daksha Kansal.

	Inside the bridge was Rear Admiral Chaya Goswani. 

	A tall, curly-haired older woman with dark olive skin, arms crossed, tapping her feet, waiting with a serious expression that sometimes looked as if she was biting her lip. She was nervous. And as a member of the headquarters staff who was suddenly thrust with frontline command expectations, she felt she had every right to be.

	And yet, there was a tiny beating confidence in her heart–

	“Do you think this will work?”

	On her screen was a fuzzy-looking picture of Admiral Yervik Deshnov.

	They had been communicating through the newly-expanded military laser network.

	“Since she was sent away, I feel it is my duty to advocate for her theories.” Goswani replied.

	Deshnov shook his head, sighing. “All of us owe the Nakaras so much. Even the little one.”

	Goswani sighed.

	She had not intended for her words to be understood from that direction.

	The Nakaras helped found the Union, fought and died for it, left them words and ideas that catalyzed the people to have a vision of the world beyond either slavery to the Imperial hegemony or bleak, hopeless warfighting for survival. Goswani felt there was a sense of tragedy to the fact that Murati Nakara had now lent them a similarly explosive vision for using their strengths to fight a different war than their enemies. And now, just like her parents, she was gone, with no expectation that she would or could return, leaving them with only a vision.

	Sometimes she wondered if Jayasankar and Nagavanshi had sent her out to die.

	But that was Deshnov’s influence talking. And Goswani was not Deshnov.

	It was not pity or historical tragedy or a sense of duty to the Nakaras that moved her.

	In her mind, Murati was simply right. 

	And if Murati was right about Divers, right about their capabilities, about how they could be used, then the Union had a chance to punch at the same weight class as the Empire. But they needed more data, more experiences, more evidence to move the rest of the high command and the industrial unions to commit to the idea that what they needed was thousands of Divers, not hundreds of big guns. To this end, Goswani had left to Cascabel.

	Without big guns, without huge missiles. U.N.V. Daksha Kansal carried only Divers.

	All together she had 40 Strelok crammed among the fleet. Many of them were fresh, with new pilots.

	“Murati had also never seen real combat against the Empire. Few of us had.”

	Goswani told herself that. 

	There was very little difference between the Admirals and the rookies in these Streloks. She knew more history and theory. But she was quaking in her boots at the thought of fighting an Imperial fleet. 

	Just like the kids waiting in the hangar below, probably.

	“Your flagship was made out of a heavy agri-transport, wasn’t it?” Deshnov said.

	“It was the only dreadnought hull with enough module space.” Goswani said. “We armored it up, put in military grade thrust, added deployment chutes. We’re using the cargo holds as hangars. The Premier gave up any resistance surprisingly quickly even though she had intended for this plan year to focus on agriculture, and we can’t do that without more heavy transports; and we turned it around in record time. Everyone at Thassal was wildly motivated about it. It’s not really officially commissioned yet. I just named it Daksha Kansal and volunteered to come here.”

	“I see, so it’s nothing but command, habitation, thrust and a huge hangar.”

	“Yes sir. It doesn’t even have advanced detection; I’m relying on the fleet escort for eyes.”

	“So it’s just an oversize hauler for Divers. How far we came just to circle back to this.”

	“Thassal was pretty revelatory; but it is ironic we swung back to converting haulers.”

	“Murati was revelatory; after all, she was a Nakara and her family’s spirit lives in her.”

	Goswani really wanted to tell Deshnov off about his endless self-pity–

	But just then the main screen of the Kansal’s bridge lit up.

	A Shimii woman appeared on the big screen next to a video generated by a predictive computer.

	“Rear Admiral, ma’am, this is Chief Petty Officer al-Badawi from the Ostrogoth. We’ve detected incoming ships that we believe are the Imperial fleet. Attached is the predictive model for their time of arrival. We’re ready for battle at your command ma’am. I’ll turn the feed back over to fleet communications.”

	Al-Badawi saluted and vanished from the screen.

	On the predictive image there were 17 ships, comprising a motley assortment of various classes of Imperial Frigate, two Cruisers, a lone Cutter and what looked like two supply ships. They had no destroyers, and the lone Cutter was bizarre. This was not a usual Imperial battle formation. Perhaps there was some method to the madness that Goswani did not understand.

	Looking at this fleet she cocked a little grin for the first time.

	Her hands squeezed the armrest of her chair. She liked her chances.

	With a fleet like this, they could potentially kill them all.

	“All ships target the enemy fleet but hold fire until I give the word.” Goswani said, her sensibility winning out over her bloodlust. “Deploy the 118th and 119th Diver squadrons, hold 120th and 121st in reserve but ready to move the instant I command it. 118th will move to the left wing of the fleet and await orders before engaging. 119th’s Strelkannons will dive to the seafloor and take up attack positions on the ridge. All are to hold fire until given explicit firing solutions.”

	Goswani prepared her fleet for battle as the enemy approached.

	At around five to ten kilometers of distance, unguided torpedoes could have come flying.

	They never did.

	At around the one kilometer mark, gunfire could start blazing.

	It did not.

	Despite the chill Goswani felt as the enemy moved closer, there was no initial violence.

	At around 500 meters distance between the two fleets, a laser request came through.

	On the main screen, Goswani saw a crisp video feed of young, blond Imbrian boy with very lightly tanned skin, in soldier’s clothes, not an officer, no decorations in sight. He saluted her and began to speak words which she never thought she would hear in a million years. Words that made her fall back to her chair in stunned silence, all of the adrenaline of the moment washing over her quite suddenly. Words that brought both relief and despair.

	“Esteemed Union admiral, my name is Daniel Mendoza. I am a common soldier hoping to speak as a common soldier. My comrades and I have arrived from Ajillo station preferring to be detained by the Union than be forced to fight for Imperial usurpers any longer. We have no intentions to fire and surrender ourselves to your mercy.”

	There would not be a huge, decisive battle at Cascabel for now.

	Goswani’s combat mission became a liaison, but it was not for nothing that she brought her diver carrier out to Cascabel. Moreso than the mere presence of these defectors, it was Goswani’s own little wave in intercepting them that would echo in history, even as her vaunted Divers did nothing but inspect and detain the Imperial fleet.

	 


7.5

	This chapter contains graphic sexual content and references to suicide.

	A horrific wail escaped the gurgling throat of a mangled man twitching on the steel floor.

	Her ears barely heard it, no matter how loud he screamed, she simply did not receive something audible from it. Instead, the vibrations of the sound on the bio-sensors in her body let her know the direction in which the sounds came from. This was useless: everyone was screaming, and so there was sound everywhere. 

	It would be more useful in the water, where she wasn’t.

	She was in the middle of a metallic hall. Her claws were caked in gore burned black.

	Rendered fat helped her digits slide to retain some motion, no time to clean off the crud.

	Two bodies cast aside in two brutal swings– in a snap she charged the remaining man–

	Her jaws closed on the shooting arm of a guard devouring the limb gun and all.

	Separated processing centers received six different views of his shock-stunned body — and past it!

	Movement–!

	Two of her eyes spotted a machine gun pod crawling across the ceiling over the corpse. 

	With a flick of her tail, she instantly sent a spike flying at the speed of cannon fire.

	Piercing the gun pod and spearing it against the rail it was attached to, ending the threat immediately.

	A second pod followed on the same rail, but it was stuck behind the first one and fell silent.

	She charged out of the hall and onto the hangar, away from the possibility of their gunfire.

	Heck! That was close! I coulda been churned up bad! How many more of these are there?

	She dimly wondered why the automated defenses hadn’t been spun up sooner.

	But the tactics of station-dwellers were not her forte. She was a Hunter; she simply hunted.

	Hunter III of the Third Sphere.

	This was the name given to her by a leader of their kind: Arbitrator II of the First Sphere.

	She never questioned it. She simply was who she was. She was an Omenseer.

	Omenseers were the guides to the eldritch heavens and alien hells of the Ocean.

	To take into the light those station-dwellers who were useful and worthy and willing to part with treasure.

	That was all she needed to know about herself; and all anyone needed to know about her.

	Her role was not to strategize. Norn did that– or whoever she worked for. She had no idea what the enemy’s plan was: she assumed the defenders were just stupid. And that was why she was tearing through them so easily. Anything more complicated than that was not her business. Ship-dwellers, station-dwellers, fake humans, whatever whoever called them– Hunter III knew they could be tough. Norn was absolutely terrifying for example.

	These Ajillo humans were not very tough. Maybe they just weren’t ready to fight.

	Expecting to kill more in the arrival gate, Hunter III was surprised to find that the red carpet and chute that Norn had come through was already secured. There were a few bodies, cleanly killed with one bullet through the brain, and Norn’s security detail stood guard in front of the entry chute, equipped with full power rifles that had made some dents in the steel walls. Five men stood in attention and saluted when Hunter III appeared as if she was their boss but said nothing to her. These same men had watched her sneak around and said nothing then too.

	Now though, they did make signs using electric torches, predetermined signs.

	They signaled that Norn had taken the control center. Everything was suddenly over.

	Hunter III stared at the lights, unmoving, for the first time not thinking about the next jump, charge, slice, bite, or shot; for the first time finding herself with no further hostile targets and no further violence to commit.

	Her brains were flooded with intense emotions.

	Her whole reptilian-insectoid body vibrated with the weight of adrenaline and anxiety.

	She had been killing, non-stop, target to target; killing and eating and tearing skin from meat and meat from skin to the point she could barely taste what was going through her, could barely feel what was entering her body and melding into it and burning in it for energy to fight on. For the first time she settled on the feeling of her sticky hot claws coated in God knows how much filth, barely able to flex one digit from the next to the point she had been swinging the claws as one thick cutting edge. She felt the pain of dozens of bullet holes barely patched by her “biopower.” Her body felt suddenly like a rubbery sheathe that she was buried in, hyperventilating for free air.

	When her six visual sensors closed her mind staggered; she saw the pink and brown rubbery meat around “her” “own” “body.” Such a thing could not be said to exist, not in the middle of a transformation and yet, she was seeing that disturbing sight as if entombed in this form rather than in control and in synchronicity with it.

	It signaled her disassociation from the “leviform” body her “biopower” had built.

	Even if she wanted to, at this point, she probably couldn’t fight any more for a while.

	Hunter III sat down on her rump, tail curled around her, and let the shaking go through her.

	She had not hunted in what was maybe closer to months but felt like even years before now.

	And it was getting to her mind, her heart. She was not a machine or a monster.

	In fact, if you asked Arbitrator II, she would say Hunter III was the only “real” human here.

	I let myself get too soft. I gotta toughen up again. It’s only gonna get crazier from now on I think.

	She looked up at the men guarding the deployment chute.

	They paid her attention when she moved her head to face them but said nothing.

	All of the drones communicated with her only with flashing lights.

	Nothing they were saying was important anymore and Hunter III paid them no heed.

	Norn taught them Hunter III couldn’t understand them without “brainpower” in this form. Leviforms had different physical senses, but all shared the ability to do omenseeing and use brainpower. Almost nobody at this station had any “brainpower” that Hunter III could tell, much less the ability to do any “omen-seeing.” Norn’s crew did not, that’s why she could manipulate them so easily. Anyone Norn did not control had an amount of brainpower or even omenseeing.

	Like Adelheid. Adelheid was being manipulated in some other kind of way.

	Love maybe? Hunter III did not really know this stuff too much, though she sort of felt it.

	She, in some kind of way, had feelings toward Norn too. Norn was–

	Norn was– strange. She was just– strange– Norn was a lot of things!

	She could be scary, frustrating, generous– she gave Hunter III a lot of emotions.

	Norn said she would free me from Arbitrator II. Why free me though? I’m not trapped…

	It was tough to get a handle on her thoughts and feelings.

	Her brains were flooding with all kinds of thoughts. Some even the Leviform’s own–

	There was not much point in thinking about it further than that.

	She had to prepare to leave behind the leviform. Her mind clearly couldn’t take it anymore.

	Hunter III quickly ran up a mental inventory of everything that had gone into her body.

	She did not understand fully what everything was. Norn could say words like lipase and glycol to her but she did not understand her own body that way. She knew there were hard things, soft things, chemicals in her stomach, fats stored in her tissues, bones sheathed in muscle, sinews and nerves connecting everything. She knew instinctively what to do with the resources of her body to make structures like bio-jets, biocannons, and other secrets locked away in her flesh.

	Once she ate the fruit, everything became looser, more flexible, easier to grow and change.

	That fruit was filled with the marrow of life, with the power of humanity. Or so the Omenseers said.

	Her instinctive control over this power let her understand her body instinctively, like breathing and walking.

	In her stomach the guard’s arm she ate sat like a big lump, undigested.

	His gun was partially digested. 

	She had used some of the metal to make the spike she threw at the gun pod. 

	This was something she did so automatically that she only took stock of it now. There was a lot of yucky stuff that made up a gun, like lead and gunpowder. She would leave that behind in the leviform exuvia and not take it into her “person body,” for the sake of her health. Anything in the exuvia was wholly separate from herself.

	She concentrated on establishing her body within the leviform and separating from it anything deleterious. For a moment this increased the feeling of drowning within a pile of meat, and at its height, it almost led her to panic. No amount of discipline could surmount that sudden and torturous feeling when her own body formed within the leviform and the monster she had once been started to slough off, like a relentless shower, heavy and hot droplets of flesh sliding off her face and shoulders, digging herself out of a rancid-smelling miasma of meat and blood–

	Hunter III screamed as her head was fully released, dilated eyes darting frantically–

	Screaming at the top of her lungs through the bubbling, sliding, shedding fat and meat–

	Feeling dizzy as her body turned suddenly lighter, released from the weight, stumbling–

	White long hair, skin pale enough to almost see through, a skinny and vulnerable girl staggered forward her feet leaving behind a flattened gelatinous body like a macabre costume, bleeding from the slit along the back that her body escaped through. She was scarred, pronounced spikes growing on her spine and shoulders, the stub of a tail, thick scar tissue on her wrists, all connectors into the machine of meat that lay discarded–

	Her vision swam in and out as her feet slipped on the metal floor.

	She saw the men move to collect her, but nevertheless she fell. The cold and stale-smelling air of the station and the slight pungency of the body she left behind all vanished along with the colors trapped dancing in its atmosphere. Everything was black, everything was numb, silent, odorless, as her mind darkened with the feeling of falling, the sound of rushing air, a final twist of motion, a sharp thud as she hit the floor– and kept falling.

	Falling;

	Into the Ocean once again, into the ocean surrounding them all.

	A black body glided through the water, briefly breaching the surface.

	Blue sky flecked purple; something distant, massive, drove a thick metal spire into the water–

	Pinpricks of violet from the air lashed at her, randomly, painfully–

	Driven back into the water by the pain;

	Through the currents and the endless blue where there was nothing to see but the dancing microscopic bodies of the tiniest chains of living matter, undisturbed by the events unfolding above the ocean, final stronghold of life in this tortured world. Time and space and place and identity meant nothing to the water that moved by the will of systems so complex as to appear alien, mythical, connecting the past, future and present in a chain of impossible causalities no one human life could have possibly linked and truly comprehended, not in their time, not in the times to come.

	On this journey that body went not knowing where or when or why it was and simply eating, growing, mating, fighting, living, never the most massive being in its food chain but quick, clever, knowing when to charge and when to retreat. Rather than a hard shell it formed supple scales and gelatinous membranes; rather than a few thick jets it had many looping fins through which it could carefully guide out the water it sucked in through its gills. 

	On this journey, it went. Through times, places, unknown.

	Outmatched;

	An enormous body, a truly gigantic, massive being that was like a mountain of meat with great roaring jets, numerous remoral pods that fired a brilliant fusillade of spikes, hundreds of sensing organs that never failed to track. A dozen upright beings with arms that expelled terrible projectiles. A great gaping maw opened that swallowed and brought an end to that life, time yet unknown, purpose never found, position remaining a mystery, somewhere, sometime, in the unnamed immensity of the water. To be eaten, digested, broken down, and part of another life.

	She;

	Suspended in the bowels of a great being, situated firmly in a space, but unable to move, no current, sucking in but feeling no water to move through, no sound waves to see through. Hazy colors, a hazy picture forming in her once-useless eyes of a dark writhing black-and-red place. She (she?) was not yet eaten, not yet banished back to the carbon chain at the lowest rung of creation. She was still alive, but she was alive in a different way than before–

	Her skin, her bones, they were no longer stiff, as if restraints had been torn off her–

	“Awaken, become aware, and see the omens. Hunter III of the Third Sphere.”

	Below her a group of upright beings with slender limbs, two eyes, hair, smiling mouths, watching her.

	All of them smelled like the memories that were quickly fading from her shifting brain.

	Red circles around their eyes and red circles around hers as she finally began to See.

	Time;

	Space;

	Place;

	Bodies;

	When the feeling of weight returned to her Hunter III slowly awoke.

	Laying in a soft bed, hazy eyes wandering, she was–

	In the Antenora’s infirmary. 

	There were several beds, lockboxes full of medical goods, a variety of equipment. Hunter III had been fed things from here before. She spotted someone on the other end of the room, a woman, who was unaware she was being watched by the swimming, sleepy eyes of Hunter III. She pulled up her long, quite wavy blonde hair and unlatched a choker that was around her neck. A series of round red and purple bruises was joined by a new one as she injected herself with a large punch-needle full of a light blue fluid. She sighed with great satisfaction before fixing the choker.

	Letting herself fall back on her chair with a placid smile for a moment.

	Her eyes turned and saw Hunter III out of the corner of her thin-framed glasses.

	“Sooner than I expected. Though, I suppose I can’t ever expect anything with you.”

	The Antenora’s doctor, Livia Van Der Meer, turning a snake-like grin Hunter III’s way.

	“How are you feeling? Anything irregular?” She cooed. Her eyes were a little red.

	“Dunno.” Hunter III said. Her own head was still a little woozy.

	“Norn forbid me from running any tests or taking blood, so all I could do was take your vitals and set you down somewhere comfy. All I know is that you turned into a monster and back; as you’re known to do.” Livia tittered. “But Norn’s off sulking right now so she can’t interfere if we wanted to have some fun. I’d love to study that interesting body of yours. What do you say? I’ve got plenty of drugs with interesting pharmacokinetics.”

	“I dunno what that means.”

	“Ah, forget it. I’ll draft something for you to read and sign; informed medical consent is important.”

	“Are you ok? All ya keep sayin’ is nonsense to me.”

	“I’m feeling splendid, little Hunter.”

	Livia stood up from her chair and set down a hand on Hunter III’s head, ruffling her hair.

	“Simply forget I said anything earlier. I don’t want to antagonize you.”

	“I ain’t antagonized.”

	“You won’t tell Norn?”

	“Tell Norn what?”

	“Good girl.” Livia ruffled her hair even more. “How was your sleep?”

	Hunter III feebly defended herself from the petting.

	“I dreamt I was a fish.” She mumbled.

	“Hmm. That’s a very common dream. Moreso with children, but also adults too.”

	“I don’t dream a lot.”

	“Are you getting enough sleep? It takes at least 90 minutes to enter an REM cycle.”

	“What’s that mean?”

	“It’s the deepest form of sleep. It is regenerative, inspiring. Quite sought after.”

	“Will I dream I’m a fish again?”

	“Ah, forget it, cute little Hunter.”

	Livia sat by the bedside, smiling as she turned half-shut eyes on Hunter III.

	She sighed and adjusted the tie on her tight-chested button-down shirt. Her hands were covered in the black rubber sleeve of her bodysuit. Her coat, which was dragging down her shoulders, she also pulled back up, as if she needed to make herself look somewhat professional again before she could continue speaking. Pushing up her glasses and making a winking eye at Hunter III, she sat back, one leg over the other, arms crossed.

	Tapping the side of the bedframe with the tip of one black pump.

	“Norn says you’ll be resting and in reserve for now. You’ll be getting a reward, too.”

	“Reward?”

	“Norn has half a steer in the freezer. Prime red meat. Cooked however you like.”

	Hunter III’s eyes opened wide. Her mouth started to water.

	“It don’t need to be cooked much! Just thaw it out and torch it a teeny bit!”

	Her heart swelled, animated and excited once more, practically jumping in bed.

	“Blue rare then? I do love a bloody steak myself. I’ll let Norn know.” Livia said jovially.

	Hunter III was so excited she could have leaped on Livia.

	For that moment and the hours to come, all she could think about was: meat!

	

	

	When the Jagdkaiser was returned to the hangar it was in a relatively poor condition.

	At least, the part of the Jagdkaiser that Potomac cared about the most was in poor condition.

	Sure, the mecha part was fine, and could have operated perfectly well sans the advanced psionic equipment, but who would call that an engineering triumph? Potomac’s inspection after Selene unplugged turned up extensive desynchronization of the homunculus brought about by acute psychomechanical stress. And Norn concerned herself with stuff like the Options — this was the real problem! Without orders and without thanks, Potomac set about recalibrating the Homunculus, so it aligned properly with the mechanical systems again.

	While the entire Ocean moved around her, Potomac focused singularly on her task.

	Hers was a single-minded focus, and things which did not interest her, she did not notice.

	She dug into the cockpit of the Jagdkaiser, and there she stayed while the ship was stocked and inspected and finally made ready to depart from Ajillo. All manner of things had happened in there which Potomac was not concerned with, people were moving about, crates of stuff brought in, bloody people and things— it didn’t matter. Norn killed people seemingly every other day and her reasons were her reasons. Science did not concern itself with the ideology of the donors. As far as Potomac was concerned the sea could have turned upside down, as long as she could continue to work uninterrupted she would not have noticed. And presently, the sea looked quite upright.

	Those outside of her organization might have seen her as odd, but among her peers she was entirely ordinary. Save for a rare few like Euphrates, the Immortal Council of the Sunlight Foundation was made up of malcontents that the “normies” would never understand. Her peers were people like Hudson, obsessed with internal organ cybernetics and making herself a machine, and Nile, who was obsessed with tinkering up viruses, parasites, and bacteria. 

	Potomac thus felt downright dignified to be obsessed with advanced computing instead.

	But they were all disconnected from the world because they were seeking a greater truth.

	That was the way of the Sunlight Foundation.

	After all, if ordinary people could have done it, humanity would already be under the sun.

	Because the Homunculus acted as a middleman between the neural input of the pilot and the mechanical systems of the Jagdkaiser, it could get desynchronized both ways, either becoming too sensitive to psionic signals (neurophillic) or too sensitive to digital signals (mechanophillic), creating lag and feedback everywhere. Potomac worked using a sensor which received a psionic waveform from the Homunculus, along with an electrical signal, and she used an electromagnet and her own psionic power to recalibrate the machine back to the desired balance. To untrained eyes it must have looked like she was poking the machine or waving at it — it was more than that!

	This was science so advanced that it was verging on magic! Still, it was only science!

	It was only the flexible ethics of this generation’s Yangtze that could have led them to finally develop machines like this. They had come close before, but psionic machines were a slow and nearly verboten development for the previous generations of Immortals. A new Yangtze, and new blood like Hudson, and heck, even Norn herself– the past thirty-to-forty years had been fun. They had made progress like they hadn’t in hundreds of years before.

	Potomac was excited. She could not wait to see what these Homunculi could do–

	–In less barbaric settings as this droll military vessel full of grunting, violent fools.

	“Potomac.”

	From below, a voice sounded up at her. How long had it been since she started?

	She did not recognize the voice because she rarely recognized anyone’s voice.

	When she was completely engaged, there were no other humans around her.

	“One moment.” She said dismissively.

	“You don’t even have to turn around.”

	“Just a minute.”

	“I’m just gonna ask a question.”

	“Sure thing, sure thing, I’ll be ready in a second.”

	“POTOMAC!”

	Her sixth sense piqued; she felt a psionic outburst behind her–

	Potomac turned in time to catch piece of torn carbon fiber hurled her way.

	Below her, glowing with a bright red and yellow aura was–

	Slender girl, pilot suit, purple hair, long rainbow-colored rabbit antennae, bright yellow eyes–

	“Merrimack?”

	“That’s not my fucking name you spacey bitch! It’s Selene!”

	Selene balled up her hands into fists at her side, gritting her teeth, glaring up at Potomac.

	Potomac sighed and shrugged.

	“Your inventory codename was Merrimack. Forgive me for not keeping up.”

	“Fuck you. Answer my question or I’ll split your head in half.”

	Selene picked up another piece of carbon fiber, bits shorn off the Jagdkaiser’s legs.

	Potomac looked around, briefly annoyed.

	“Where’s Norn? Or Adelheid? Can someone please wrangle this lost child?”

	None of the drones were paying attention. Such a thing was not their problem.

	Another psionic spike–

	Potomac pushed on the projectile and gently deflected it despite Selene’s furious intent.

	“Alright! Alright!” Potomac shouted. “I’m sorry! Can we talk about this?”

	She was unplugged, and wandered off by herself– why was she back now, and this belligerent?

	“I want to know what’s inside that thing!”

	Selene pointed past her at the homunculus system Potomac had been tinkering with.

	Potomac stared speechlessly, unable to comprehend what was so upsetting.

	“That’s all? You’re just curious about it? You didn’t have to throw things at me then!”

	“It bled on me!” Selene shouted at the top of her lungs, her eyes tearing up. “I saw it, blood was dripping from between the plates on the dome! What the hell have you stuffed in there? What is it doing to me?”

	“What? It doesn’t bleed– and it’s not possible for the organic matter to spill out of it.”

	“Huh? It doesn’t– but it’s in there then? There’s something in there?”

	Selene stood stunned; her violence suddenly halted.

	Had the plates been able to drip at all, it would have compromised everything.

	Potomac sighed and continued, matter-of-factly. “There is organic matter inside it, yes, but it could not have dripped on you. It’s a computer made from a neural organoid. It’s a bunch of tissue and I/O plugs in a contained environment. We made it out of pluripotent stem cells. Kind of like how we made you!” She tried to sweeten her tone as she watched Selene visibly stagger back a step, as if shocked dumb to hear this. “It’s completely normal! And it would not be able to bleed on you, the chassis is completely tight, and would need a major rupture before it spilled.”

	Selene’s jaw shook. She stared up at Potomac and the Homunculus with drawn-wide eyes.

	“It didn’t spill– but I saw– what did I–?”

	Her body started to shake. Was this a fear response? Anxiety? She was mumbling too.

	Feeling pressured to take some kind of responsibility, Potomac climbed down, out of the cockpit of the Jagdkaiser. Walking calmly, she stood closer to Selene, who made no move to respond or get away, transfixed on the interior of the Jagdkaiser’s cockpit and babbling something through her quivering lips only to herself. 

	Potomac begrudgingly spread her arms wide and drew Selene into a big hug.

	“There, there. Clearly the current events are getting to you and your mental state isn’t 100%. You’re a sensitive girl. I forgive you. All that violence is unhealthy for you! I’ll ask Norn to give you a break from–”

	At that moment, Selene screamed at the top of her lungs. She burst out crying.

	Burying her head into Potomac’s chest and screaming right into the woman’s bosom.

	Potomac hardly knew how to respond. She rubbed her head. She ruffled her hair.

	With a sour look on her face, Potomac stood in the hangar holding the screaming girl.

	Selene continued to scream, cry, to shove her head against Potomac. It went on; and on.

	

	

	Hours after the incident that would be known as the “Ajillo Mutiny,” the Antenora departed from the station, having expunged all records relating to its visit save for small signs of the macabre violence which they had committed. It did not matter to Norn, who had gotten what she had wished for most of all: a chance to mete out the fullness of her violence on a suitably deserving fool. To test the freedom and dominance she attained, to flex the powers she had collected on her journey. A show of force not unlike those she performed under Konstantin.

	After causing this scene, however, she quickly retreated back to her quarters.

	Her physical appearance was causing her a thin mist of disgust and distress.

	Dancing in the back of her head as if the tiniest insect had slipped beneath her skin.

	Her skin which was no longer so fair, and in large part had become blueish-gray.

	Her vibrant blond ponytail was returning to its natural silver-white coloration.

	Norn shed her bloodstained and torn clothes and walked naked around her room, the wall surfaces mirroring her on every third panel. A warm yellow and wine-red radiance spread from the dim light sources sensually coloring the room. She could have banished the mirrors but she never did. Instead she stared at herself in them, as if equally fascinated and reviled, obsessed, and repelled. Her figure was no different, her stature, the sleekness of her limbs or the slenderness of her torso, none of it was any different. And yet she still felt like she was seeing herself as a monster.

	She caught sight of her tail– a tiny little stub of a tail. It was growing. Again.

	In an instant, almost automatically, she sliced it clean off with a telekinetic thrust.

	A little bloody piece of blueish-gray katarran flesh landed on the floor.

	Instantly, a tiny little round drone activated, picked it up, and took it out of sight.

	Over the wound the blood curdled nearly instantly — Norn froze it shut.

	When she cut her tail for the first time it had been agony.

	Now, there was hardly feeling left.

	Shutting her eyes, Norn walked over to the shower.

	As much as Norn had wanted to keep her room spartan and miserable as possible, as much as she would have loved to hide herself in a literal can like a sardine, she did have a few necessities. Some particularly for the sake of certain others; the bed, for example, was a double-wide and plush, and there was a bedside table upon which there was a bottle of wine. For herself, she needed a personal shower and toilet. She could never allow anyone to see her so vulnerable. And there was a desk, too, with a dedicated terminal, which was the part of the room Norn used the most.

	On the side of the room, the seemingly steel wall became clear glass and slid open, showing its true nature as the door to a spacious integrated shower with porcelain up to the knee, enabling it to serve as a bath also. There was an adjustable shower head with a variety of pressure settings, a set of fragrant bath and hair gels, scrubbing pads, and it even dispensed a black bath robe in a waterproof case for her use after the deed was done.

	Norn slipped inside and shut the glass door and obscured it from no one’s eyes.

	On a wall panel she set the water pressure and temperature digitally.

	Pulling the shower head down, she stood directly under the gentle jets of warm water.

	Hands up against the wall, head bowed, her soaked hair falling over her face, mist rising.

	There was a sudden self-loathing thought that she could have frozen herself to death here.

	Amid the prurient luxury of her pearlescent private shower, within the fog, a frozen statue.

	Mehmed was never burned by his own flames; this was something the Sunlight Foundation once set down as a rule for the powers observed from the Apostles. Only Apostles had the ability to induce the extreme effects that characterized them. Accreting dust into boulders to fling, stirring gusts that hit with the force of a wrecking ball, hurling stalactites and searing flames drawn from seemingly nowhere. Apostles could not be hurt by their own powers– 

	–until Norn was observed.

	Norn was unique among them.

	She knew Majida could burn with impunity, just as Mehmed once did.

	Had Norn not tampered with it, the little girl’s power would have also worked similarly.

	It stood to reason to change the “rule” once there was an exception.

	But Norn always believed she was totally unique, and unique in one specific way.

	None of the Apostles hated themselves as much as she did.

	So, of course, she could stop her own heart, freeze her own flesh off.

	Psionics was the product of the human mind brought to its utmost extremes, living in a world that could kill humans at any moment with complete impunity, a world of such random and brutal cruelty. A mind subjected to the background stress of an existence which would never be truly comfortable, never be truly safe. A mind brought to an alien place and its alien pressures. The Sunlight Foundation believed the human mind was expanding somehow, underwater. The human mind was tapping into some kind of current which had existed unseen beneath the waves.

	Mehmed once believed his power had a lineage to the surface — to the soul of the Shimii’s holy savior.

	Majida doubtless believed the same, as the one now, essentially, carrying that exact “soul.”

	Norn understood her psionics as the product of her own relationship to her ailing mind and the world around her. She had no special soul, no grand religious lineage. That she was an Apostle was a coincidence, an absurdity of life. She was born in a vat, tampered with using fossilized fish DNA. She was a Katarran, a twisted thing in the image of a human, made from tinkering with cells for the purpose of war. Normal Katarrans were sharks, jellyfish, crabs– she was a Panthalassian and so some of her DNA was drawn from mummified panderichthys tissue. She was a constructed thing, a walking falsehood. And she wasn’t even the constructed thing she wanted to have been.

	She hid herself behind an Imbrian aesthetic, an Imbrian identity; and it gave her comfort.

	Norn butted her head against the metal wall, shouting at the top of her lungs.

	No one could have heard through the soundproofed walls, it was liberating, cathartic.

	She hardly felt the pain. Only a tiny trickle of red trailed down the wall.

	Water flowed through her hair, down her neck and over her shoulders and back.

	Drops fell with rhythmic pops against the sleek porcelain floor of the shower.

	Save for that, and the heavy panting of the woman inside it, the place was soundless.

	Her own little world with as false a sense of peace and security as she herself was false.

	Tears drew from her eyes that collected down the drain with the rest of the water.

	Fangs bared; a ferocious grin appeared on her face as she began to weep.

	“Konstantin, can you see me now, from where you are? Are you hurting too?”

	Like the human brain screamed psionically for new powers with which to survive, a new world itself was screaming to be born within the Imbrium Ocean. A world that started with the abortive revolution of the Fueller Reformation and now reached its climax. Norn shed her tears in the shower and indulged her thoughts of self-destruction; because she had to walk outside of that glass cage where her fury and sorrow was bared and fertilize the ground of the new world with all of the vermin of the old. Their bodies, their minds, their ideas, their goals; compost for her garden.

	Most of all, Konstantin’s body, mind, ideas, and goals.

	His was the most potent fertilizer of all, and the one Norn most sought after.

	She would hurt him, to his grave and beyond it. In a way that he finally truly felt.

	“Fair’s fair, isn’t it? You never understood my pain.”

	She started to laugh, clapping one of her hands over her eyes.

	Eyes still copiously shedding tears.

	“You took advantage of me. But I was always going to have the last laugh. I told you!”

	Grinning with gritted teeth.

	“All of your treasures would be mine, to enjoy, to discard, to break. No hard feelings!”

	Thin red circles appeared around her eyes as she punched the wall.

	Enough to deform the metal; while only lightly hurting her fist.

	Katarrans were built pretty sturdy. That was the whole point of them as a people.

	Her other hand reached for the gel dispenser.

	Foaming suds spread across her hair, her body, as she rubbed herself down with it under the water. Switching the shower head to a special spray mode meant to blast dirt off her body — however effective it was at actually cleaning her, it had a soothing effect on her body, like the massage that Adelheid had promised and likely would not deliver. Having lounged around enough and achieving the end result of taking a shower at all, a cleaner, much less emotionally fraught Norn stepped out of the shower, wearing a black robe open down the middle.

	Sighing deeply as the cool air of the room caressed her bare chest.

	“For everyone’s sakes, I have to–” She started to speak but paused when she heard a titter.

	When she took stock, she found someone sitting at her bed, legs crossed.

	Smiling a vixen’s smile, giggling to herself, one hand lightly over her lips.

	“Oh my~ what a lovely sight. I barged in just in time.”

	Adelheid’s gaze disrespectfully traced Norn’s exposed body from her breasts to her dick. 

	There was really no other way to interpret that lascivious expression. Sitting there in her button-down shirt and tie, her open coat, her little skirt and leggings, her hair pinned up, and her bodysuit curiously missing.

	Staring right at Norn’s groin.

	“You’ve got some nerve lately.” Norn said.

	“I’ve been curious actually, do all Katarran women have one?”

	She pointed between Norn’s legs, causing Norn to follow her finger mindlessly.

	Staring down at herself, she sighed, already exhausted with Adelheid’s manic play-acting.

	“We’re all genetic freaks. It’s not something consistent. We are whatever comes out.”

	“So it’s not something that’s really chosen, it just happened?”

	“No Adelheid, as a fetus, I did not choose to be born with a dick.”

	“So sarcastic! But you don’t dislike it, I know that much.”

	“You’re right, there are things about myself I hate far more.”

	Norn wandered to the other side of her room, pacing near her desk.

	Adelheid smiled and tipped her head a little, making a cutesy shrug.

	“I think you’re beautiful.” She said. “All of you is. In whatever form I see you in.”

	Norn shot a glance at her.

	“Trying to cheer me up?” Norn grunted.

	“That or watch you sulk more in the nude, either works!” Adelheid teased.

	Norn turned her back.

	She reached for a plastic band from her desk and tied her hair up in a ponytail again. A seemingly innocuous action but she carried on with it methodically, in silence, for a minute or two. Waiting to see if she heard another peep out of Adelheid, her emotions simmering to a calm but constant bubbling. When she turned back around, she walked as if going past Adelheid on the bed. Her eyes stared past the beautiful redhead as if in disdain.

	Then she stopped in front of Adelheid.

	She turned toward the younger woman and raised a hand to her cheek.

	Tracing the outline of her jaw, the softness of her chin, a grin growing on Norn’s face.

	Adelheid looked up at her, sitting on the bed with a tiny halfway smile, lips barely parted.

	Norn’s fingers lifted off that rosy cheek and gave it a few soft taps.

	“Norn–? What’s with you–?”

	Upon hearing her voice again, Norn’s fingers came down much faster, striking the same cheek.

	Watching Adelheid cringe and grit her teeth in response to the slap– pure endorphins.

	Grinning, Norn grabbed hold of Adelheid’s hair by the bun and pulled her head back.

	Leaning forward and taking in Adelheid’s wide-eyed surprise, staring deep and close.

	“Norn–! I–!”

	“Shut up.”

	Norn stared directly into her eyes and Adelheid submitted instantly, her lip quivering, vocalizing nothing.

	Internally she was satisfied with the reaction, but outwardly Norn scoffed.

	“You called me Astra Palaiologos– don’t think I forgot. It’s been burning in my head. You’ve tested my patience before, acted out in all manner of stupid ways. I trusted you with that name, and you just spat it back at me. It is not my fault for trusting you: it’s your fault. You’ll behave– You’ll learn to behave because I’ll make you.” She pulled Adelheid’s red hair enough to loosen it from the bun, the silver hairclip fell clanging to the ground. Her dexterous fingers quickly seized upon the loose hair to retain firm command of Adelheid’s head, with a brusqueness that led the redhead to reach up to Norn’s hand reflexively. “And who said you could touch me? Hands off, now.”

	Rather than strike Adelheid’s hand, she slapped her across that same reddening cheek.

	Adelheid brought her hands down to the side of the bed, gripping the sheets.

	Norn glanced at the door; eyes briefly glowing. All of the locking mechanisms engaged.

	Then she turned her gaze, now bereft of psionic potency, back on her prey.

	“Passphrase. Tell me now.” Norn demanded.

	In a muttering little voice. “Cusp.” Their passphrase; something that couldn’t be misheard.

	It was a weak, but instant reply. It almost prompted Norn to praise her– almost.

	Not yet though. Nowhere near close.

	“And if you can’t speak?”  

	A more animated voice came out of Adelheid, between a little gasp as Norn’s hand crawled down her neck and grabbed hold of her collar and tie as if to force an answer. “Clap my left hand, three times.” She said.

	“Correct.” Not good, acceptable, satisfactory. Nothing for her to feel lifted by.

	Only ‘correct’.

	Without warning Norn pulled her tie up, suddenly forcing Adelheid to stand up straight.

	“Norn, I can be–!”

	“Shut up.”

	Just taking her, pulling her, having control of her, sent blood rushing through Norn.

	She felt herself coursing with vigor, every part of her standing alert.

	Whenever she raised her voice, whenever she exerted physical force– pleasure swelled.

	Feeling the tiny pulses of Adelheid’s life through the collar, through the grip on her hair.

	“Can you be good?” Norn asked; but gave no time to answer.

	In an instant Norn served herself the girl’s lips, stealing the lacquer taste of red lipstick and the bitter bite of the wine she had left out. Possessive tongue intruding past, longer, deeper than Adelheid’s own like she could taste the back of her throat, warm breaths captured from the girl squirming in her grip. Holding her tight by the neck and hair, asserting her control. Adelheid’s eyes shut from a brief but sharp scraping of teeth as Norn suddenly parted.

	Adelheid’s jaw hung slightly open, a tiny pinprick of blood on the inside of her lip.

	Tongue drawn back, labored shuddering breaths, a droplet of sweat down her red flecked cheek.

	Her eyes were cloudy. As if she was staring past Norn.

	Norn’s fingers crawled, between the tie, into the collar, running over that soft pink skin.

	Adelheid shivered as if electrified by the touch. She locked eyes with Norn.

	“Can you be good?” Norn asked her again.

	“I can be good.” Adelheid said. Her voice drawling, distant.

	Those words in that tone– they were a jolt of pure pleasure down all of Norn’s veins.

	“We’ll see.”

	As if there was no weight to her, Norn suddenly threw Adelheid back down to the bed–

	Holding the tie–

	“–!”

	Adelheid vocalized something incoherent as she jerked forward on her leash.

	Pulled to the end of the bed once more, her head coming to rest against Norn’s belly.

	That hand which had been holding her hair from the back now held it from the top.

	Palm resting over Adelheid’s crown and guiding her head farther below.

	“Do I need to remind you what to do?”

	She didn’t.

	Adelheid’s lips closed around Norn’s cock with no further prompting.

	For a moment Norn almost lost her iron-like composure.

	That touch, that feeling of pressure and tightness over her most sensitive skin– Warmth, the slickness of Adelheid’s lips and tongue as she took Norn in deep and drew back over the shaft– to see those soft lips stuffed full of her erection and incapable of backchat– it was intoxicating, it started to flood over Norn’s mind, to draw out the fullness of her senses, from below her belly to her hips and the tips of her breasts, like electricity and fire–

	Above all else, the sense of control—

	Looking down at the cascade of red hair parting for that pearl-pink face so focused on her.

	She hardly needed to be told. She was so dutiful, so instantly bound.

	Pulling back, sliding her tongue over the blueish-pink head–

	Staring up with her cloudy eyes while kissing playfully on the very tip–

	“Don’t get too full of yourself.” Norn mocked, briefly shutting her eyes.

	In response, Adelheid took her into her mouth fully once again.

	Norn drew in a breath, shutting her lips. Holding back any sound of satisfaction. Trying to appear composed despite the quaking in her gut and groin. Norn stroked Adelheid’s hair with increasing intensity as her lover eagerly tasted her. A fluttering feeling for her lover soared in her heart; as burning a passion as she felt below.

	At that point, Norn felt, her own body was perfect. Paired with Adelheid, it was perfect.

	“You’re trying so hard. I’m going to test you then.” 

	Her free hand crawled to Adelheid’s face.

	Caressing fingers on one white cheek, briefly pulling the hair out of her lover’s eyes.

	Drumming on the silk-soft flesh, one-two-three–

	Drawing back from that cheek–

	Striking sharply–

	Adelheid groaned through a mouthful of cock.

	As she recoiled from the slap there was the briefest brush of teeth on Norn’s shaft.

	That fleeting sting sent a thrill rushing through to Norn’s hips, made her quiver.

	Adelheid knew not to bite down. She struggled and succeeded in controlling herself.

	Norn loved the threat of it. That ephemeral press of the hot vice on the skin of her dick.

	Her fingers dug into Adelheid’s head, her feet shifted, she bent forward, beginning to shake her hips and thighs in rhythm to Adelheid’s mouth, to lose herself to the tight, rushing sensation suddenly reaching its peak. A smile, a wild mad smile on Norn’s face– she fought back laughter. It was all she could do to let off steam, in a way that would not give in and show too much leniency. All the while the tension continued to build inside her.

	“Let’s see if you’re really a good girl.”

	Stroking her hair with one hand while holding her head with the other–

	Then seizing her by the back of her head, playfully going deeper in her mouth.

	Pushing her closer, sliding every millimeter she could–

	Her tip held tight in Adelheid’s throat–

	“Nothing– nothing to say–?” She teased but in reality Norn could barely breathe.

	Such emotion, such a swelling surge of pleasure, Norn could hardly remain upright, feeling Adelheid’s shaking body coming closer, enveloped in her flesh, savoring the wet gagging noises and closed-eyed focus from her partner who was so compliant, who made no protest as Norn thrust ever deeper into her mouth and into climax. Shuddering from her core, feeling all of the pent-up tension come washing over her, doused in that passion–

	“Good girl. Good girl.” Norn gasped for breath.

	A trickle of fluid spilled from Adelheid’s mouth as Norn pulled back, mixed spit and cum trailing from those obedient red lips. Adelheid’s deeply flushed face glistened in the light with beaded sweat. Red hair hanging messy, framing fog-lost eyes gone to a world of their own. Chest rising and falling, panting, plaintive in posture, arms holding weakly onto Norn for support. Legs shaking, toes curling, her heels discarded meters past the foot of the bed. 

	Norn watched her, drawing back, recovering her own breath and composure.

	Watched her, as the smallest impression of a smile began to form on her face.

	“Don’t get complacent. I’m nowhere near done with you.”

	She bent down to fix Adelheid’s distant eyes with her own focused gaze.

	When their eyes met, Adelheid quivered again. 

	Norn crawled into bed, imposing herself once more.

	Adelheid folded as Norn advanced, lying back and letting her lover loom over.

	Laying one forceful hand over Adelheid’s wrist for support, Norn let her free hand roam.

	Tracing a line from navel to breast as she popped every button on the girl’s shirt.

	Unveiling a fashionable black brassiere, sheer cups with a butterfly wing pattern.

	Norn pulled it down gently.

	Basking in the glow of those pert, pale breasts soon exposed.

	Her eyes broke from Adelheid’s hazy gaze. It was her turn to lavish Adelheid’s body with attention, to worship at her altar as she had been worshipped. Of course, her worship had a different tone. She was slavish in her own way but Norn wanted to see red, wanted to leave a claiming mark. Slowly, methodically Norn brought her lips to the tip of one of Adelheid’s breasts, taking the dark-pink flesh into a kiss while stroking the other breast, squeezing it in her hands until the tips of her fingers dug. She felt Adelheid quake as her tongue flicked over the girl’s nipple.

	Heard her whine and felt her shifting legs as sharp teeth grazed past the nipple–

	And closed on the areola, leaving a circular impression on the pliable skin–

	“–!”

	Adelheid made delightful little noises, whining and panting as Norn teased her breasts roughly.

	Tongue tasting sweat, mismatched teeth marks and bright red spots of sucking kisses–

	Relishing in the feeling of that perfect soft skin giving in so easily, turning so red–

	Feeling every tiny vibration of the skin against her lips, the little moans and sharp intakes of breath–

	“Turn over.”

	By the same hand she had been squeezing against the bed, Norn helped Adelheid to shift position. Her prey dutifully showed her back, and Norn pulled her shirt all the way off to expose it. Another ocean of white to turn blissfully red. Adelheid was strong for a rich girl, but still soft all over, the slightest trace of Norn’s hands leaving red trails on the girl’s skin. She was sensitive, shuddering predictably at the claws awaiting the taste of skin.

	Norn’s wandering hands crawled down that beautiful back to the waist, taking their time.

	Short blunt fingernails tight enough to draw a scarlet path that caused her back to arch.

	Over the gentle slope of the lower back to the curve of the buttocks, beneath black and silver fabric.

	Skirt and tights went down below thin, silky panties designed to match the bra.

	They slid down off her firm, round rear quite easily. Norn pushed her head down.

	She couldn’t see Adelheid’s face anymore, only the waves of red hair.

	Yet she had a vivid picture in her mind. Those entranced eyes half-shut, biting her lips, taking in sharp breaths. Her hands drawn together against the headboard as if bound despite being left quite free. The moment Norn finally cupped a greedy handful of her ass, Adelheid’s entire body visibly shuddered in anticipation. Fingers dug, released; a firm slap drew a surprised little cry from Adelheid’s lips and left a red imprint as bright as the bite marks.

	Bent over, rear up and head down, with Norn’s face now buried in her hair.

	Shaking from outstretched hands to curled toes, her back drawing in and out with the exertion of breath.

	While Norn loved to see her expressions, she relished in having only body language to divine from.

	“Good girl, good girl. You’re really improving. You’ve earned a reward.”

	Once more Norn’s hands traveled skillfully where they wished, but so did her lips.

	Sucking, biting kisses tracing down that slender white neck, those soft, round shoulders, and the supple impressions of the shoulderblades. She found a spot, silk-soft and firm, right behind the shoulder, to leave a bite, to sink her teeth and carve an impression of her hunger on Adelheid’s white flesh once more. Adelheid gasped, cried out in surprise, and her shuddering and shaking transferred to Norn who had fully climbed over her, skin to skin, breasts against back, pressing her soft dick against softer flesh and her fangs tasting a bead of sweat and iron–

	And in response to that wavelength which formed between their flesh–

	Norn slipped her hand between Adelheid’s thighs while biting down on her back.

	“Ahh! Norn! Norn!”

	Hearing her yell that name in passion was almost enough to get Norn hard again.

	Her agile fingers split Adelheid open, massaging her needy clit–

	“Ahh–! I love–! I love you–! –Norn!”

	That was all she had wanted to hear.

	Such a thing as she could not say with words, Norn said with her hands, with her lips.

	Brought to her peak by the touch Adelheid bucked her hips, threw her back, squirmed, and moaned in Norn’s embrace while those fingers continued to work her clit in perfect sync drawing out every possible second of passion. Norn felt her stiffen, straightened, slacken, hands coming down from the headboard. Her whole body softened; tension released by the swelling rhythm of an orgasm that shook her hips and thighs with a final throes.

	Adelheid fell silent and still, insensate in her own ocean of blood and pleasure.

	Norn’s teeth released Adelheid’s shoulder and caught in her own passion Norn suddenly laid copious kisses wherever she could reach, on the neck, on the cheek. Not to paint over the reddening white of her lover’s skin but to satisfy her own irrepressible, flooding desire to love the girl whom fate had given her.

	Coming to lie behind her, to take her a gentle embrace, holding her tight.

	No need to speak, to say, “good girl,” and disturb the moment.

	She knew she was a good girl. And she knew that Norn, certainly, loved her back.

	Norn pressed her forehead to Adelheid’s face, feeling her peaceful breaths.

	She treasured her so much. She wanted to grab hold of her and never let go.

	For a moment, she felt perfect. All of her past disappeared, all of the souls tethered to her.

	Born Astra Palaiologos; became Norn and then Norn von Fueller.

	Created in Katarre in a bid to end the desperate struggle there.

	Holding her beloved close, Norn felt like a person made in heaven instead of a vat.

	Now she had a new Ocean to rule with a new purpose.

	I’ll protect you. I’ll protect you and everyone else from all of this.

	They couldn’t simply say these things to each other. But their bodies always knew.

	

	

	Hours passed, with Adelheid sleeping soundly on Norn’s bed under wine-red sheets.

	Norn herself rested, for a time. 

	However, she soon received a message, and then a call. Dressed in the Fueller family coat over her robe, closed and buttoned down, she took the call on her desk. A two-way video window appeared on the wall of the desk. With the way it was oriented, Adelheid was vaguely visible in the background. She was bundled up and decent, however.

	“Is this a bad time–? Oh. I did not intend to force you to appear in that skin, Aunt Norn.”

	“I could’ve declined. I’ll be looking the picture of Imbrian perfection again soon.”

	“I see. Very well. I have a few things I wanted to discuss before I leave the capital.”

	On the screen was a young man with golden blond hair, his beautiful features clashing with the drab rigidity of his pristine military uniform, grand epaulets, and red cape, his chest adorned with dozens of honors, all framing him as some mighty conquering force and not the boy she knew him as. To Norn, this was someone she always thought of as “a boy”: Erich von Fueller, first in line to the throne in the traditional order of things, oldest son of the late Emperor Konstantin von Fueller. A boy with the same emotionless face as he had in childhood.

	“You’re leaving Heitzing? Is it time for the Bosporan campaign, this soon?”

	“No, not yet.” Erich said. “The Volkisch Movement to the south is testing our patience.”

	“That’s not all they are testing. They are goading you, but you also don’t have the freedom to rise to every provocation, little man. To conquer the west and south, is to leave the east and north without forces. You do not have the power to conquer both, and you will not ever have it if you choose your targets poorly.” Norn said.

	“I am not going to conquer the Volkisch. At the moment, they are too useful.”

	“Ah, so a show of force to bring them to heel.”

	“Precisely.”

	Norn felt terribly amused by all of this, wearing a broad grin as she listened to her newphew.

	“It’s also foolish to call too many bluffs. Your father was too fond of ‘showing force’, to the point he ‘showed force’ everywhere at once and had no position from which he could mount an effective, transformative campaign. You would do well to know where you can afford to commit and for how long.” Norn said. She smiled casually. 

	Erich’s expression did not change in response to her.

	“I understand. Thank you for the wisdom. I believe this skirmish will be punctual and short. Unlike father I am leading this show of force myself. I could fail; but if I do, I will do so personally.”

	“Entertaining the possibility of defeat was so not like you, years ago. You’ve matured.”

	“I’ve grown quite independent. But I also have something to lose now. I’ve fallen in love.”

	Norn grinned. Such a funny thing to say! “Fallen in love? I can relate to that.”

	Erich nodded. “Adelheid van Mueller is the girl on the bed?”

	“Indeed. How are the Muellers doing lately?”

	There was no shame between them. It was like an exchange between fond friends.

	“Adelheid’s connection to you has irreparably tied them to the Fueller family. It prevented them from running away to be at the head of the Royal Alliance, despite being the number two family in influence. They are instead a functional but not spectacular part of my logistics network. Serviceable but not splendid. To think that girl’s love for you destroyed the second family of the Empire so thoroughly. It gives me hope for the future.”

	“I’m glad you find it charming. I’ve been feeling like I’m twenty years old again.”

	“I am happy for you. However, there is a reason I called beyond catching up.”

	“Of course.”

	Erich’s expression had never turned smiling nor overtly serious. He was just not like that with anyone as far as Norn knew. He was always stone faced and neutral. However his tone of voice could indicate his mood. He had been animated, speaking out of a sense of love for the one family member whom he wanted to be cordial to. 

	However, now his voice had become graver.

	“It’s about father. I tell you in the hope that our alliance will persevere despite–”

	Norn smiled broadly and interrupted him quickly. “I know you killed Konstantin.”

	There was no surprise in Erich’s face. He had anticipated that reaction. Of course he had.

	“You grew to become chiefly responsible for his security. So of course you knew.”

	“I knew. Knowledge of your plot was, in fact, what prevented me from killing him.”

	“In a sense then, you raised me for the task. Or it was favorable to you how events played out.”

	“This was the outcome that caused Konstantin the most pain. So of course I desired it.”

	Erich nodded his acceptance. It did not faze him.

	“I made sure he knew it was me, and that he was too crippled to say so until his end.”

	“You’re wrong that he couldn’t say so, Erich. We talked plenty in his dying days. Nobody but me knows how long he had been truly ill nor the characteristics of his illness. He knew it was you. It killed him more than the injection.”

	Erich blinked and kept his eyes shut for a moment. “I see. You talked, but he wouldn’t say it aloud.”

	“He was so proud of you. He never knew he was so hated. By you and in general.”

	“I despised him utterly. Him and everything he stood for. I wanted to avenge mother.”

	“Well, now he is dead and everything he stands for is in pieces.” Norn said, grinning.

	“Not everything.” Erich’s gaze drifted. “Aunt Norn I must know: did my father love you?”

	“Oh?”

	Norn put on a bloody grin in front of her nephew’s deathly serious face.

	“Do you think I’m one of his treasures that still needs breaking?” She said coyly.

	“Not necessarily. Should we ever come to blows, I hope it would not be over something so petty and pointless as this. Furthermore, whatever the answer, you’ll always be my favorite family member.”

	How amusing; playing the sweet boy still when he had grown into a schemer himself.

	“So just out of curiosity? We had a complicated relationship. He loved me sometimes and hated me other times. I at best found him amusing and at worst disgusting. I am certainly thankful for all the power and authority he conferred unto me, even as I was abusing it to torment him. I– I never loved him.”

	She hesitated only slightly. 

	If she ever loved Konstantin, it was more like an awful younger brother than anything else.

	Erich seemed satisfied with the answer.

	“I have been preoccupied with understanding father. Now that I have to exercise power in his absence. What drove him to take power? What led him to fail to enact his so-called Reformation? Did he struggle against the forces trying to restrict his revolution or did he embrace them? Was it hedonism, nihilism– why did he fall?”

	Norn scoffed. “He has nothing valuable to teach you. Just forget about him.”

	Erich nodded. “No one wishes to forget him more than I do, Aunt Norn.”

	“Is that why you let me take over the Fueller family without objection?”

	“Yes. I surrendered the stewardship because I despise the Fueller name and its people.”

	“Even Elena?”

	Erich briefly paused. He was clearly surprised and collecting himself for a response.

	Norn pressed him. “Enough to kill her, even?”

	“When her mother was killed, I felt thrilled because it would hurt father. As for Elena herself, I have always contained myself to doing the bare minimum to support her, and I did the bare minimum. I treated her well, but I could never love her. It is good that she is gone; she was too helpless for this world and would have only been used her entire life. She is doubtless in a more merciful place now. But I did not kill her. I would never do that.” Erich said.

	A carefully crafted response, but still a completely snake-like one.

	“Your choice of action and inaction was tantamount to sanctioning murder.” Norn said.

	“I miscalculated the degree of danger she and I were in. It was one of doubtless many errors I will make.”

	That was the thinnest veneer of an excuse. As far as Norn cared, Erich did kill Elena.

	He killed her as soon as he scheduled that party and he knew it.

	However, it did not matter. Just as it did not matter that he killed Konstantin.

	In Konstantin’s case, Norn was in the same place as Erich was for Elena.

	Action and inaction tantamount to sanctioning murder.

	Doubtless Norn had premeditated Konstantin’s death far more than Erich had for Elena’s.

	Erich did not dwell on it. He seemed to finally say what he came here to say.

	“I wanted to reaffirm our alliance. Not from my end, but from yours.”

	“Oh? Surely you see that I am enjoying the lovely ship you have granted me.”

	“Aunt Norn, your existence and power is a threat and moderating influence on the Sunlight Foundation and this is why I want to continue to equip and supply you. Working with them has shown me that they are the next terror that must be destroyed after the Imbrian Ocean is reunited. From Nile’s poisons to Hudson’s machines, to Yangtze’s foul intellect, they have broken their self-styled scientist’s creed and cannot be trusted to continue on in the shadows. They have wronged you in the past. I believe you can agree with me. And that it can continue to unify us for the moment.”

	“I’m hurt. You act as if it’s inevitable I’ll betray you unless we have a common enemy.”

	Norn pouted and feigned injury, making a face almost like what Adelheid would have.

	“You have a track record of needing those common enemies, I’m afraid.” Erich said.

	“Is that so?”

	“As much as I esteem you, Aunt Norn, I know you will give me no choice but to fight you.”

	Norn fixed his eyes with a suddenly proud, red-ringed stare. “You’d be a fool to even try, my sweet boy.”

	His mind was as guarded as his father’s was. A vexing mental labyrinth.

	But the sensation of her probing must have still bothered him. He did not let it show.

	Instead, he nodded solemnly. “Will I see you at the Fueller family reunion soon?”

	“I’ll try to make it, of course.” Norn said. Her eyes softened and she smiled again.

	Bounding back from threats to casual family talk had become quite a Fueller pastime.

	“Very well. It is always refreshing to speak to you. I hope that those defectors prove useful.”

	“Best of luck to you on campaign, my precious nephew.”

	She truly meant it. It would be a pity for him to exit the stage this early.

	Especially if what he said was true, and he had learned to love another person.

	As always, the Imbrium Ocean was simply replete with dramas and tragedies.

	Erich’s face disappeared from the screen, but there was another call lined up.

	Norn put it on one-way video. She could see who it was, but they would not see her.

	A woman with copious, wavy blonde hair and a devilish smile appeared.

	“I’m here.” Norn said.

	“Good evening boss. I have prepared everything for the procedure.”

	She gestured to a machine behind her, and a visible container of biomaterials.

	“Splendid. Can’t wait to be in your care again, doctor.”

	“I’ll even be a bit sober for it. I’ll await your arrival, then.”

	Doctor Livia Van Der Meer disappeared from the screen.

	Norn sighed. Her new Second Skin was ready to be applied.

	Looking over her shoulder at Adelheid, she wished she could sleep so soundly.

	Before she could leave the desk and return to bed, there was yet another message.

	“As soon as they see my computer is on they just start flooding me.” Norn grumbled.

	This one, however, piqued Norn’s attention.

	It was a distress signal forwarded from the bridge to her room.

	From the Iron Lady — flagship of the Inquisition and its flagship Inquisitor, Lichtenberg.

	Norn flashed a sudden smile.

	“Little Gertrude? My foolish little Gertrude is here? Oh, this I must see.”

	Truly the drama of the abyss never ceased! What brought Gertrude out here?

	Could it be–?

	

	

	 


7.6

	“Ship detected on passive sonar. Profile is Kühne class light transport.”

	“That should be them.”

	Norn rested her head on her fist while watching the main screen.

	Algorithmic prediction drew an ETA for seeing the ship visually of about twenty minutes. It was moving at combat speed, which for a transport ship meant escape speed. This was not what they had planned when they initially coordinated the pickup, but a lot of things had happened since then to all of them. 

	Oddly enough they had detected no other vessels pursuing, but they still had to be cautious.

	Selene had some kind of attack and was resting in the med-bay, and Norn refused to let Adelheid start the Jagdkaiser, so their choices for defending themselves in case of an attack would be limited. Hunter III did not have enough biomass available to take on an ocean-going form of any use. Worse came to worse, Norn would have to go out there herself in the Jagdkaiser, something she was not necessarily against, but–

	It shouldn’t have mattered! She gave clear instructions through her agents.

	This was not the plan.

	“I don’t get it. What are they doing? Keep your eyes and ears peeled.”

	Unless the defectors turned on them, there shouldn’t be a problem.

	But why were they going so fast? This contravened everything they had planned.

	“This is the problem with bringing outside help, when you’re used to excellence.”

	Norn heard the bridge door open and glanced out of the sides of her eyes at it.

	Through the door, a red-head in a pristine grey uniform walked in. Her hair was loose but neatly brushed so it had a tidy look; beneath her coat, skirt, and white-button down shirt she was clearly wearing a very covering black bodysuit from the tall black boots on her feet, all the way up to the neck. Her cheeks were rosey with makeup, and she flashed a bright lacquered-red smile.

	“Awaiting our guests?” Adelheid asked, her tone quite cheerful.

	Norn smiled back. “Less awaiting them, more trying to puzzle out their erratic behavior.”

	“No plan survives your subordinates huh? Anyway: I went to check on Selene. She’s awake, but I told her to rest up more.” Adelheid said. Her smile faded a bit. “Livia says she had a mental breakdown. She’s on anti-psychotic medication. I’m worried that Livia is just prescribing stuff to get it out of the vault.”

	“You can trust her. She has good bedside manner. If she sneaks a few pills, it’s nothing major.”

	“Regardless, since we have a situation, and with Selene down; what will we do if it turns into another fight? Potomac is an awful pilot. Hunter III doesn’t have a lot of monster left in her. And I’m an ace but you won’t let me pilot at all.” Adelheid shrugged. “How do we know that transport isn’t a trap and won’t try to attack us?”

	“We’ll let the 150 mm guns do the talking.” Norn said. “Relax. Trust me on this one.”

	“You’re so stubborn. Fine then. If the ship goes down, you better wed me before we die.”

	“I promise on the honor of the Fueller family, I’ll have vows ready in that case.”

	Norn put on a mischievous grin. Adelheid scoffed and turned her cheek.

	“Hmph! You’re not being serious at all. Swearing on the Fueller family, you bastard.”

	“Y’two ought to get married now cuz all ya do is be noisy to each other.”

	From the back of the bridge sounded the sleepy voice of Hunter III of the Third Sphere.

	A pale spindly girl in a black robe, her eyes closed with a smug little expression.

	“You’re not required to be here. We’re in the aphotic zone now.” Norn said.

	Leaning back against the wall, Hunter III crossed the overlarge sleeves of her robe.

	“Well, I wanna be here, so.” She said lazily, through a long, deep yawn.

	“Suit yourself.”

	Norn signaled for Adelheid to sit next to her, which the adjutant did.

	“We’ll be ‘engaging’ in a few minutes.” Norn said.

	Imperial ship guns were usually non-retractable, unlike Union ship guns. They had nothing to hide and no need to conserve space in their station docks, which were massive and could be expanded more if needed. Those 150 mm guns Norn described were therefore always bristling like fangs atop the elegant hull of the Antenora, and it took little work to get them ready to fire at a moment’s notice. As the transport ship approached, the guns were sealed, drained, loaded, and made ready to fire in the immediate instant that Norn gave the order.

	Soon that blip on the main screen began to get closer and closer.

	“Send them an acoustic message to request a laser connection.” Norn asked.

	One of her drones dutifully obliged.

	On the main screen, the prediction, which was essentially points on a topographical chart, updated to a full visual prediction on the main screen, superimposing the predicted elements over the sharply photorealistic three-dimensional picture of the ocean around them. Now they were able to “see” impossibly far as a ship approached, five hundred meters away in a surprisingly clear ocean, instead of within a cloud of murky biomass.

	“Ma’am, they responded that their laser communicator was damaged in an incident.”

	“What?” Norn crossed her arms and stomped her feet, utterly perplexed. They had agreed on everything that needed to be done! “That’s the oldest fucking excuse– do they think I’m stupid? It’s like they want it to look like it’s an obvious trap! Tell those idiots to connect to laser right now or we’ll blast them out of the ocean! This instant!”

	“Maybe it did break?” Adelheid shrugged.

	Before Norn could scold Adelheid, the communications drone responded.

	“Ma’am, they say that fighting broke out among themselves and very few survived. There was damage to internal systems. They have the ship on auto-pilot at the moment and are requesting clemency and a chance to transfer.”

	Norn stared at the communications drone and back at the main screen.

	“What a mess!” She cried out. “Fine, tell them to dock with us. But watch them closely.”

	On the approach, Norn waited on the bridge until the Kühne class was well past the range where they could have pulled some kind of trick, like deploying Divers from the cargo hold or unloading a torpedo out of a utility tube, or even setting themselves up to ram. Hundreds of grueling meters passed as the ship simply lumbered close, efficient as autopilot could be. Ranged by every weapon on the Antenora and surveilled by every sensor, the Kühne class dutifully submitted to the Cruiser’s jet anchors allowed itself to come attached to a sidepod docking chute.

	“Here.”

	From a chest on the side of the Captain’s chair, Norn withdrew a six-shot revolver. 

	Without hesitation she handed it to Adelheid, who took it into hand easily but with a passing glance at Norn. Had any of the crew been the chatty or gossipy kind, this would have been an important gesture.

	On most ships, doctrine was that only the security team carried weapons openly. The ship’s captain had a six-shot revolver in their bridge for emergencies, but it was frowned upon for them to openly carry a weapon unless they were members of the Inquisition or another special body. There were all kinds of rules of propriety and noblesse for ship commanders– for the captain to hand her revolver to another was seen as an act of deep and abiding trust.

	Norn did not care about such things. She was an Apostle; she was her own gun already.

	However, she did know Adelheid would appreciate the gesture in a tense moment.

	Adelheid pulled out the cylinder to check the loaded rounds and then flipped it back.

	She had a little contented smile on her face. Just what Norn wanted to see.

	“Hunter III, you too– both of you follow me. We’re the greeting party.”

	Norn stood up and started walking, expecting to be followed without hesitation.

	She was correct. Adelheid and Hunter III trailed only a scant few steps behind her.

	Behind the hangar was a small module that acted as the docking bay, and it was here that the mechanisms for the docking chute were kept. Pressure was equalized on the chute to match both ships, so that when the doors opened on the opposing vessel there would not be an immediate blowup and flooding. Norn watched on a small monitor in the arrival area linked to a grainy camera in the chute, allowing them to look past the thick bulkhead door. She saw a pair of figures step into the deployment chute and approach their own door. They looked unarmed and harmless.

	“I’m opening the bulkhead.” Norn said, gesturing over her shoulder.

	Hunter III and Adelheid backed off a step, Adelheid with her hands on her sidearm, Hunter III with her arms hanging at her side and beginning to form hot black digits like razor fingers hidden in her sleeves, trailing thin vapors. Both of them could act much less explosively than Norn, so she would prefer they handle any problems with the arrivals. With her backup ready, Norn activated the clunky bulkhead mechanisms and watched the door cacophonously unlock.

	“Bonjour~!”

	“Uhh, hello!”

	Once the bulkhead had fully opened, Norn found herself greeted by a pair of Loup women.

	At the head of the pair and wearing a smile too broad for Norn’s level of tolerance was a tall, handsome Loup woman in a white and purple suit. She was well pampered, olive skin lightly touched up, her lustrous black hair falling to the shoulder in gentle waves around and behind stiff ears, wolf-like and sharp but with the fur perfectly manicured. Bright green eyes, deep and narrow, glanced casually from Norn to Adelheid before settling back. Her coat and pants looked expensive and refined, with gold cufflinks and a ceremonial braid across the chest to denote rank — but her attire was marred in places by brown stains. Her long, slender, tapered tail wagged incessantly.

	As she stepped forward, this woman spread her arms open as if in invitation.

	“You can stay right there for now.” Norn said, declining whatever the Loup offered.

	“Of course, of course. I would not dare impose on the great Praetorian.” She said.

	“You certainly know how to sweet talk, at least.” Norn responded.

	Beside her, with a big smile and a certain nervous energy to her movements, was a young woman several centimeters shorter, her short, blunt blond hair quite tidy. Folded dog ears and a skinny but flexible and fluffy tail defined this girl’s Loup features. Lightly bronzed skin, with wide open, friendly brown eyes, she seemed the stark opposite of her compatriot. While the taller woman carried herself in a way that seemed rather playfully lascivious, the shorter girl looked almost innocent, calm, and glowing with a youthful vivaciousness. Her clothes were far more standard, being the grey coat and uniform pants of an ordinary soldier of the Empire, but pressed perfectly neat.

	“Allow me to introduce myself, Lord von Fueller.” Said the taller woman. Her red painted lips curled into a confident grin, her wolf-like tail batting rapidly as she bowed with an arm over her breast, cutting a dashing figure with sabre on hip. “Yurii Annecy Samoylovych Darkestdays, Gallic-educated Polkovnyk in the South Kashak Host. I am here hoping to serve as a Fueller retainer– oh, and this is Petra Chornyi Sunnysea. She’s just happy to be around.”

	“Hello!” Petra said. She began to speak very rapidly. “I joined the master so she would not have to flee alone! When the master was accused of various romantic improprieties I thought to myself, ‘this cannot be right, master is very moral, otherwise she would not have such an esteemed rank as Polkovnyk’ and I decided that–”

	“Be quiet now, Petra.” Yurii said, putting a heavy hand down on Petra’s head.

	“Yes master! Of course!” Petra said happily.

	Crossing her arms and staring critically, Norn noticed blood on the sabre also.

	“Polkovnyk is indeed a high rank within the Loup hosts. I see why you would be dressed so lavishly and boast of a classic education. But I am curious how such a refined woman allowed so much staining on her coat.”

	Norn pointed at the brown on Yurii’s coat. Petra followed her finger to it and gasped.

	“Master, I can clean that for you–”

	“No, Petra it’s stained.” Yurii sighed. “Milord, we had unfortunate incident on the way.”

	“Unfortunate how? Explain.” Norn demanded.

	Yurii reached her hand up to her forehead, with a wan expression, as if she was suddenly struck by a migraine. Not exactly the gravity Norn expected from someone who had apparently survived the deaths of potentially dozens of other people on that transport. When Yurii finally spoke up after various gesticulations, her “woe is me” tone of voice quite grated on the ears. It was hard to tell whether she was taking it that seriously.

	“Oh milord, it was truly a trial for me! The Vekans fabricated a scandal to try to remove me from my position, so I was forced to hire a mercenary crew to ferry me and a few companions likewise persecuted away from the Vekan state. Unbeknownst to me, those same companions had been plotting all along to make for the Royal Alliance instead. Of course, I already had agreements with Fueller family agents, and I was not about to ignore such a prized position. Unfortunately, we could not reconcile our differences save through a bloody coup of the ship.”

	Upon hearing her master’s sufferings retold, Petra’s eyes teared up and she covered them.

	“Poor Master! Everyone cornered her! I felt so bad, she had to send them all to God–”

	“That’s quite enough Petra, thank you, wipe your tears.” Yurii grumbled.

	Norn scoffed. “You roped a crew in with bribes who turned on you at the first opportunity because they were carrying a wanted criminal who was taking them on a practical suicide mission. Then when the winds turned foul you killed everybody. You should’ve just come alone. I don’t understand why you needed an entire transport for this.”

	“Praetorian, I beg you to understand! For our entire history from the surface to the sea, it has been a grave dishonor for any Kashak to leave behind her sword, shield, armor and horse. It simply would not do!”

	Yurii puffed out her chest with indignant pride. Norn supposed she meant her Diver.

	That was a pretty unbelievable excuse from this dandy. She just wanted to be waited on.

	Norn shook her head. “So I guess if I look in there now I’ll just find a charnel house?”

	“So confrontational! I am the victim here you know, not all those of turncoats and thugs.”

	Yurii shrugged her shoulders. Throughout, she really seemed more annoyed than anything.

	Norn could see an aura around her that was untroubled, with the slightest hint of violence. Red and blue with a gradation to purple. No green, no yellow, she had no fear to her, no turbulence, no regrets. A thin black stripe suggested she was thinking of death, however. Red was usually outward violence; black was more of an inward feeling toward one’s own mortality and pain. That pattern allowed Norn to guess at her inner nature.

	Yurii’s aura was colored by feelings of violence and an acceptance of violence to herself.

	That kind of thinking suggested– a completely deranged individual.

	Norn grinned almost as broadly as Yurii had been grinning at her.

	This could be fun. It might even ultimately be useful.

	“At any rate,” Norn said, “you promised us intelligence on the Vekans when we agreed to come all the way out here to rescue you. If you’re showing your face in front of me, then I assume you are able to uphold your end of the bargain. Otherwise, we will not be speaking for much longer and I’ll sink that ship with your corpse in it.”

	Yurii was unfazed by the threat.

	“Of course milord! In fact, this was part of the ruckus. So I couldn’t keep it on my person.”

	Petra’s face lit up. “Ah yes, I kept this very safe for Master–”

	Without warning and without even allowing the young girl to say anything more, Yurii then indiscreetly reached across to Petra’s chest and pulled something out of her coat, leaving her yelping and bewildered. Her long fingers produced a thin, black object with a connection port visible between halves of the plastic chassis.

	“Everything I exfiltrated is in this memory stick. I can decrypt it for you.” Yurii said.

	“Decrypt it huh? You’ve really covered your bases, Ms. Samoylovych.”

	Norn smiled ever more broadly, feeling a rush of excitement toward this unruly cur.

	Behind her Adelheid seemed to roll her eyes. Perhaps sensing Norn’s brimming sadism.

	Then it was Norn’s turn to spread her arms out dramatically and speak effusively.

	“Welcome aboard the Antenora! We’ll take care of the formalities soon. Just know that you serve the Fueller family now, with me at its head. Should you fail me or step out of line, I won’t hesitate to twist your head off like a doll I don’t want to play with anymore. Here we don’t care about your name or pedigree or criminal record. We only follow the law of Norn von Fueller: you do as I say, or I’ll make you hurt a hundred bodies’ worth of pain before you die.”

	Yurii stared silently. Petra tipped her head to one side in a cutesy, spacey-eyed gesture.

	Adelheid blinked hard and crossed her arms. Hunter III seemed to mimic Petra.

	At Norn’s brazen declaration, the black stripe in Yurii’s aura expanded and flared just a little bit, having brought her feelings of death and pain further into focus in her emotional space. Her body language remained untroubled. In fact judging by the cheerful, amused smile that appeared on Yurii’s face, she may have been titillated rather than terrified by the notion that Norn could kill her easily. Norn was quite interested in that reaction.

	This is someone I could get along with. She thought.

	Yurii bowed with her hand across her chest in a way that again, almost made her seem handsome and mannered.

	“Well met! Such terms are not uncommon to a Loup from the great eastern Hosts.”

	At her side, Petra, who still looked vaguely emotional about everything, also quickly bowed in a similar fashion, her smile a bit vacant. Her aura was far simpler. It had turned almost completely green after Yurii had told her melodramatic account of why she killed her crew, and with a bit of blue when Yurii grabbed her suddenly. 

	Petra wore her emotions quite obviously.

	Poor thing.

	“At any rate, we’ll get your equipment out of the Kühne so we can continue on our journey. I believe it would be for the best if we sank that awful transport so you could forget this miserable chapter of your life, wouldn’t you agree, Samoylovych?” Norn said, stepping aside as if to allow Yurii and Petra to pass the bulkhead.

	Yurii looked thrilled at the prospect.

	“Oh, absolutely. I should’ve known the Praetorian would understand the situation so well.”

	Adelheid sighed openly. “I’ll go get the crew started on that then. Welcome or whatever.”

	She turned around and stormed off with heavy footsteps toward the hangar.

	Norn wondered idly what that attention-grabbing display was about–

	–probably just starting to rile her up again for next time. It was starting to work, too.

	Yurii watched her go out of sight with keen interest.

	“Ah, unfortunate, I didn’t get to be introduced to that bright and beautiful young lady.”

	Norn’s eyes locked to hers immediately with a force that seemed to make Yurii step back.

	“Adelheid van Mueller. She is my esteemed, long-time, personal adjutant.”

	Yurii silently nodded her understanding. Good dog. Her hungry eyes drifted over to Hunter III.

	“And this cutey? I can’t help but wonder about her unique attire. Is she the chaplain? I could use a private religious consultation you know.” Yurii brought her thumb up to her lips, curled in a fanged grin.

	Hunter III stared directly at her with narrowed eyes and then openly licked her lips.

	“Boss, I’m thinkin’ I’m gonna be eating this girl soon ain’t I?” She declared.

	Norn grinned and shrugged as if it didn’t concern her.

	Yurii stared at Hunter III with a perhaps even more lascivious expression.

	“Don’t worry over her, Ms. Samoylovych. I’ll explain later.” Norn said.

	Despite all the of the mysteries and insinuations, Yurii remained steadfastly upbeat.

	In fact her aura seemed to become ever brighter, while her smile was ever wider.

	“I had heard rumors that the Antenora was a special vessel. Even the past few minutes have me intrigued. I will serve with distinction under your command, Praetorian. I am positive the Fueller family is the winning team to be on now. Yurii Annecy Samoylovych Darkestdays only plays for the winning team — for a cut of the winnings.”

	Yurii casually walked past the bulkhead and cast an apathetic glance behind herself.

	“Petra you can stay with the Kühne and get sunk if you want.” Yurii said dismissively.

	Upon being addressed, Petra snapped her slightly hanging jaw shut and stood in attention.

	“Ah! Not at all Master! I was just spacing out. Of course I’m coming with you!”

	Petra followed innocently and smilingly behind, as Norn led Yurii deeper into her new life.

	Welcome to the Antenora! Norn thought to herself, laughing inside. Fresh meat!

	

	

	In the middle of a private garden rotunda at Heitzing Officer Cadet School, a young woman prostrated herself, putting her head to the cold white tiles largely unlit by the false sun outside. Through the gaps in the enclosing pillars of the rotunda, thick rose bushes prevented visibility from outside the building. She was caged in, surrounded, the fence-door into the interior of the rotunda having closed ominously behind her. She was trapped.

	For the sake of her beloved friend, Gertrude Lichtenberg prostrated herself.

	Standing in front of her, looking down from above, was a slim blond woman wearing the ornate coat of the Fueller family over a casual button-down shirt, giving Gertrude an imperious gaze and wearing a wide grin. At her side was a disinterested redhead in grey uniform. Both were beautiful, powerful women of high society, while the girl begging them was a swarthy, lanky tomboy in a blue cadet’s uniform, weeping childishly.

	“Norn the Praetorian, I put my head to the floor for you. Please grant me an audience.”

	Her voice was cracking. Her heart slammed against the confines of her chest.

	All of her skin brimmed with unease. This was Norn the Praetorian.

	Word had it that she had killed people for lesser slights than being begged like this.

	“Please. I am unworthy, but I beg most humbly. Please.”

	Norn sighed openly.

	“How did you find out I was here? I’ve never seen a kid so annoyingly resourceful.”

	Gertrude hardly expected to hear her speak.

	She almost thought she would simply die right there.

	“I–,” Gertrude could not possibly say how. It was purely insane. “I overhead an officer give gossip, ma’am–”

	Norn laughed. “Keep lying to me and see where it leads, you arrogant girl.”

	Nevertheless, she silently gestured with her hand for Gertrude to stand up.

	Was she being given an audience?

	She stood from the floor, and saluted Norn with her eyes red and puffy with tears.

	“You cut a dashing figure when you’re not on your knees.” Norn joked.

	“She’s boring.” At her side, the redhead interjected. “She should grow out a ponytail.”

	Norn’s hand seemed to mindlessly toy with a lock of hair from her own ponytail.

	Gertrude stood speechlessly for a moment. “I– I’ll take your advice, milady.”

	“Don’t mind her.” Norn said. “Talk to me, cadet. Who are you supposed to be?”

	“Yes milord. I’m Gertrude Lichtenberg. I recently achieved the rank of Junior Petty Officer.”

	“Petty Officer Gertrude Lichtenberg.” Norn repeated. “You have achieved your initial rank, so you are on your way out of this Cadet School. Why are you here begging? What opportunity do you seek?”

	Gertrude swallowed hard before speaking.

	It was tough to speak of. It was still hard to believe.

	“Milord, I believe that I am being singled out for sanction by Inquisitor Brauchitsch.”

	Norn eyes widened with surprise. She crossed her arms and watched Gertrude intently.

	“Brauchitsch? How is he ‘sanctioning’ you? I don’t understand.”

	“I– I don’t know why he would target me ma’am, since his arrival, several officers in his orbit have insulted, provoked and even endangered me. Lord, I– I have a very important friend, a Northern Loup, Ingrid Järveläinen Kindlysong. She was detained recently for false charges of assault– she was goaded ma’am, she was threatened and goaded into a fight with one of Brauchitsch’s supporters, to protect me. My contribution for her alibi was then stricken down!”

	“I truly haven’t heard about any of this. Am I being kept in the dark? If there was an assault on an officer on campus during my stay and I wasn’t informed, I’ll definitely take it as Doenitz keeping me in the dark. I have to wonder what he and Brauchitsch are up to.” Norn said. She looked almost like she was speaking to herself or maybe to the girl at her side, staring at Gertrude’s shoes for a moment rather than her eyes, deep in thought.

	“Maybe he thought it wasn’t important enough to bother the mighty Praetorian.”

	Once more the red-head added a snippy-sounding comment and shrugged her shoulders.

	Gertrude felt nervous again. She was being heard, but it was such an insane situation.

	She felt insane saying this, but there had been so many situations recently–

	Gertrude was being targeted and there was no way to escape Inquisitorial Sanction. She had some idea as to why– maybe it related to Elena– but she was helpless. Ingrid could be tortured to death for an indiscretion born of this injustice, and nobody could say anything. Gertrude herself could suffer more indignities or even be killed or have her career destroyed. She was not a noble, just a daughter of a family with good connections. She had nothing that she could do to defend herself, no way to escape the seemingly randomly cruelty that befell her.

	Except–

	“Milord, I need your aid and sponsorship. I need you to intervene on our behalf. Me and my friends have been the target of grave injustices, cruel, random, and violent and I believe it will only get worse. Since he stationed himself in the cadet school Inquisitor Brauchitsch has led some kind of campaign against me specifically. I do not understand why. But if I became the servant of someone more powerful than he, I could retaliate.”

	Norn allowed Gertrude to complete her emotional spiel before responding.

	“Honestly. You’ve got some nerve, you know that?”

	She walked over to Gertrude and gave her a light smack on the cheek, firm but not too painful.

	When they were close and she was standing, Norn could not look down at Gertrude.

	She had to look her straight in the eyes and she did, fixing Gertrude with a powerful gaze.

	Her lips curled into a demonic grin. Gertrude felt her breath catch in her own throat.

	This was a deal with the devil, and she knew it.

	“Retaliation, eh? I like that word. So I can’t say I’m uninterested, however, I have no time for unambitious beggars. I’m not just going to rescue you. If you have concrete demands of me, then make them. What do you yearn for? What is your heart’s desire? Do not lie to me. If you dare lie to me, I will strike you with a hundred times the strength of that last slap I dealt you. So be honest: what would you do with my power, Gertrude Lichtenberg?”

	Norn felt enormous, her presence took up all of Gertrude’s vision, all of the rotunda.

	Choking, monstrous power the likes of which she hardly understood.

	But she couldn’t– she couldn’t just tell her– Gertrude couldn’t simply–

	“Gertrude Lichtenberg. Why did a woman of no name or note come to this place?”

	“I–” Gertrude hesitated. Her voice quivered when she spoke. “I want the power to rectify the injustices happening in the Empire. This is why I left Luxembourg to join the military. I wouldn’t have the power to fight for what I believe in as just a girl– I needed to be a soldier. I’ll be a soldier that checks evil men like Brauchitsch.”

	She delivered her speech with as much eloquence as she could muster.

	Norn’s eyes narrowed with rage and in the next second Gertrude’s vision swam.

	Her fist came lightning fast, as if time had stopped before the blow was delivered.

	Gertrude stepped back and doubled over as Norn pounded her stomach with such force that she felt her feet had lifted off the floor for a moment. Staggering, choking, feeling the bile rising to her throat and the spreading of brutal pain across her core that seemed to shake all the muscle under her skin. Legs buckling, she fell to her knees for support, dry hacking and heaving into the white tiles. Mind foggy, reeling, uncomprehending.

	One punch, just one punch from this woman and Gertrude nearly blacked out.

	“How dare you? How fucking dare you? I warned you not to lie to me. You cannot lie to me. You will not lie to me, Lichtenberg!” Norn shouted. She was suddenly impassioned. “You have nowhere near the power to be able to lie to me. All you have is the disrespect and audacity. If you lie to me again, my next strike will hurt a thousand times more than this. Choose your words cautiously, Gertrude Lichtenberg. Lie again if you dare.”

	On the floor, shaking, all of her willpower crumbling, Gertrude mumbled in pain.

	What would she do with the overwhelming, brutal power of Norn von Fueller?

	Having experienced that power, Gertrude could not possibly lie again.

	She gathered all of her breath that she could and spoke up as loud as she was capable.

	“Elena von Fueller.” She gritted her teeth and wept with shame. She wished she could dig her fingers through the tiles. “My goal is Elena von Fueller. We were classmates. I want– I need to see her again. Once she graduated from Luxembourg I would lose her forever. I want– I need a high rank to have her.” Tears overcame her.

	She felt Norn’s hand on her hair and flinched, expecting another blow–

	Instead Norn gently guided her eyes up to meet hers.

	Norn was smiling. A warm, merciful, kind smile unlike any she had worn before.

	“Finally. That is indeed the truth. A simple and carnal truth, my favorite kind. And it is this truth, then, which will lead to the destruction of Ludwig von Brauchitsch and the rise of Gertrude Lichtenberg. Isn’t it dramatic? Isn’t it worthy of an opera? I relish the chance to realize it. Such a simple, beautiful dream. A dream to destroy a world for.”

	More than the pain, more than the shame, Gertrude felt an overwhelming terror.

	An eye-opening fear of the monsters lurking in the darkest corners of Aer.

	Gertrude had sold her soul to a demon and she knew it.

	At that point in her life, there was no turning back from what she would become.

	But that foggy scene of cold sweat, floral scents and overwhelming fear was interrupted by a loud noise which took the young officer cadet Gertrude Lichtenberg from Heitzig all the way back to where she truly was. In the cold and desolate wastes of Sverland. Her bed on the Inquisitorial flagship Iron Lady, the living proof of the promise of power which Norn von Fueller had granted to her. Saving her life; damning her life.

	Gertrude bolted upright in bed, sweating bullets, awakened into a spiraling state.

	In a panic she pulled up the soaked tanktop she was wearing and found her stomach intact.

	With that moment of panic passing, Gertrude felt suddenly overwhelmed and ashamed.

	Panting in bed, a message on the wall beckoning her to respond in real time, a real time she was not yet ready to face. Hours had passed, so many hours, she had practically slept a whole day. All of the events prior to her passing out in bed crawled over her, icy as the sweat down her back. She staggered at the enormity of things.

	Elena– Sieglinde– Norn– Ingrid–

	Gertrude stretched her hand over to the wall and accepted the message as audio only.

	“I’m here–”

	As she said this Gertrude cast eyes at a bundle on the bed beside her.

	For an instant, she feared that in some fit of stupid, drunk emotion, she, and Ingrid–

	“Ma’am! It’s Schicksal! We’ve contacted the Antenora, she’ll be docking soon.”

	Ignoring Schicksal with a renewed panic, Gertrude swung the blankets off herself–

	And she found no trace of that emotional Loup in her bed. Of course; of course.

	It was just stray pillows and the way she had bundled herself in her blankets. Ingrid was gone. And in the maelstrom of emotions she was feeling, Gertrude did not know whether she wished they had really slept together. Unbidden her brain dowsed her in all kinds of shameful fantasies. What if she had fucked Ingrid’s brains out? What if she let herself get pulled into a reckless passion, damn the circumstances? Would that have satisfied her? Would it have been cathartic? She sighed, running her hands over her face. It was almost enough to make her cry.

	Schicksal spoke up again. “Ma’am? I’m sorry, is this not a good time?”

	“It’s fine.” Gertrude said bluntly, trying to collect herself. “What’s their ETA?”

	“About twenty minutes at the Antenora’s current heading.”

	“Tell–” She hesitated to say her name then managed to say a few choppy sentences in an almost normal tone of voice. “Ingrid and Baron von Castille. We’ll greet the guests together. Set up a private table. Staging room four. Set up food and drinks. Do I really need to say more?” Gertrude practically shouted at Schicksal.

	“N-Not at all ma’am!” Schicksal’s voice turned quickly nervous. “Of course! Right away!”

	At once the audio message window disappeared from the wall.

	Gertrude brought her hands up to her face and groaned loudly into them.

	Of the twenty minutes she had, she must have spent at least five screaming.

	Then she rushed to the bathroom, throwing off her tanktop and shorts along the way.

	Opening the false wall panel into a 2 meter by 2 meter shower box, she stepped inside, set the temperature low and shocked herself with a blast of icy water. Her skin shivered violently from the back of her neck down her spinal cord. She gritted her teeth, put her head to the wall, and stared at the bare metal under the water for a solid minute while she shook out all the tension in her body. Her fear and trepidation, the pounding headache from having slept too long, the brimming panic beneath her skin, all of it was sent to oblivion by the sheer overwhelming force of the cold water. One thing she learned from Norn. Cold water was mighty. It could wash away anything.

	Water had shaped the contours of the surface world, and now, the confines of all humans.

	But it was still merciful if one understood the nature of its mercy. Just like Norn herself.

	Despite everything, by the time an orderly came to collect her she was already well dressed in her ornate coat, cape, and tall hat, boots smart, hair in a tidy ponytail, projecting the dashing figure and confident, collected smile she wanted. No trace of ever having wept on the swarthy olive skin of her face. At the door, the orderly saluted her– farther down the hall, a tall blonde woman with a dispassionate expression and a shorter, grinning brunette with sharp dog-like ears and a wagging tail awaited Gertrude. She smiled and nodded, greeting both of them cordially.

	Some part of her still feared a reaction from Ingrid–

	“Good to see you up, you slept like a rock! I’m so happy for ya!” the Loup said jovially.

	Ingrid was her best friend– of course she would not hold some kind of grudge.

	“All thanks to you for the pick-me-up.” Gertrude replied.

	“Hah! God don’t even mention it. Let’s just go meet this master of yours.”

	Ingrid grinned brightly at her. She really was a lovely girl, a ray of sunshine.

	Gertrude felt her wavering heart finally sit still for a moment.

	They were fine; there was no hatred to fear between them.

	Sieglinde responded to the greeting and two friends with a quiet, “Inquisitor.”

	And a short nodding of her head to punctuate the greeting.

	“Nice to see you too.” Gertrude said.

	With that, the party was collected and took themselves down to the docking bay.

	

	

	“Inquisitor Lichtenberg! I never imagined I would see my protégé in this barren sea!”

	At the head of the party arriving through the Iron Lady’s docking chute, that unmistakable voice and grinning face could be none other than Norn von Fueller, fair faced, blond-haired, with a fit but unassuming physique. She had at her side her trusted adjutant Adelheid van Mueller as well as a dark-haired Loup in military garb. Upon their arrival, Norn took Gertrude’s hands into her own, looking her up and down in uniform with excitement.

	“Amazing! You really do command the authority of office with that look.” Norn said.

	“She even did her hair up in a ponytail. Has she grown taller?” Adelheid added.

	They were doting on her like she was a kid. Gertrude sighed openly.

	“It hasn’t been that long since we last met! And I was fully grown back then!” She said.

	“It is the responsibility of the master to tease her foolish apprentice.” Norn said. “So, are you going to introduce me to your cohort? You’ve already met Adelheid van Mueller, who as always acts as my adjutant, while this lady is Yurii Annecy Samoylovych Darkestdays, once a Polkhovnyk in the Southern Kashak Host.”

	Yurii bowed upon being introduced. “Pleasure to meet the esteemed Inquisitor.”

	Her words were thickly lacquered with a tone perhaps sarcastic or disdainful.

	Gertrude could tell right away this lady was a problem. She was Norn’s kind of crony.

	Highly skilled, greatly troubled, probably horrifically violent in some way.

	Norn did not allow just anyone to speak or act freely in her presence.

	All of her crew received some kind of training so as to never speak a word out of turn or divulge any secrets. Once upon a time, Gertrude had thought it had to do with bribes or benefits. She found that Norn spent lavishly on the salaries she offered and even took care of the families of her people forever. But there was something else– even Gertrude had, at times, felt utterly overpowered by something in Norn’s speech and atmosphere that smothered any notion of dissent. There was no way to explain it but people simply obeyed Norn.

	If only I could have that kind of power–

	Gertrude proceeded with the pleasantries.

	“Proud to make your acquaintance as well. I admit quite a fondness for the Loup people.”

	Ingrid made a face and sighed.

	“Let me introduce my people then. I don’t have a formal adjutant, because I don’t want to take this woman out of the pilot’s seat.” Gertrude gestured toward Ingrid, who still looked a bit taken aback by her former and current comments. “This is Ingrid Järveläinen Kindlysong. You may have briefly met?” Gertrude looked to Ingrid and finally saw her face and had to keep herself from making any comment or gesture. Ingrid sighed again.

	“Nuh uh, first time seeing her.” She said. “She signed off on my release when I was getting thrown in a hole in Heitzing but I never met her. I gotta say, she looks like she could tear me in half, like the stories.”

	Gertrude blanched but Norn took the comment in good humor.

	“I wouldn’t do that to Gertrude’s most beloved friend.” Norn said.

	Ingrid tried to keep a straight face, but she was clearly avoiding looking at anyone now.

	Norn’s gaze turned to the tall, brooding blond woman on Gertrude’s other flank.

	“And this is Sieglinde von Castille. I would recognize her anywhere.” Norn said.

	“Good day, Lord von Fueller.” Sieglinde replied. She offered a short, perfunctory salute.

	“We settled a matter on the Castille estate when her parents passed. We needed an agreement in place since she was a soldier and only heir.” Norn said, looking at Gertrude and explaining the familiarity. Norn was the Emperor’s right-hand woman on any serious matters concerning the aristocracy. “I don’t know how you ended up with the Red Baron in your retinue, but you should consider yourself quite lucky. She is a very wise and level-headed lady.”

	Sieglinde joined Ingrid in casting eyes away from the party.

	Gertrude felt suddenly that the mood was turning absolutely rancid.

	“Let’s depart, we shouldn’t stand around talking in the docking bay. I’ve prepared a table.”

	With that declaration, Gertrude led a change of scenery. From the docking bay, the party traveled to a small planning room, all white walls with little adornment. They were seated around a square table for six, its farthest ends folded so it comfortably and intimately seated only as many people as needed. There were slots for computer terminals to affix, but these had been removed as the room had a much less technical significance on that day.

	In their place, there were plates of food for the guests.

	Gertrude had expected some light snacks, but the kitchen went all out within the confines of all the ingredients a military vessel would have on hand. There was a panzanella salad, made with black bread and salted canned tomatoes. Even sized chunks of dry bread grew moist with a quick dressing made from the tomatoes’ own juices along with oil, mustard, and sugar. There were two types of sausages on the ship, a softer pork, fat, and buckwheat sausage and a harder, dryer, smoked beef sausage, and both were used to great textural contrast in a main dish of sausage and peppers in a beer sauce. This was accompanied by boiled potatoes, smoked cheese, and sauerkraut.

	No beer was served for drinking; they had glasses of a sweet, non-alcoholic malt drink.

	“Quite a spread! I had no idea that we would be dining so lavishly.” Norn said.

	Gertrude stared at the table and shrugged happily. “To be honest, I didn’t either.”

	Everyone began to serve themselves from the plates– though with some resistance from Adelheid van Mueller who at first wished to be served by an orderly or by Norn. Norn of course refused instantly to serve her anything and demanded in return that she serve herself. After raising her voice to her adjutant, the argument was Norn’s victory and Adelheid demurely served herself. Yurii and Ingrid seemed to want to monopolize all of the meat toward their own plates. Gertrude was not too hungry, and Norn seemed equally disinterested in her food. Sieglinde topped her plate mainly with side dishes, seeming particularly fond of the plain boiled potatoes with cheese.

	“Ms. Järveläinen, you’re a Northern Loup correct?”

	Across from Ingrid, Yurii hailed her in the middle of the meal, a glint in her bright eyes.

	Ingrid put down a piece of beef sausage she was about to chew on.

	“Uh huh, you can tell from the name can’t you? And you said you’re a Samoylovych, right? Samoylovych Darkestdays. So that means you’re a Southern Host Loup from Veka or thereabouts, that right?”

	“Indeed. I’m curious– I never caught your rank, Ingrid Järveläinen Kindlysong.”

	Ingrid narrowed her eyes. “I’m just a Sotnyk, nothing that should catch your attention.”

	“Just a Sotnyk? But aren’t you a daughter of the famed Arvokas Järveläinen?”

	“Grand-daughter. He wasn’t that fertile to be having kids in his nineties.”

	Ingrid fixed a serious look at Yurii, and Yurii’s face darkened just a bit.

	Gertrude’s gaze was finally drawn to the two. Norn, also, started watching with interest. 

	“Are you trying to declare a blood feud at this table, Yurii Samoylovych?” Ingrid asked.

	“I’m just curious. Did you have many friends among your kin growing up? Over sixty years ago you Northern Host sided with the Fueller Reformation. Arvokas Järveläinen was king among the kinslayers of that dark time– did your family motto not become ‘hunters of wolves’ after they slaughtered mine? So tell me, did you make many Loup friends? I would’ve been so afraid of sitting next to a ruthless kin-killer in the making who doesn’t even remember–”

	Ingrid reached across the table and grabbed hold of Yurii’s collar.

	This act of violence was not enough to wipe the smirk off Yuri’s face.

	“Ingrid, stop.” Gertrude said. She turned to Norn. “Samoylovych is clearly provoking her!”

	In that instant Gertrude felt helpless. Yurii was one of Norn’s people.

	Could Gertrude even say anything?

	Norn grinned to herself. “Samoylovych is telling the historical truth. It’s unfortunate they had to meet in such circumstances, but is it really up to us to intervene in this simmering ethnic pain of theirs?”

	Despite Gertrude’s best efforts and racing heart the situation was not so easily defused.

	Ingrid had a look of pure hatred for Yurii and the fingers on that collar shifted to the neck.

	“No offense to your boss Gertrude, but if this fucking bitch doesn’t shut up right now–”

	“Aww, first name basis? Does she have your leash too? Cute; so loyal for a Järveläinen.”

	Yurii grabbed hold of Ingrid’s hand by the wrist and slowly pulled her fingers off her neck.

	Ingrid gritted her teeth and fought back, grabbing hold of Yurii’s hand.

	She could not overcome. Ingrid’s prodigious strength was not enough.

	“Samoylovych is not normal.” Norn said. “So this is a mercy for you. Yurii: down, boy.”

	Yurii laid Ingrid’s hands down on the table and retracted her own, smiling all the while.

	Gertrude fixed Ingrid with a look that said this situation had to be over, now.

	For her part, Ingrid was furious but obedient, retracting her hands.

	Rubbing her wrist surreptitiously where Yurii had grabbed her.

	“This bitch Katarran or what?” She was mumbling. Thankfully everyone ignored it.

	Norn finally cleared her throat loudly to get everyone’s attention and quiet the room.

	“Gertrude Lichtenberg, while I have I enjoyed the food,” this she said with her plate nearly untouched, “and your hospitality, I did not come here for pleasantries, and you know it. Given that our subordinates have been making trouble, we should speed this along. You are clearly in a difficult situation. How did an Irmingard class, with its vast weaponry and defenses, suffer such a brutal and crippling attack? What is your mission in Sverland; why do you need reinforcements? It goes without saying that I’ll be upset if you hide anything from me.”

	Gertrude knew she would have to explain to Norn what had happened in truth and in full.

	However, the atmosphere of tension in the room was exactly what she wanted to avoid.

	Mortified, Gertrude began with the most obviously difficult part of the scenario.

	“I’ve been chasing a group of mercenaries who have abducted Elena von Fueller.”

	Norn’s eyes drew wide. Even Adelheid, bored of everything else, looked up from her food.

	“I knew it had to be something like that, with you– yet I’m still in disbelief. Elena perished, Gertrude, she is dead. Nobody evacuated from Vogelheim, it was a massacre. And you say you are chasing her?” Norn said.

	Hearing those words drove a hook right through Gertrude’s chest drawing out fresh hurt.

	“I know this sounds crazy, but I saw her. I saw her being loaded into a ship.” She said.

	Her voice felt distant, like she wasn’t the speaker. Her head was filling with anxious fog.

	“Master Norn, I’ve known Elena since we were small children. We have so much history. My father was part of the Imperial Guard in the summer palace at Schwerin Isle, he gave his life to protect that family! I played with Elena when she was a little girl for years, and I went to Luxembourg School For Girls with her for years, seeing her every day, even sleeping in the same bunk. Ma’am, I would know Elena anywhere, no matter what happened.”

	Norn smiled warmly. She reached her hand out to the clearly suffering Gertrude.

	Closing her fingers around Gertrude’s own in a show of solidarity.

	The Inquisitor was speechless, gazing at Norn with a strange fluttering comfort.

	Even Ingrid and Yurii were staring, now on the same side in their bewilderment.

	“You’ve learned how to speak to me. You are telling the unvarnished truth.” Norn said.

	Gertrude nodded her head. She felt her heart finally holding firm with determination.

	“I saw her be taken. And I need your assistance to hunt down the forces responsible.”

	Norn lifted her hand from Gertrude’s and sat back in her chair.

	Her lips had curled back to that broad, malicious grin she always seemed to wear.

	“Of course, as the head of the Fueller Family, I can’t overlook this. It behooves me to at least pay these mercenaries a visit and confirm the truth. How Elena got out to the Nectaris Ocean and how she survived Vogelheim– if she survived, of course. Those are questions that need answering. But Gertrude, you need to learn more about the exercise of power. I am disappointed in you. You failed despite everything at your disposal and command.”

	“With all due respect ma’am, I had to be cautious to protect Elena. These mercenaries are extremely dangerous. They have military-grade Union equipment and top class pilot training.” Gertrude quickly responded. She felt defensive at Norn calling her out. “We had them outnumbered and outgunned with the help of Sverland’s patrolmen, but they still folded an entire patrol fleet with just their Divers. I am asking for help for a reason, Master.”

	“Then I’ll help you crush them, but you have to agree that I am in command of this operation, and we will do things my way. Furthermore, we will leave now, on the Antenora. Your mercs have a head start on us.”

	Norn gazed directly into her eyes.

	Gertrude blinked.

	She had considered the time, but the repairs on the Iron Lady were going well.

	Going on the Antenora had not exactly been part of her plans.

	Then again she never considered the Antenora would have been the one to answer her calls.

	“Of course, Master.” She said. “I have no objections nor would my crew.”

	Ingrid crossed her arms and withdrew her gaze. Sieglinde had no expression on her face.

	“Marvelous. Then we should prepare and go on the hunt as soon as possible. I’ll take you aboard the Antenora, and I have room for exactly one additional Diver and pilot. Choose your best.” Norn said.

	Those words felt like a hammer to Gertrude’s chest.

	Norn had her own squadron. The Antenora was a Cruiser, it was not so roomy.

	So Gertrude could only take one of her pilots with her. Choose your best.

	Gertrude was briefly speechless. She glanced at Sieglinde and cast a long look at Ingrid.

	Her heart turned so heavy. Her voice ripped out of her throat like shattered glass.

	There was only one choice. And she hated that it was so.

	“I’ll take Baron von Castille.” Gertrude said, voice shaking after a period of trepidation.

	At her left side, Ingrid’s gaze immediately dropped to the floor. Her shoulders slouched.

	If she only had one choice– Sieglinde was clearly the better pilot. She was legendary.

	It hurt like hell to leave Ingrid behind. And certainly, it must have hurt Ingrid too.

	“Ingrid, you’ll hold the fort here, okay? As soon as the repairs complete, I need you to rush in after us. I’m trusting you to keep everyone safe and in line, and then bring the Iron Lady in to cut off the mercs.”

	Gertrude tried to soften it, like she really had something important for Ingrid to do. Like her staying behind was not a sign of Gertrude’s hasty abandoning of her best friend whenever it was convenient but was something calculated and grand and necessary that only Ingrid could do. Like it was a special little mission worthy of the trust and intimacy that they shared. Her voice could communicate none of this grandeur. And Ingrid’s wavering posture told the truth of it all.

	Ingrid finally faced Gertrude after being spoken to. She raised her head up feigning pride.

	She had a smile on her face. A wan, forced little smile more painful than her silence.

	It almost broke Gertrude’s heart to see it.

	“Yes ma’am. I’ll make sure these louts work themselves to the bone so we can catch up.”

	Ingrid gave her a little salute with a very slightly shaking hand.

	Sieglinde for the first time seemed to have a conflicted expression on her face.

	Gertrude almost didn’t know what to say.

	They were exchanging what must have been the most pained expressions of their lives.

	All the while hiding behind false smiles. 

	Ingrid would not let herself be a nuisance here. She accepted everything immediately.

	For Gertrude’s sake, she was always accepting such awful things.

	I’m a god damned bastard. Gertrude thought. I’m the lowest of the fucking low.

	But for she had to save Elena– everything she was doing was for Elena–

	“Very well! I look forward to watching the esteemed Red Baron at work.” Norn said.

	She nodded her head to Sieglinde, who had no reaction to the gesture.

	There was little else to discuss.

	And so, with little fanfare, Gertrude left Ingrid behind to depart for darker seas.

	It’s for Elena’s sake. I’m doing this for Elena. Once I get Elena back I’ll–

	I’ll make it up to Ingrid– right?

	Even Gertrude was having trouble believing this anymore.

	In reality– she really was doing far too much for herself—

	Far too little for others–

	Nothing for Ingrid–

	And if Norn ever asked the right question, Gertrude would not be able to lie about it.

	

	

	 


Bury Your Love At Goryk’s Gorge 

	8.1

	“Huh. It’s really beautiful. I want to play with it.”

	Through the visual sensors of a recon drone, Braya Zachikova observed a novel creature in the middle of the desolate, rocky oceans of northern Sverland. It had appeared from out of nowhere as many things in the ocean did, seen first as a blip of biological noise in the sonar before flitting in front of the cameras. In a rare fanciful mood, Zachikova felt it looked like a beautiful dancer in a red and white dress. A fuciform fish-like body pure white and mottled with red, ended in a sleek head and possessed grand and ornate fins that seemed almost silken, gently swaying in the water. On its rear, a pair of small biological hydrojets hidden behind similarly lovely curtain-like fins, like the hem of a dress, spun spiraling patterns into the ocean that indicated that this organism was not something ordinary.

	Only Leviathans of various descriptions used biojet propulsion.

	Large as the drone itself, which was the size of a car, this was something Zachikova should have reported as an “incident” worthy of a combat response. Instead, she found herself watching the animal idly. It was curious, closing in with gentle, elegant strokes of its fins, circling around the drone such that Zachikova had to flip a mental switch to move from camera to camera and follow it. She began to track the creature closely.

	It was graceful, taking care not to bump into the silver-blue steel chassis of the drone.

	Her optics made brief contact with the dancer’s bright lilac-colored eyes.

	Greetings!

	Zachikova almost thought she heard it say something.

	She would have snickered, but the drone had no such faculties to convey emotions.

	Her human body, connected to the drone through her antennae, snickered in her place.

	“Nothing wrong with playing a little. It’s not like I’m behind on my work at all anyway.”

	Perhaps uncharacteristically, Zachikova loved animals. They fascinated her.

	They were like machines, built to purpose and perfection from birth.

	She extended the arms of the drone, hoping for a response but not too invested in one.

	Her heart swelled for a brief moment as the dancer complied with her.

	Twirling in shimmering arcs around the arms as if it understood what she wanted.

	A fleeting tactile sensation. Softness. Those diaphanous fins brushing on her arms.

	“Beautiful!” Such emotion as Zachikova had not felt in a long time. Pure innocent joy.

	It was so agile and elegant! So intelligent too– it definitely divined her intent and played along with her. It– no, she, for the dancer had to be female– she was moving deliberately. Zachikova had never seen a creature move like the dancer and had never had such an interaction with an animal before. With her mind almost entirely contained within the chassis of the drone, she almost felt like a peer to the creature. She felt a strange sense of euphoria.

	Unfortunately, something interrupted her by touching her flesh and blood body.

	Flipping that mental switch again, Zachikova switched from the optics of the drone to her own optics. Those two transplanted mechanical eyes which had been installed in her head due to the destruction of her own by Hartz syndrome. When she looked through them, she saw a round-faced, chubby blond girl waving at her and trying to get attention. Switching her gaze from one machine to another machine was not such an effort– but it took Zachikova quite a few seconds more to pull her self, her personhood out of the drone and to establish her center of gravity and thought in her own body. It was only then that she could talk to humans again.

	I’m sorry. Please wait for me. She almost wanted to say this to the beautiful dancer.

	And she really wanted to believe she had heard ‘Of course, Braya’ back from it.

	That was of course entirely a fantasy.

	“Semyonova.” Zachikova said, nodding her head in acknowledgment.

	“Good evening Zachikova! I’m here to relieve you! You ought to go rest.”

	Natalya Semyonova patted her on the shoulder with a friendly eagerness and a splendid smile.

	Despite her cheerfully pushy personality, Zachikova could not make herself be rude to Semyonova.

	Beautiful, smart, possessed of a powerful voice, Semyonova really had no faults.

	Even Zachikova had to respect the efficiency with which she adapted to her purpose.

	They were of course on the bridge of the UNX-001 Brigand– Zachikova felt some of the residual chill of the deep waters on her body, part of the strange psychosomatic effects of shifting her consciousness into a machine through the use of her cybernetic implants. She started to recall that she had been working the late shift. In a seven day work-week, four or five of the late shifts were usually worked by perennial lateshifters Geninov and Santapena-De La Rosa. However, Semyonova made sure they had days when they were middle shifters so they could have rest.

	On those days, she always worked one of the late shifts herself.

	“As the Officer’s Union Representative, I’d be remiss to avoid this responsibility!”

	Those were her reasons at the time.

	Zachikova usually took a late shift as well in such cases and worked as long as she could.

	“I’m here for a challenge, not for the accommodations. If I can be doing something, I will.”

	Those were her reasons at the time.

	And those same reasons, and new ones, compelled her to shake her head at Natalya.

	“I’d rather keep working, Semyonova. Without Geninov, I’m the only drone-certified officer around.”

	Semyonova crossed her arms at her.

	“I know you would prefer to work all day and night, but we didn’t fight a whole revolution to act like slaves now! Even someone as dedicated as you needs to rest, Zachikova! Otherwise it will definitely catch up to you one day. I’m sending you away to bed right this instant. I can keep track of everything with the sonar.” She said.

	“The Captain wanted active drone surveillance whenever possible.”

	“Yes, and you’ve been splendid! But tomorrow’s splendid work, starts with having good sleep today.”

	She said that with a tone of voice that seemed to indicate it was a touchy subject for her.

	Zachikova knew not to fight this unwanted gesture of kindness. A few days had passed since the Brigand confronted the Iron Lady, and everyone was tense and anxious. They were working nonstop in case another threat arose. Fleeing as fast as they could while trying to find a place they could hide and repair the ship.

	In the meantime, the bridge was running at breakneck speed, staffed at varying capacities 24/7. After being caught off-guard once before, rapid response became paramount and there were even plans to run surprise readiness drills. Semyonova herself was running a bit ragged with all the hubbub but she didn’t complain.

	As the Union rep she must have felt the responsibility to set an example.

	And she was also the chief of communications, so she always processing messages.

	“I’ve got piles of work, but I know there’s no point in arguing.” Zachikova droned.

	In reality, what she really wanted to do was play, and perhaps her disappointment showed.

	“Ahh, what’s that face? Now I feel kinda bad for pulling you off work, you know?”

	Semyonova sighed and looked conflicted for a moment.

	Zachikova didn’t feel guilty even though in a sense, she was sort of lying. Whether it was exploring around the Brigand with the trailing drone or a spy tentacle or writing scripts and programs to run the various hidden functions of the ship, or performing any maintenance needed on the supercomputer, there were lots of things Zachikova could be doing at any given moment. Right then she was just slacking; but it was true that she was busy. Sleeping was still inconvenient.

	Back in the Special Forces she was even known as Black Bags Braya. Sleeping was an unwelcome obstacle. 

	Sleep was nothing but a defect in the human machine and she despised it.

	But it was what it was; Zachikova made the situation easier by standing up, unplugging her antenna from the console, and walking away without further notice. She heard nothing from the Bridge and didn’t stop. Her room was not even that far from the bridge. Without a goodbye or well wishes, she simply left Semyonova. Her demeanor was not aggravated. She simply saw no need to make pleasantries. They were just on this ship for a mission after all.

	Stepping through doors that closed behind her, she found her room as she had left it. She spent very little time in her room. Nothing but bunks and sheets and a big grey passcode locked case thrown in a corner. That case had all her special tools. It was Zachikova’s only personal property. Clothes or food goods, she brought no such items from home. This was the room of a girl whose brain was practically the only thing she needed to work.

	“If she wants me to sleep, I guess I’ll sleep. I kinda wish I could see her again though.”

	Zachikova threw herself on her unmade bed and laid on her side.

	She closed her eyes.

	Instead of the darkness inside her eyelids, she imagined the Ocean again. 

	She could see it vivid and firsthand as if through the drone optics. Except the fidelity was impossible; like a painting of what she Ocean should be. Beautiful gemstone-like greens and blues as if rather than inundated in water the landscape was coated in an aquamarine glaze over kelp, shellfish, and beautiful corals. Seeing through the muck that had become of it into the most pristine waters of what it could be in a perfect world.

	Amid everything, the dancer, swimming beautifully with Zachikova’s mechanical body.

	They had the whole Ocean to themselves and it was pure bliss. There were no imperfections.

	We’ll meet again. I want to touch you again, Braya.

	Drifting off to sleep, Zachikova thought, she really wanted to touch her and to be touched again too.

	

	

	Maryam often dreamt of the Aether.

	In her dreams the landscape was an indeterminate stone circle, but it swirled with brilliant color. Within a maelstrom of colors and gradients, her hair blowing as if there was a wind, Maryam stood amid everything, as if in the center of the very world and all who lived within it, and she felt the emotion carried on that wind. That current which tied every person together no matter the violence they committed to each other, that bound them into action and consequence, that made their lives matter to each other no matter the degree of physical disconnection.

	She could always see the colors in her life, but for the longest time, she never understood them, save the volatile red and black of the Warlord Athena whom she served. She learned to associate this with pain and the sight of death. But there was color everywhere, around people, and in her dreams. Even in the murky red seas of Katarre she could see blue and green around contented people, yellow around the sick, purple around the proud. 

	Associations that she grew to make.

	Euphrates of the Sunlight Foundation explained it to her.

	“Aether is a current that we couldn’t see until we immersed ourselves in the currents of the Ocean. Like a current, it flows. Forward and backward through space but also through time as humans could never hope to experience it. It is unbound, flowing everywhere, going places we can’t follow. But it is only visible where it touches humans, and it warps in response to our neurological energy. To see Aether, even at its most disturbed, takes psionic talent.”

	Maryam liked the idea of the Aether.

	She felt that, someday, everyone would be able to see it.

	And like her, they would understand everyone around them without fail.

	Maybe wars would finally end if that happened.

	How naïve! If humans perfectly understood each other, they would use that power for war.

	She was not dreaming.

	But she was not back on the UNX-001 Brigand.

	Still standing in that stone circle, but hearing the voice returned control of her body to her.

	Her eyes narrowed; her cheerful smile contorted with disgust.

	“Don’t speak to me anymore. I don’t trust you.”

	You have such vast psionic potential, and you waste over half of it containing me.

	He spoke in her own voice, but the tone was distinctly his.

	And upon acknowledging him, he appeared, standing across the stone circle from her.

	She saw her body, dressed in her habit. 

	Slender figure, long purple hair, w-shaped pupils in her eyes, her tentacles stretching from the side of her head camouflaged as if long tufts of her hair. But He always wore her colorshifting skin a sandy brown tone. And he lifted her tentacles into her hair such that the pads stuck up out from under her hair, like they were Shimii ears.

	“I’m not going to trust you again.” She said.

	He used her slim shoulders and arms to shrug, grinning at her with her own face.

	Even in the prison of her mind, He could not speak, because he had no mouth but hers.

	Instead he used psionics and projected his own thoughts into their brain.

	This is how you repay me for saving us?

	“I didn’t need your kind of saving.”

	We would’ve never made it out of that damned church otherwise.

	“You just wanted to hurt people for no reason. I could’ve escaped without killing anyone.”

	Suit yourself. We’ll see how you deal with the world with that stupid attitude.

	“I’ve been dealing just fine.”

	How is mind controlling everyone any better than what I did?

	“Because they lived through it, and I even made their lives better.”

	You used to be such a nice girl to me. We would play together all the time!

	“Yeah and I’ve matured to know playing with a thousand year old man was weird.”

	I protected you!

	“I don’t need you anymore.”

	Across from her, her own face contorted into sudden confusion.

	Perhaps even embarrassment or shame.

	And then anger.

	I hope you die then, Maryam Karahailos! Maybe my next roll of dice will be better!

	“If you sabotage me, then may God curse your next hundred lives Faiyad Ayari!”

	Maryam was not afraid of him. She cursed him because she could control him.

	But for a small instant before he vanished, she thought she saw–

	Sadness–?

	Regret–?

	Could not have been. He couldn’t make such faces. Not even using hers.

	He was nothing but a monster that needed caging in her.

	Wallahi, I will never hurt you. I swear that on the God that has already cursed my lives.

	That was not–

	Where did that voice–?

	Maryam’s colors became distorted, and she fell back into the current of dreams.

	

	

	Sonya Shalikova bolted upright in bed and nearly screamed.

	She grabbed hold of the sheets over her chest, casting eyes about the room.

	No alarm lights.

	Everything was still dim, but she could see Maryam Karahailos in the other bunk.

	Sleeping soundly, a big dumb smile on her face, mumbling to herself. Changing colors as she slept, like a little wave sweeping across her hair and skin. There was a soft green glow from a strip of bioluminescent skin perpendicular across the bridge of her nose and under her eyes, but the rest of her colors were dim and shadowed.

	Her snoring almost sounded like–

	“Sonya~hehe–!” She snorted.

	Shalikova shook her head to try to rattle herself to consciousness.

	She could not be hearing something that stupid.

	“Nightmares.” She mumbled to herself. “It’s been nothing but nightmares since I got out to fucking sea. Nightmares and a god awful tinnitus. Maybe I should go see the doctor for once.”

	There was nothing more mortifying than talking to a doctor about her feelings. Receiving some kind of practiced clinical response back. When her sister– no, her mind refused to go there. She had gone to therapy before for various reasons and not for anything conclusive, and it had been annoying. But she was clearly rattled, and it was affecting her. She was up two hours earlier than the already early schedule she set for herself. 

	And then there was the contents of the dreams.

	Shalikova raised her hands to her face with shame.

	“No way. How do I tell her I dreamt a monster was jerking me off?”

	That was not the only thing she dreamt but it was the strongest image she retained.

	All of the dreams had similar patterns: voices, colors, tentacles. Vulnerability, helplessness, sex—

	“Ugh. Whatever.”

	Shalikova threw herself back onto the bed and curled up with Comrade Fuzzy beneath the sheets. When it was dark, her room felt cavernous and consuming, like she could get lost in it. Her bed was her little corner where she could be safe. Ever since the battle with the Iron Lady, the most mundane things around her felt enormous and difficult to come to grips with. When she closed her eyes, but before she dreamed, what she saw was the Ocean through the cameras of the Diver. Massive curtains of flak fire, the great roaring of guns, the clashing of sawteeth on vibroblades.

	She gritted her teeth. Frustrated at herself but unable to shake off these anxieties.

	It had only been a handful of days since they escaped the Iron Lady.

	And most of those days Shalikova spent in her room staring at the ceiling.

	Today couldn’t be another of those days. Her shame would not permit it, and also–

	Maryam’s voice reverberated in her head. Before bed last night, they sealed a pact:

	“Tomorrow, you’ll show me around right? And we’ll eat together! Promise?”

	“She was probably trying to shake me out of my rut.” Shalikova said to herself.

	Regardless, in that moment, Shalikova had promised to hang out with Maryam. It would have been terribly low of her to completely disregard that promise. Especially with how badly Maryam seemed to want to be her friend ever since they met. Shalikova was not unaware of that. She found it a bit bizarre, but she was not so cold as to categorically dismiss Maryam’s desires. Despite everything, she could try to be welcoming to Maryam.

	If she just wanted to walk around the ship and eat together at the canteen, that was doable.

	Shalikova tried to relax and return to sleep– but she couldn’t manage it.

	After a few hours her room lights brightened.

	Shalikova turned her gaze from the ceiling and looked across the room at the other bed. There she found a pair of W-shaped pupils staring at her. A gentle pink face framed by long, silky, bright purple hair hiding a pair of tentacles. Thin, soft lips spread into a broad smile as those exotic purple-and-green eyes met the indigo across the room. Peeking out through her hair from the crown of her head two silken cephalopod wing fins stood on end when she realized Shalikova was awake.

	“Sonyaaaaaaa~! Good morning!”

	She was so cheerful that it was almost ridiculous.

	Looking at her, Shalikova put on a tiny smile. Maryam had an infectious energy.

	“Good morning. Have you been wearing that habit all this time?”

	“Hmm? My habit? Yes, I have!”

	She covered herself in blankets, but Shalikova could see the tall collar of her black dress. It was the kind that Solceanos “sisters” or “nuns” wore even in the Union. Long sleeved, with a very modest, almost grandmotherly design. Because of how roomy it looked, Shalikova imagined Maryam as maybe much more skinny or ephemeral than she really was, wrapped in loose cloth.

	“We need to get you new clothes.” Shalikova said. “I’ve got an extra Treasure Box uniform you can use. Even if you haven’t really done anything the past few days, it’s not hygienic to keep wearing the same outfit.”

	Maryam raised a hand to her mouth, hiding a silly little snickering face.

	“Sonya, I don’t know that your spare clothes will fit me. I’m less hydrodynamic than you.”

	She sat up in bed and pressed her dress a bit tighter to her chest to accentuate the curve.

	Shalikova grunted. “Shut up. Your figure is not that different, and the material is stretchy.”

	“Hmm! Well, if you want to see me dress up, I won’t complain!”

	In that instant, Shalikova turned her back on Maryam and tapped on the wall.

	Near Maryam’s bed, a wall panel opened.

	Extending a small metal arm from which the uniform hung in a plastic bag. Along with the uniform there was a container of cleansing body spray which could clean the body in place of a shower. Shalikova had that compartment prepared in case she needed to get to work in a hurry, and now it served to give everything Maryam needed to make herself fresh and presentable.

	Shalikova pointedly continued to stare at the wall.

	She heard a small sigh, and the shifting of blankets and sheets on the other bed. Gentle footsteps, the ripping of the plastic bag, ruffling of synthetic fabric, the sound of spray discharging from the container, and more tiny noises of exertion before there was finally a bit of silence.

	“Are you done yet?” Shalikova asked.

	“Sonya this is silly! We’re both girls!” Maryam said.

	“Tell me when you’re done changing and I’ll turn around.”

	“I am done! Gaze upon my radiant beauty!”

	Shalikova turned herself over on the bed.

	Maryam looked indeed radiant but mostly because she was making her skin glow brighter using her chromatophores. However, Shalikova had to admit that the teal half-jacket, tight button-down shirt, and short skirt did flatter Maryam quite a bit. She did look much more eyecatching to Shalikova than in the black grandmother’s dress. 

	And maybe her figure was a little fuller than Shalikova’s.

	“Good. Now turn around.”

	“Huh?”

	Shalikova sat up in bed. 

	For the past few days she had been mostly sleeping so she had been dressed only in the same tanktop and shorts she wore to bed. What she wanted most was a shower but– with Maryam around a can of body foam would do nicely. That being said, she would do none of those things until a certain girl turned her W-shaped eyes to a wall.

	“I’m not going to undress in front of you. I’m not that familiar with anyone. Turn around.”

	Maryam sighed and crossed her arms. “I suppose this is also a cute side of Sonya.”

	She turned her back on Shalikova. Her tentacles rose and covered her eyes with their pads.

	“Thanks. Stay turned around until I tell you.”

	Even with Maryam turned away, it was still strange to undress with someone in a private room together. Shalikova had gotten used to it in the bathroom, but she had considered her room to be her little fortress. Nevertheless, she threw her tanktop and shorts down the laundry chute, sprayed herself down with a can of cleaning foam, and dressed in the Treasure Box corporate uniform. She had started to like wearing just the sleeveless button-down and black tie with the pants and without the teal jacket. She tied the jacket around her waist instead. She thought it looked good that way.

	As an Ensign she did not have a formal cap, only a beret as part of her Union navy uniform. 

	She could imagine herself looking good with a cap with this outfit, but she left the beret behind.

	“Let’s go get some food first and then I’ll show you the hangar.” Shalikova said.

	Maryam circled on her heel and laid eyes on Shalikova, positively beaming with delight.

	“Handsome as always! No wonder you are one of the ‘four princes of the Brigand’!”

	Shalikova felt her heart leaping in her chest. “Wait, wait– what did you say? I’m what–?”

	“Oh nothing~!” Maryam started out of the room with a spring in her step. “Let’s go Sonya! We have a wonderful day ahead of us! Eating together, visiting the most romantic spots–!”

	“What romantic spots? It’s a warship?” Shalikova said but was quickly spoken over.

	“–I can even tell our fortunes in a secluded nook! It’ll be the best day ever!”

	Sighing heavily, Shalikova followed along behind her.

	As far as Shalikova knew the current state of the Brigand was one of escalated alertness. 

	Outside the rooms the hall was characterized by nervous activity. There was a great awful gash cut into the flank of the Brigand that needed repair, and the sailors were doing what they could while the Brigand was in motion. She saw men and women in the hall returning half-disrobed in pressure suits, wearing heavy magnetic boots and rope pulleys that others helped them to take off. They had come back from adjoining halls deliberately flooded and drained and flooded anew and with their pressures carefully adjusted to allow safe access to the damage sites. Full repairs to the exterior could not be conducted while the Brigand was moving “ahead full,” but they could make reinforcements to the walls of the flooded sector and set up tools and safety anchors to make future work much easier.

	People were coming and going, at all times there was movement and chatter. Seeing so many sailors out working so hard made Shalikova feel so small. All she had been doing was sitting around and feeling sorry for herself. There was so little a soldier could do when there wasn’t fighting. She felt useless– and yet she also did not want any battles to break out, of course. They nearly lost Murati and Sameera in their first confrontation.

	Both were still in the hospital as far as Shalikova knew.

	“Pilot! You were awesome out there! Whoo!”

	What was even more mortifying was that the sailors in the halls would greet her and cheer.

	For the Sailors, the fastest way to the breach caused by the Iron Lady, was through the access ways linked to the upper pods of the Brigand’s double-deck layout. So many sailors from belowdecks who did not normally see Shalikova every day now got to pass her on the halls, closer than ever. She even thought she recognized a few of them from that big huddle and cheer that everyone held when she returned from the last battle. 

	So everyone who passed by made some kind of gesture or expression at her.

	She tried not to wither from the sudden attention, but it was hard to wave back.

	You guys are the heroes! I’m just going to get breakfast; I’m not doing shit!

	“Wow Sonya! Everyone really loves you!” Maryam said.

	Shalikova wished she had a hat to pull down over her eyes.

	There was one upshot to all this, which was that the sailors were so busy in they were not crowding the canteen much at all. There were always a handful of them running in and out, taking bread and thermoses full of soup, but very few were sitting down to eat. Not only was there repair work (and the work of supporting those doing the repairs) on top of the regular maintenance work, but down at the hangar, the Cheka was in an abhorrent state and the other Divers had either hull damage, damaged weapons, or internal systems damage, or all three.

	Everyone was so busy, and she did not hear a single person complain or look down.

	They were all motivated. Maybe just by their own survival; maybe by mutual support.

	Still, the enormity of the bodies at work made Shalikova feel tiny and worthless.

	Behind the kitchen counter at the canteen, Logia Minardo looked much more relaxed than normal. She had her apron and plastic work clothes and her hair up in a blue bandana. Humming while she glided from one half of the kitchen to the next, multi-tasking like it was a partner dance with the equipment. Many of the heating elements on her stovetops had pots going with mushroom and algae broths destined for a sailor’s thermos. There were sheets of stretched dough ready to be cut into cracker-y biscuits, to refill the self-serve table. Every oven was running, probably baking those biscuits. Up front, there were a few trays of hot food kept gently heated by tray warmers.

	“Ohh, she’s happy!” Maryam said.

	Those hot food trays contained fluffy white rice, leafy greens in garlic sauce, soy cutlets flavored with beet sugar and soy sauce, and baked pirozhki each bigger than a fist with carrots, cabbage, and mushroom for filling. Flecks of oil glistened on the surface of the syrup-brown cutlet sauce and the crust of the pirozhok had a golden sheen likely achieved with a finish of margarine or shortening. Cooking for a warship was the art of making frozen and canned ingredients appealing. Shalikova knew the artifice. She could see the bio-stitcher built into the kitchen wall already processing a block of frozen vegetable matter into more “leafy greens” in the garlic sauce.

	Maryam, however, was dazzled by the presence of the fake biostitch lettuce.

	“Wow! Military ships have the best food everywhere in the world huh?” Maryam said.

	“Yeah, we eat like kings.” Shalikova sarcastically said, unable to deal with her optimism.

	Maryam put a finger on her chin and started reminiscing.

	“Sonya, you may not have heard these names and places, but I used to serve on the flagship of the warlord Athena in Eastern Katarre. At first it was tough for food, I basically ate nutrient pellets as a larva, but when I turned nine years old, I think, Athena conquered and enslaved a food producing region with three stations. Then we were eating like true conquerors, even the lowest Naftis on the flagship got to have some meat and veggies.”

	“Um.” Out of everything Maryam had just spouted, one particular word stuck. “Larva?”

	She imagined a little purple worm with a smile and knew that couldn’t possibly be it.

	“Oh that’s what Katarran kids are called. You know how Shimii are ‘kittens’.”

	“We just call them kids or babies or children or whatever. Larva’s just– it’s weird.”

	“It’s not inaccurate though.” Maryam said. She looked genuinely confused.

	Thankfully Minardo wasn’t alone, and this awkward episode was ultimately broken by the appearance of Fernanda Santapena-De La Rosa behind the counter, the day’s designated kitchen assistant. Her blond hair was bunched up in a bandana and she was not wearing her usual array of dark purple makeup, which made her look ordinary. Shalikova did not know much about her– she saw her in the halls, and sometimes begrudgingly sharing the showers with Alexandra Geninov. Those two were known as the “perennial late shifters” and had matching schedules.

	“Salutations. Peruse of the vittles, but substitutions shall not be permitted.” She said.

	Her unfriendly voice and glare gave the kitchen counter a walled-off, antagonistic vibe.

	“You’re supposed to serve our share.” Shalikova said pointedly.

	It was not often that she criticized another worker like this. But it had its intended effect.

	Fernanda rolled her eyes and began to, quite begrudgingly, fill a multi-section plate for each of them. Despite her clear lack of motivation, she did serve equal portions for both of them, along with a prepackaged condiment and utensil pack for each of them. So she did do her job right. Maryam and Shalikova took their trays away, with Fernanda’s evil gaze burning into their backs like she wanted to lay a curse on them.

	“She talked funny, but I think she’s nice deep down.” Maryam said.

	“You think that about everyone.” Shalikova said. “Develop a bit of malice, wouldn’t you?”

	They sat in a corner of the canteen, as was Shalikova’s habit. Maryam sat next to her and got started. She withdrew her reusable utensils, made of carbon fiber, from the bag which certified they had been cleaned and inspected aboard the Brigand itself prior to issuance. She quickly split the crunchy crust of her pie to reveal the creamy mushroom and crisp vegetables inside. With her spork, she poked at the biostitched lettuce happily.

	“It all looks wonderful!”

	With an enormous smile on her face, Maryam took a big bite of the pie.

	Chromatophores on her cheeks gave her a softly glowing flush as she chewed.

	“Delicious! Oh Sonya, the crust is so buttery! And the mushrooms are so meaty!”

	Shalikova blinked hard. She picked at her own pirozhok and took a bite.

	“It’s pretty good I guess.” She said.

	Living in the Union wasn’t always easy. One had to get well accustomed to having what one needs over what one desires. There were always shortages of something so having a favorite food that was not biscuit or soy was asking for frequent heartbreak. And outside of canteen meals, it was difficult to get fresh food. However, the degree of privation a person had to experience to be this excited over pirozhki was something else entirely. Shalikova felt her heart stir with a sense of painful sympathy for Maryam. She had been a slave aboard some evil ship, to the point that the confines of the Brigand and its comfortable but basic rations were making her head explode.

	As much as she wanted to judge Maryam sometimes–

	There was no way she could.

	Maryam really was someone who had suffered a lot. Her optimism was not naïve to pain.

	Shalikova tried her best to make lighter conversation over the meal.

	“You said you could tell my fortune, right?”

	Maryam’s face lit up. Less from the chromatophores this time; more just her expression.

	“Indeed! After I left the church, I supported myself through soothsaying.”

	“Is that stuff actually real? Or was it just tricks?”

	For an instant Maryam turned pure white. She seemed to do this out of distress sometimes.

	“Of course it is real! I’ll tell your fortune right now Sonya!”

	“Okay, but you have to promise you won’t tease me.”

	“Tease you?”

	“You can’t say stuff like ‘you’ll have a future full of romance’ or whatever.”

	“But what if it’s the truth?”

	“Maryam–!”

	“Okay, okay.” Maryam’s fins drooped. “Fine, I will be completely honest.”

	Shalikova didn’t believe something like fortune telling could ever be honest.

	Nevertheless, she was curious to see what Maryam could do.

	There was something about her– the way the colors played about her sometimes.

	Those colors–? Was it just her chromatophores?

	Maryam reached out and took Shalikova’s hand into both of her own.

	She took a deep breath and then gazed directly into Shalikova’s eyes.

	Shalikova fixed her gaze on the one being cast at her.

	Around Maryam’s eyes glowing red rings appeared that made the colors swimming around her head suddenly come into striking relief. Before Shalikova could have almost ignored them, like the lights dancing inside her eyelids when she stared at a screen for too long or a trick of room LEDs but now it was like a gas that seemed to drawn to Maryam. Like pictures of nebulas from when teachers talked about what lay beyond the sky of the surface world; like the aurora said to have once existed in the far northern skies when such things were visible to humans.

	For a moment, Shalikova felt something.

	Like–

	A tentacle or a tendril, rubbing– rubbing the back of her mind.

	Not her cranium, not her brain, not the flesh– but the thoughts, the space of feeling–

	There was a trickle of blood that dripped down Maryam’s nose.

	“Maryam! What the hell? You’re bleeding!”

	Shalikova reached out and touched Maryam’s shoulders.

	Her wide-open eyes seemed to register motion again, as if she had woken from sleep.

	One of her tentacles reached out to her nose and wiped some of the blood on the pad.

	“Oh dear! I really went too far. Sorry Sonya, I didn’t mean to scare you.”

	Shalikova couldn’t believe what she had seen and heard.

	Those colors around Maryam, bright blue, and a stripe of yellow and green and black–

	All of it dissipated, as if it had been a daydream, a delusion.

	“You can actually read fortunes?” Shalikova asked. Her own voice sounded distant.

	Maryam nodded. “I said I could Sonya, and I don’t lie. I was trying to read yours.”

	“But you couldn’t?” Shalikova asked. “You couldn’t and it made you bleed?”

	“Ah, no, the bleeding isn’t related, that just happens sometimes.”

	“Maryam, what was my fortune?”

	“Ah.” Maryam shook her head. “I couldn’t read it, sorry. This must sound really dumb.”

	“How do you read people’s fortunes? When you do it, do you see colors around them?”

	Shalikova must have gone insane.

	She thought she really had to be completely losing her mind to ask such an insane question.

	But the colors, she had seen the colors before! In the hangar, around people’s heads–!

	Did– did Zasha have– the colors around her when she left– was it all black–?

	“Maryam, please don’t tease me or joke about this. Are your fortunes based on the colors?”

	Maryam nodded her head. Innocent, straightforward, without malice.

	“I was hoping to dive into your aura, yeah.” Maryam said. Her voice was so untroubled.

	How could she just say such things? Aura? “My aura? Is that what you call the colors?”

	“Sonya, you look really distressed. If you want, I can teach you how to do it too.”

	Shalikova’s heart briefly stilled.

	It was stupid, it was so completely fucking stupid to be having this conversation.

	How was it that Maryam so conveniently appeared, aware of all this complete nonsense?

	“Maryam, you’re not teasing me right? You would teach me what you just did?”

	“Of course. Anything for you, Sonya. I know you’ll pick it up quickly, you’re very skilled.”

	Again she just smiled. That broad and bright and beatific smile bereft of mockery.

	For a moment, Shalikova finally realized just how elevated her breathing had become.

	She heaved a deep sigh and tried to calm herself down.

	“I’m sorry. I know this must sound insane. But I feel like I’ve seen those colors before.”

	“Oh yes, those colors like you call them, they’re everywhere that people are.”

	“Is it some kind of religious thing? Like do I need to convert to Solceanism?”

	Maryam narrowed her eyes a little and wore a growing distress on her face.

	“Let’s pick that back up later, okay? I still want to see the ship. I promise I’ll explain it.”

	Shalikova heaved another sigh. Maryam was right. She was being completely insane.

	All this stuff was just her being stressed out and broken inside.

	It had to be.

	There was no way she had seen any fucking colors when her sister died.

	“Right. I’m sorry. I’ll relax and we’ll continue the tour. I’m just exploding with stress.”

	Shalikova let out a little laugh at herself. Like pressure being released to avoid a blowout.

	“It’s okay! I promise I’ll make everything better. Let’s clean our plates and go!”

	Maryam reached out and touched Shalikova’s shoulder reassuringly.

	It was more comforting than Shalikova wanted to let on.

	After the meal, they returned their trays and utensils and got back to the halls. 

	Shalikova did not consider herself much of a tour guide, but she knew a few places to take Maryam in the upper compartments just so she would know where things were. She showed her to the doctor’s quarters, carefully avoiding drawing the attention of the actual doctor; to the showers, explaining the open shower plan and watching Maryam turn completely white again in response; past the rooms of several more officers; each of the elevators and bulkheads, including the emergency escape hatch and pressure suit storage, unlikely as it was they would survive sinking long enough to escape; and finally to the recreational and social area. Several game tables were set up but stood unused. Those sailors who were there on break were lounging in the couches to slow jazz music.

	“Wow! Sonya, are those game tables? Let’s play!” Maryam said.

	“Huh? I mean– I wasn’t really planning to–”

	Maryam took her by the hand and with prodigious strength pulled her to the tables.

	“Hey–!”

	They stopped around an air hockey table, and Maryam took her place opposite Shalikova.

	She grabbed one of the paddles and took up a combative stance, grinning confidently.

	“Sonya~! If I win this game, you owe me a real date at the next city or town we go to!”

	“Huh? What are you talking about–? A real date?”

	Shalikova imagined herself and Maryam in a city or a town station. She had seen station dates plenty of times in romance and comedy films they played at the Academy’s many mandatory social outings. She could see it: going to little restaurants, Maryam ordering the most elaborate thing on the menu each time; walking by shops or trade kiosks, Maryam picking out clothes and candies and bobbles from each and making Shalikova carry all of them; getting approved for an animal to care for together; putting their names together in the room register–

	Opposite Maryam, a driven, deadly serious Shalikova picked up her own paddle.

	“Maryam, you don’t know this, but I was known as ‘the terror of the tables’ whenever we had mandatory social time at the academy. You should surrender and give up your foolish dreams.”

	Her grave tone of voice underscored the degree to which everything hinged on her success.

	Meanwhile, Maryam turned red as a cherry and started clapping her hands together.

	“Sonya! You are so cool! Wow, your serious face is so handsome! It’s getting me excited!”

	“Shut up and hit the start button!”

	When Maryam dutifully hit the button the table lit up and spat out a puck on the center.

	There was a digital die roll that Maryam won so the puck was sent her way.

	With a big warm smile on her face, Maryam smashed the puck with a savage thrust.

	Oh right, Shalikova thought in the split second she had.

	She’s a Katarran Pelagis– so even though she comes off like a purple marshmallow–

	Shalikova threw a parry she was sure could catch it–

	There was such force behind the puck that Shalikova sent it to the wall near her goal line and it angled back into her goal all the same, giving Maryam the first point of the game. She started clapping her hands again and wiggling in place– she was so excited to have scored that it was, even for Shalikova, almost cute to look at. 

	Would have been cuter if she hadn’t been scored on.

	“You’ve got a good arm, but have you even played before?” Shalikova said.

	“Here and there.” Maryam said, putting her hands to her hips and puffing herself up.

	Shalikova swung, angling her shot such it bounced off the walls diagonally as it went–

	Maryam smashed it back so fast Shalikova barely moved her arm before it slipped past.

	What did they put in her vat that made this softie so strong?

	“No more Ms. Nice Shalikova.”

	When Shalikova was given the next puck, she reared back like she was pitching a ball.

	Maryam braced herself.

	Shalikova swung–

	Maryam moved to parry–

	No puck– Shalikova hit nothing! She had feinted!

	In the next moment she swung back around and struck the puck while Maryam was out of position. 

	She could taste the 2:1 score and the powerful comeback win that would soon follow. Table masters and gamers alike referred to this hidden technique as yomi. No matter how physical she could get, Maryam was less experienced in the battlefield and its language. She did not understand the layer of mind games that surrounded a pitched combat between two foes no matter how unequal their strengths. Shalikova had her now.

	Seconds later, with a clumsy circular motion that seemed like she was trying to clean the table more than hit the puck, Maryam nonetheless sent the puck flying back to Shalikova’s goal. Too caught up in her triumph, it was Shalikova who was now off-guard against the incoming attack from the opposite side of the table, and despite the relative weakness of the shot, it passed through her sloppy guard leading to ignominous defeat.

	Thus the match ended with a score of 3:0.

	On the table, Maryam’s side lit up with LEDs and triumphant little noises.

	Shalikova’s shoulders slouched, her eyes drew wide. She was on the hook for a date now.

	“Yippeeeeee!”

	Maryam cheered and jumped and clapped her hands.

	Her whole body strobed with colors like if a glowstick had become a person.

	“Sonya~! It’s a date! Next town over!”

	She put her hands behind her back and leaned forward on the table, smiling.

	Shalikova sighed and resigned herself.

	“Sure. Whatever. But you have to promise to behave.”

	“Yippeee! Of course I’ll behave! Thank you Sonya! It’s going to be so much fun.”

	“Right.”

	Shalikova supposed it could be fun to go out with Maryam on the town.

	She could call the game they just had a fun time. It was certainly distracting.

	“Alright, I’ll take you down to the hangar now. Just stick close and don’t bother anyone.”

	Without thinking, she offered to hold Maryam’s hand to guide her there.

	Maryam of course wasted no time grabbing hold of Shalikova and squeezing her fingers.

	Her face flushed, with a bubbly, fluttery smile.

	Once it dawned upon Shalikova–

	–well, it’s not like she could just snap her hand back immediately.

	That would be rude.

	And Maryam’s hand was nice and soft and warm anyway. It was just nice to hold.

	So she held on to it for a bit.

	But only a bit!

	Shalikova showed her the way to the elevators, and they rode together down to the hangar. She almost forgot to let go of Maryam’s hand before the elevator doors opened– there were too many people, and it would have been misunderstood. Thankfully, Maryam did not seem to mind. She was immediately captivated by the scope of human activity in the hangar. Soon as they stepped out of the elevator doors there was already a crowd right in front of them. A large, dark-blue section of the Cheka had been stripped off the machine and laid on the hangar floor. It looked like a shoulder mechanism. They were installing battery cells into connectors along the shoulderblade.

	That meant a crowd of several men and women all crawling on the chunk of mecha.

	“Wow! There’s so many people!” Maryam said. “It’s almost a little overwhelming.”

	“It is.” Shalikova raised a hand to her head, feeling a headache coming on.

	She took Maryam around the hangar, showing her the workshops where various small parts were being machined for use in the repairs. Worn tools were being actively maintained in order to be quickly put back to use, and Zero Space Packaging crates that had to be disassembled to access the contents were being handled to expose extremely tightly packed spare parts and raw materials. There was so much engineering activity Shalikova felt they should hurry along, so she showed Maryam the simulator pods and dissuaded her from going in them.

	“I’ll show these to you some other time; we don’t want to get in the way or distract people.”

	“Aww. Well, alright. How about this, one of these nights, let’s sneak out to the hangar!”

	Maryam’s eyes shone with a mischievous light.

	Shalikova narrowed her own eyes at her.

	“Sneak out? It’s not like there’s a curfew or anything. Do you just want us to be alone down here?”

	“Yeah! I only promised to show you my special powers. It’s for your eyes only~!”

	Her voice took on a playful little turn at the end. Shalikova thought about it for a second.

	“Oh, so you’re thinking we’ll come down here and trade? I show you how to pilot–”

	“And I’ll teach you how to gaze into the world beyond!” Maryam excitedly interrupted.

	Maryam’s instincts were ultimately right. 

	It’d be too embarrassing to talk about fortune telling with a ton of people around, with how seriously Shalikova was intent on taking it. She was glad the canteen was empty when she was stressing before. It would be a relief to talk to Maryam about this nonsense without anyone around to see it, and finally get it out of her mind for good.

	“Alright, it’s a deal then. But probably not tonight. I woke early, so I shouldn’t be up late.”

	“Deal!” Maryam clapped her hands. “Sonya, show me the big robot you pilot.”

	“It’s not a robot. It can’t do anything on its own. It’s a vehicle.”

	“Show me the big robot!”

	“You’re not even listening.”

	Shalikova took Maryam to the other side of the hangar from the pods, navigating the crowds of people working on the many disassembled sections of the Cheka. Her Strelok was only lightly damaged in the battle, so it was already back on its gantry with new, unblemished armor plates swapped in and there was only one sailor at its feet, running tests on the water circulation system with a computer and a pump machine. Maryam was taken aback by the size, craning her head up to stare up at the head of the machine from up close. It was over four times their size, and it was easy for Shalikova to forget the enormity of it because she was always climbing inside.

	“Amazing! It’s so bright and smooth, it’s like a shining knight armor!” Maryam said.

	“I’m glad you like it, I guess. Do they have Divers in Katarre?” Shalikova asked.

	Maryam’s fins wriggled as she pondered it. “When I was a larva they didn’t, but then, I think someone stole one from the Empire because I remember by the time I became pre-adult, they were kinda everywhere. You would always see Hoplite class armor in every cargo space they could cram one in. It was really big and rough and spiky and scary.” She shuddered briefly. “Nothing like yours, Sonya! Yours is so gallant, it fits you perfectly! I can see you fighting like a hero in it!”

	“I’m not a hero. I’m just– I’m just staying alive.” Shalikova said.

	“You’re a hero to me Sonya. You saved all of our lives after all.”

	She hated this kind of compliment and hated this kind of conversation.

	“You didn’t have to come out here on this mission right? But you’re risking your life–”

	“Maryam, please, that’s enough.” Shalikova interrupted. “I don’t want to talk about this.”

	“Oh! Okay then. Absolutely I’ll stop. Maryam is keeping cuttlequiet for Sonya.”

	Maryam ran her fingers over her lips as if sealing them– they really disappeared for a bit!

	Shalikova burst out laughing. She was so affected she hardly knew where it came from.

	“You really are something else sometimes!” She cried out, holding her own stomach.

	“Pelagids can do really funny things.” Maryam’s voice was muffled by her sealed lips.

	She ran her fingers over her lips again and they reappeared. An ordinary human girl’s face.

	“Is this also ‘soothsaying’ or just slapstick?” Shalikova asked, in good nature.

	“This is just the power of biology! Having been made in a can is fun sometimes.”

	Maryam gave Shalikova a thumbs-up and closed a transparent grey eyelid over one eye.

	Her crooked little grin– she was winking! It was as if she was winking with a fish eyelid.

	Shalikova could not help it. That ridiculous sight made her start laughing again.

	Laughing and goofing off in front of the Strelok. It was in this state that two of them were approached by a tall, lean, long-haired blond woman in uniform who was quite amused to see them. She paused behind them and laughed and when they finally noticed, they quickly identified her as Ulyana Korabiskaya, the Captain of the Brigand. Her uniform was always well in order, and her face was always done up lightly and professionally.

	She had the sort of air of womanly confidence Shalikova couldn’t even dream of.

	Their interactions were pretty limited, which only heightened the mystique around her.

	“I hope I’m not interrupting.” Ulyana said. “Your laughter was so innocent, it was cute.”

	“I was showing Maryam around the ship, ma’am.” Shalikova said, remembering to salute.

	Ulyana waved down her saluting hand as if to say such formality was unneeded.

	“That is very kind of you Ensign. I’m glad the two of you seem to have hit it off.

	“Hit it off? I guess you could say that.” Shalikova said.

	Maryam made a mischievous little face behind her that Ulyana laughed at.

	“I’m happy for the two of you! Honestly, we’d been hoping that you would finally let her out of your room sometime soon!” Ulyana said in good cheer, winking at Shalikova who immediately frowned at the implication. “Getting serious for a moment, we have to talk to her about the information she promised us. Now more than ever, we need all the intel we can get if we are going to survive. We’ve got a staging room ready upstairs. That ok?”

	“Of course. I understand.” Shalikova said. “Maryam, you’re okay going with the Captain?”

	Maryam’s fins dropped a tiny bit. But she smiled at them, nonetheless.

	“Of course. I’m not just here to play with Sonya after all. I’ll do my part for the ship.”

	“Splendid. I’ll be taking her then; you’ll have her back before dinner, so don’t fret.”

	Ulyana winked at Shalikova again. Sensing the mischief in it, Shalikova turned her cheek.

	Nevertheless, as the captain led Maryam away from the hangar, Shalikova felt herself coming down from the rush of trying to keep up with the cuttlefish girl. She had to admit it felt a little bit emptier and a little bit too quiet now that Maryam wasn’t there, goofing off, pushing her to go out and eat and play. Had she been on her own Shalikova would have simply sank further into her own morbid thoughts. Maryam had been so kind to her.

	In her absence, the world felt suddenly emptier, both in the hangar and in Shalikova’s heart…        

	

	

	 


8.2

	For Blake McClinton the summer palace at Schwerin Island had become a green purgatory. Those vast beautiful fields which surrounded the castle endlessly on each side made him feel insane as he relentlessly climbed sets of staircases, looking out onto the unchanging world below, rushing from the bottom of the palace to the garden several stories above. Staircase after staircase after staircase fashioned from stone, boasting artsy diagonal hex-shaped windows ever at his side.

	Intermittent snapping gunfire punctuated his steps.

	“Leda– oh my god Leda–”

	He gasped for breath. Tenth story. Almost there.

	That morning he’d had an ominous feeling in his chest. He had wanted to meet with Leda.

	With his status as a G.I.A. agent they had to be discrete, but–

	Ever since they got word that woman was coming, Blake couldn’t sit back and watch.

	Leda had said she would meet him in their special place. She must have meant the garden.

	But with this invasion happening would they really meet there?

	Blake had no choice but to follow her directions. Even if they were given before the chaos.

	On the twelfth story, when he looked out at the green, he could see a shadow in the falsely blue sky. An impression of what was looming outside Schwerin past the illusion they had created for themselves. Judging by the presence, in the gardens below, of those damnable powered armors that the Empire had begun building to fight the communists, this was a Dreadnought that was sent to suppress them. 

	That shadow signaled the end of their ambitions– but they could still escape!

	And so Blake charged up the stairs again, silenced pistol in hand.

	He began checking the corners, aiming up the staircase.

	“Leda! I’m here! I’ll get you out of here!”

	He shouted, almost hysterical in his desire to hear anything from the garden.

	Charging through the door out to the enormous ceiling-garden in one of the Schwerin palace towers. Beautiful rows and beds of tall flowering plants, grapevines, berry bushes. Blake called out Leda’s name and ran through the rows. He reached the center of the garden structures, begging whatever cosmic force toyed with their fates to please let him find Leda standing there.

	“My, my.”

	Blake should have known his fate could be nothing but cursed.

	In Leda’s place, there was a woman in the field grey Imperial officer’s uniform, boots and peaked cap, blond, fair-faced, hair tied into a ponytail. She carried no visible weapons and had her arms crossed over her chest. She did not appear so formidable that she could simply stand there alone, but that mischievous glare and wicked grin could have belonged to no other than the famed Fueller enforcer Norn Tauscherer. Standing atop the garden tower and below Schwerin’s darkened skies.

	“Where is she?” Blake shouted. He took aim directly at Norn’s head.

	Norn put on an expression that felt surreal to Blake. Was she– was she laughing?

	Nonetheless, she raised her hands in surrender with this amused expression on her lips.

	“Blake McClinton is it? G.I.A special agent? No– there are more relevant names.”

	Suddenly, Blake felt something press against the back of his head.

	He ran his fingers through his long black hair as if he could’ve felt what was touching him.

	“Samuel Anahid.”

	Blake’s eyes drew wide as Norn’s smile grew wider. How could she–

	“No– oh dear. I quite apologize. I found a more fitting name: Marina McKennedy?”

	“Shut up! I’ll perforate that fucking stupid grin of yours!”

	Terror stirred in Blake’s heart.

	How could she know, how could she possibly fucking know?

	Only Leda and Bethany called her Marina– only they knew what he felt deep down.

	Only they encouraged his questioning.

	Something so intimate, so strange; how was it possible for Norn to know?

	Unless–

	No, even in captivity Leda would have no reason to speak of that!

	And Bethany would never betray them!

	“You’re wondering how I know? It’s because your mind is such an open book.”

	Norn’s expression was filled with such evil delight it shook Blake’s gun arm.

	This woman was a monster– this was the only explanation.

	There was no time to ponder it any further than that.

	Fueller’s monster had come for them. As Blake had feared in his worst nightmares.

	Blake was hardly listening to her ramble– he had to move with haste. Leda was in danger.

	“Where is she? Where is Leda Lettiere? Where are you keeping her?”

	Blake stepped forward with his pistol trained on Norn’s forehead.

	“Miss McKennedy, it is truly not my desire to cause any harm to Leda Lettiere.” Norn said. For a second, Blake’s heart rushed with a misplaced sense of relief. It didn’t last long, just until Norn finally spoke up again. “I am one of her many admirers. Oh, such pain and heartache that she brings to that stupid man. When Konstantin sent me here, I was expecting to turn up evidence of her sleeping around, and then to thoroughly ignore it so long as she was discrete. Unfortunately, you were here, G.I.A.”

	“What do you mean? What the fuck do you mean Norn?” Blake asked desperately.

	Norn sighed. “If only you hadn’t been here. I could have even ignored Leda’s plot to kill Konstantin, but if it’s supported by the G.I.A., that won’t do. I can’t let the Republic become emboldened.”

	“You’re talking really confidently for a woman with a gun to her head.” Blake said.

	She tried to regain her confidence. Norn was not some superhuman.

	Blake had all the situational advantages. Strategically they had been completely outdone but in this particular moment all she needed was to shoot Norn and escape with Leda. She just needed to know where Leda was. She had a few assets still in play, she could still potentially slip by those Diver armors. She had tricks up her sleeve. If Norn was up to talking she could let her talk.

	“What did you do with Leda? You’ve captured her, haven’t you?” Blake said.

	“Do you really think Leda would honor your little rendezvous here in this situation?”

	Norn tilted her head, gesturing toward one of the higher rear towers of Schwerin Palace.

	Of course. Blake had been so stupid. Leda was going to get Elena from the tower.

	How could he have believed Leda would choose him over her own daughter?

	“Unfortunately, I have to put an end to these fantasies.” Norn said.

	Blake bared her teeth at her in fury. “Says the bitch on the other end of my gun! Shut up!”

	Norn took a casual step forward in defiance of the agent’s orders, hands still raised.

	There was no hesitation on Blake’s part. He was a trained killer.

	He pulled the trigger, twice in quick succession, a bullet each in Norn’s neck and chest.

	Shooting a gun gave a brief sensation of recoil and an instantaneous sense of violence. The imagination of the layperson could have never accounted for the speed of a bullet. It was as if they were summoned into the world instantly in collision with their targets within the blink of an eye. So Blake’s response to the attack was trained, purposeful; at such close range, he knew when he hit something.

	That made the shock he felt as Norn continued to step toward him even greater.

	Blake stepped back, retrained his aim, and fired, both hands, center mass, no fancy shit–

	Norn closed in from across the garden, closing meter by casual meter, step by step.

	“What the fuck?”

	His head felt blurry with anxiety. Had he been drugged? Why was he missing?

	There was no way. No one had any opportunity to tamper with his gun or with him.

	He fired, twice, three times, fired at Norn until the gun clicked empty.

	Nothing, not a single bullet had even grazed her. It was if they went through her.

	“What’s wrong? Want me to stand still so you can hit me?”

	Norn stopped, scant meters distance from Blake, shrugging her shoulders.

	Blake drew a knife from his belt and rushed toward Norn with all his might.

	Desperate, foolish, ignorant–

	Nothing to lose–

	She was unarmed, he would take her down and rip out her fucking guts on the floor!

	There was no way she could avoid that!

	“Pitiable.”

	Norn swung her arm and batted aside Blake’s knife.

	It was such a precise, dismissive gesture that Blake could hardly believe it as he staggered back from it. His knife arm had been stricken with such force he thought his wrist might have snapped. In the midst of that sharp and sudden pain he never realized how quickly Norn had stepped inside of his guard. Her fist flew like a bullet. In an instant, it was summoned to his stomach and battered him.

	Blake fell back on the floor, grabbing hold of his belly, coughing, struggling to breath.

	Norn’s punch was like a battering ram. He felt like stomach was moved out of place.

	No way! No way! No way!

	How was she so strong? How the fuck was this Imbrian bitch this strong?

	Blake’s mind raced. Could she be a fucking Katarran–?

	“How insulting.”

	With a look of disgust on her face Norn kicked Blake on the floor.

	Coming in from the side, he felt the hard boots strike his ribs and cried out.

	Blake turned on his other side, tried to crawl away–

	When that same boot came stomping down on his hand.

	He gritted his teeth. She was not trying to break it. Just holding him in place.

	He could not help but notice how quickly she had moved from one side of him to the other.

	“I don’t do this without pity or sympathy for your cause. Konstantin should not be the winner here.” Norn said. Blake’s heart was racing, and he was in such pain, that all he could do was spit on the floor, not even on her shoe. He could not speak. He could do nothing but act defiant where no defiance was possible. Norn continued. “I’ll avenge the two of you one day. If what you want is the death of Konstantin von Fueller, then have patience. That day will come; just not by your hand, G.I.A.”

	Behind them one of the towers suddenly exploded, casting debris and fire into the air.

	Norn looked at it briefly, cursed in indignation, and turned suddenly back to Blake.

	Her foot came down on his face and shut the light from his eyes–

	–Transporting her back to the UNX-001 Brigand, almost twenty years later in 979 A.D.

	Marina woke in a bed and quickly closed her eyes again. 

	She resisted the urge to wake with a start. 

	It was not only that she wanted to excise what she had just seen in her mind with all of her concentration. That was only one consideration. But it was also part of her professional paranoia. In some situations it was more advantageous to pretend to be asleep or dead, this too was part of her training. Whenever she woke, she closed her eyes and took stock. As she pushed away the fragmented memories being cast as nightmares in her messy subconscious, she also remembered where she had been last.

	She remembered arguing with Elena. 

	Her heart hurt, scarcely remembering that Elena had been furious with her.

	Something happened after that. Maybe an attack on the ship knocked Marina out.

	Everything was a little fuzzy. To her consternation, her dream was more vivid than that moment.

	They had been in a dangerous situation, but she was not dead, so they must have escaped.

	Or been captured.

	She quickly opened her eye–

	And closed it.

	Union ship layout with automated doors with no locks; every Imperial quarter had a digital lock so it could be shut out by officers in case of mutiny. Bare metal walls, bedframes made of interchangeable bare plates of carbon fiber that fitted together and could be used to make chairs or tables or other furniture, as opposed to Imperial single-cast bespoke furniture molds. And the other beds were occupied by women with sandy or dark skin. She was probably still on the Brigand.

	That didn’t mean they were not captured, but it did mean she could probably be awake.

	Marina sat up in bed.

	She had a headache, but her body was as whole as it could be. Both arms, both legs.

	Her cybernetic eye was doing fine.

	In a corner of the room, a young, slim blond girl wearing her hair in two long braids spun around on her office chair. She had a stun gun clipped to her hip and wore the thick bodysuit of a Union security officer, with bits of ceramic bulletproof plate over her ample chest and slender limbs. When she noticed Marina, she stopped spinning around, gasped, and walked over to the bed.

	“Afternoon!” She said. Her voice was very cheerful. “How many fingers am I holding up?”

	She made a peace sign. Marina sighed audibly.

	“I’m fine. You’re Klara Van Der Smidse, right?” Marina said.

	“Yes! You know, I didn’t think you’d recognize me!”

	“I memorized the roster as much as I could. You’re Gallic, is that right?”

	“I mean, ethnically. My family is Gallic, I guess. It’s not a huge deal in the Union.”

	Gallics were one of the ethnicities persecuted by the Empire and deported to the Union. Particularly Eastern Gallics, with their “Van Der” names. Despite being fair-skinned blonds even.

	They had an independent kingdom in Skarsgaard once– so they resisted integration. And as the borders of Imbrian identity strained to cover the entire ocean, the Empire could not tolerate an ounce of resistance.

	Marina shook her head. That was not pertinent, but with the Union, she just could not help but think about the roots. After all, everyone from the Union now was probably once a slave or the child of a slave, or a “criminal” or otherwise “undesirable” element. This Klara Van Der Smidse looked sweet and cheerful at face value, but she probably had a lot of pain she had to deal with.

	Understanding this was important to making allies.

	Or manipulating enemies.

	That was the north star of the Republic’s General Intelligence Agency.

	Empathy was useful: but only insofar as it could be used and never a drop more.

	“What does my ethnicity matter though?”

	“I just wanted you to see that my mental faculties are in order.” Marina said.

	“Ah, yeah, it looks like you’re okay. The doctor told me to test everyone who wakes up.”

	“Did she tell you to give them any drugs if they’re groggy?”

	“Oh, yep, I’ve got a stimulant–”

	“Administer it anyway. I can use all the help I can get staying awake.”

	“Uhh.” Van Der Smidse blinked at her. “I mean– I guess I will.”

	She went to the table she had been spinning near, withdrew a punch injector and returned.

	“This goes into–”

	Marina practically snatched it out of her hand and punched it into her arm.

	Nonchalantly she discarded the case.

	“Uh, wow!” Van Der Smidse put her hands behind her head. “Are all GIA this prompt?”

	“We’re in a critical situation. It’s all of you who are acting too lax. I take it we escaped?” Marina said. 

	“From the Iron Lady? Yes, that was a few days ago. All thanks to our pilots.”

	“Good. Then I need to speak with your Captain. I want to know what the plan is now.”

	Van Der Smidse sighed. “The plan is you need to slow down and wait for the doctor to clear you.”

	Marina abruptly stood up out of bed. She still had all her clothes on, and her bodysuit.

	Good — nobody had touched her. Or at least, she felt confident not thinking about it.

	She started to walk away and practically dared Van Der Smidse to stop her.

	That girl never did, however. She shouted after her a bit, but then stayed behind sighing.

	Marina had to keep moving. Her past was trying to catch up. She couldn’t just stay still.

	It was not only a critical situation for the ship, but for herself too.

	That dream shook her a bit.

	But she had to be done mourning the past. What mattered now was getting Elena through this.

	Norn Tauscherer and Leda Lettiere, were far, far away, as far out of reach as Schwerin Island.

	If she ever saw any of them again, it would only be in death.

	

	

	Lately the Brigand’s laboratory and its adjoining hall were blessed with the sound of a beautiful voice, humming, and sometimes singing, no discernible lyrics or songs, just little notes strung innocently together with great sweetness. In the storm of activity and the danger of the outside world, it was a touch of humanity that reminded those around of what they stood to lose if they faltered.

	That voice belonged to Chief Specialist Karuniya Maharapratham.

	She didn’t really know any songs by heart, and she wasn’t good with lyrics, but she had been told she had a cute singing voice, so sometimes her lips released vaguely musical noises while she was working. In the laboratory, the day to day work lately had involved the algae and fungus gardens, and it was repetitive. So Karuniya sang while she began to prepare and move along batches of mushrooms.

	Union mushrooms began their lives as preserved cultures in vials which could be taken aboard ships in large containers. All agrisphere mushroom cultivars had been chosen specifically for their fecundity, and each of these vials by itself could grow enough fruiting bodies to cover large sections of the garden wall. Karuniya had a climate-controlled chest which stored the vials, and that chest, properly cared for, represented enough food to give everyone on the ship at least a meal a day for eight months in the direst circumstances. And in certain circumstances she could renew the mushrooms a bit too, or even introduce cultivars from stations or from cave systems if they went near the continent.

	After retrieving a vial, Karuniya seeded the mushrooms in a nutrient-rich substrate made of a cardboard-like recycled vegetable matter that was enriched with phosphate fertilizer mined near the lower continent wall in Lyser and Solstice. These media were kept in an atmospherically regulated unit. When she seeded one medium, she took the previous medium from the enclosure. Once there were signs of initial growth, the fertile medium was added to the garden wall on the side of the laboratory. From there, the fungi would spread across the environment of the wall. One box could grow a lot of food.

	Then she set to work on the algae. 

	This was much less work because the algae wall was a fully enclosed aquaponic device. There were less blocks of glorified cardboard to shuffle around. Karuniya had the algae starters in vials too, but she rarely needed to start algae because algae were constantly growing in the tank and if she didn’t liquidate the whole thing she could get more out of it. Instead what she needed to pay attention to was canisters of nutrients and the atmosphere regulator. All in all, the algae wall could provide a vitamin rich accompaniment to one meal a day for even longer than the mushroom wall. 

	Though, in such a situation, misery would set in long before starvation did. 

	Still, Karuniya felt happy with the fact that she was helping sustain life.

	There were also some frozen cultivars in the cargo; and of course, canned and freeze dried mushrooms and other foods ready to heat and eat for the kitchen. But having some kind of fresh food was good for morale, so Karuniya, since the beginning of the trip, had decided to make tending the gardens a priority. This was more important work for the mission than ocean salinity reviews or writing histories of biomass concentrations. Karuniya had a lot of respect for the basic gardening work.

	After all, was it not the work of humans now to be responsible for life, after all the death they had caused? That was a key part of the philosophy of her work in oceanography. Aer had essentially been destroyed. If aliens from outer space looked at the planet she imagined they would see an inhospitable rock, its atmosphere steeped in runaway agarthic reactions, devoid of any life.

	To survive now, the planet needed stewardship. It could not fix itself.

	Aer was a garden, it was artificial, it was tended to. Much of its biomass was unnatural in origin now. Or at least, whether or not Leviathans were natural, they wouldn’t exist without human tampering and agarthicite. If humans could tamper with the world to such a disastrous point, should they not run with it and design more of the world such that life could be sustained indefinitely?

	In the same way that Karuniya grew garden walls to feed the ship–

	Maybe someday, the people of Aer could come together and grow themselves a better world; clean the waters, create communities sustainable not just for humans and not just for the next few hundred years, but that promoted the growth of helpful species, that rebuilt the natural life cycles of the world from the tormented half-alive state in which they were. Understand the place of Leviathans instead of destroying them as threats or hiding from them indefinitely. Cease to waste resources in endless wars and instead share everything humans had left in communities of mutual benefit.

	A bitter laugh escaped from those lips which had been singing.

	“What a stupid thing for a soldier who married a soldier to be thinking about.”

	When the thought of Murati entered her mind again, she almost wanted to cry.

	In fact, it was not simply that gardening was good and necessary work.

	It was strenuous and time consuming and kept her mind off her fiancé in the medbay.

	“This is how it’s going to be, huh? For God knows how long? If we even survive?”

	Maybe she should have persuaded Murati not to follow her ambitions.

	“No, hell no. Don’t lose sight of what you love about her.”

	Those weren’t just ambitions. Murati could have never been an artist or a teacher.

	Murati’s justice would have always led her to soldiery. Her character was defined by it.

	Because Murati believed strongly that social problems could perish as if by military force.

	As strongly as Karuniya believed that social solutions could be grown like algae in a tank.

	And yet, that was what attracted her to Murati in the first place. That strong sense of justice.

	Those strong shoulders too–

	That time before they started dating that she saw Murati fucking her roommate so hard–

	“Ah man, I don’t want to think about weird shit like that! What the fuck am I doing?”

	Karuniya clapped her hands against her head.

	“Excuse me.”

	A voice from behind startled her so badly she nearly jumped at the algae tank.

	Karuniya suddenly turned around as if nothing had happened, and nothing had been said.

	“Y-Yes?”

	Behind her, Braya Zachikova tilted her head in confusion, staring at her with an utterly expressionless face. Zachikova’s large grey antennae had their LEDs blinking profusely, but no bit of her from that tawny spiraling ponytail to those mechanical eyes of hers nor any part of that slender frame, showed much discernible consternation. Karuniya surmised that Braya had not heard her thinking out loud and so she tried not to be embarrassed about her sudden appearance.

	“What do you need Ensign?” Karuniya said. “Are you going to play with the Super again?”

	That was Karuniya’s shorthand for the supercomputer box at the far end of the lab.

	“I don’t play with it. Anyway, that’s not what I am doing. I have a request.”

	Zachikova did not usually request anything. She was a bridge officer and had been broadly authorized to perform any kind of computer related work with the least red tape possible. So she did not need to make requests of Karuniya and she usually did not. She would come and go and do what she needed as she pleased. Karuniya basically served at her pleasure on such matters.

	“Sure, I mean, I dunno how much help I could be.” Karuniya said.

	“You like Leviathans, don’t you?” Zachikova said.

	“Huh?” Karuniya made a face at her. “Who the heck would like those ugly things?”

	She did like them– but that would have been a weird thing to admit to.

	Zachikova was unfazed by the response.

	“I’m not talking like they’re cute or cuddly, I mean they fascinate you, right?” She pressed.

	“They’re one of my fields of study.” Karuniya said. What the hell was this conversation?

	“You wouldn’t want us to unnecessarily waste resources hunting a Leviathan, correct?”

	“Um, well, I mean, if it’s not threatening us, I guess. What is your point, Zachikova?”

	Zachikova’s ears seemed to adjust their angle very slightly on her head.

	As if beckoned by an invisible hand, the wall-mounted monitor near the garden beds began to display a video feed. It looked like it was taken by cameras on one of the Brigand’s spy drones. Internal and external camera footage was retained for 96 hours and was briefly reviewed by Karuniya, Zachikova, a security team member, and the Captain or Commissar. Anything important was backed up to tape and the rest was deleted. They had a ton of storage on the ship. Civilians were still dealing in sub gigabyte files, but the Brigand housed several petabytes of storage for high quality predictive imagery, algorithmic real-time video editing, and a ton of other fancy stuff. That being said, it would be reckless not to have storage management processes, so they held those meetings.

	Knowing all of this, Karuniya realized immediately what Zachikova was asking.

	There was a creature in all of the videos. Beautiful, certainly. Docile, perhaps.

	Judging by the contrails of its exhaust — hell, by the very presence of an exhaust–

	This was recent footage about a Leviathan coming very close to the Brigand.

	“You want me to declare it a subject of study. So we won’t cull it.” She said.

	Zachikova nodded. She spoke with a dispassionate tone, but–

	“Out at sea, the ship science officer is an authority on matters regarding Leviathans. You can declare Leviathan alerts, issue a request for culling; ultimately, if I’m deemed negligent for not reporting the footage, you’ll be the key witness in that process. I want you to scrub this footage, make a request for study with the drone, and I’ll operate the drone and we can come into contact with the Leviathan again. Then you can name it, categorize it and declare it a subject of study.”

	–Karuniya could tell that she really did care about not hurting this animal.

	There was something almost touching about that.

	She had always thought of Zachikova as a standoffish girl who only cared about her work.

	All of these other soldiers would have shot down a Leviathan without hesitation.

	“Well, if the Leviathan was out there now, wouldn’t Fatima pick it up?” Karuniya said.

	“She’s not out there now.” Zachikova said. She said this with a strange note of confidence, as if she could actually tell something this uncertain. “Fatima would ignore biologic noise at this point. I think we’re all too nervous about being attacked by a ship again to really care too much.”

	Wait a minute– “Did you mean to say ‘she’ to refer to the Leviathan?”

	Zachikova briefly averted her gaze. “Yes. I believe it is a young female.”

	That was such a weird thing to say. But Karuniya would not tease her for it any further.

	“It does look really interesting. I will file a request for study right now. So sit tight. We’ll go look for her. It’s not like I have anything better to do. I welcome being able to do my real job.”

	Karuniya gave her a mischievous smile and made a little peace sign to lighten the mood.

	While she was playing it cool, she really appreciated having a project in that moment.

	Zachikova bowed her head a little. “T-t-thanks.” For the first time– a bit of emotion.

	“You can be really cute when you want to, you know?” Karuniya winked.

	She turned and walked to her work terminal to begin the project in earnest.

	Zachikova followed behind with an almost pitiable expression, like a lost puppy.

	Karuniya thought then: even the most hardcore soldier types could be wonderful people.

	

	

	Rousing gently from sleep, Elena, for a brief moment, saw the familiar four walls of her room at Vogelheim, sunlight peering through her window, the chirping of birds and the feeling of warm air. She was afraid to shut her eyes, to the point of tears, but inevitably, she did. In a blink, the familiar scene dispersed like color peeling off the walls, like a painting burning in her face.

	Elena was on the UNX-001 Brigand.

	For a brief moment she recalled where she had been last.

	Looming tyrannical over Marina’s mind with the strange power Victoria had admitted she had.

	She had wanted to hurt Marina, to force her submission, to destroy her soul.

	And the thought of it scared and disgusted her now.

	What had come over her?

	“Feeling better? How many fingers am I holding up?”

	A voice shook her out of her contemplation. 

	Seated on a chair near her bed was a young woman in a thick black bodysuit, interlocking plates of bulletproof armor covering her slender chest and limbs. She had a baton and a stun gun clipped to a utility belt, and there was a first aid kit spread open on an adjacent chair. Elena focused on the fingers, two slender, black gloved digits making a peace sign. Elena let out a tired sight.

	“Two fingers. I’m alright. You don’t have to worry.” Elena said.

	“You’ve been out for days, but you at least you were stable enough to stay in your room.”

	Though Elena felt a bit self-conscious to think of it, the girl across from her–

	She was– exotic?

	Her long, silky black hair framed her face with perfectly blunt bangs, and the rest gathered in a handsome ponytail. Her facial features were a little different than Elena was used to. Her eyes had a slight fold, and the tone of her skin was fair but with what felt like a golden sheen. Elena did not know what race or ethnicity she belonged to. She knew the Union had a lot of peoples who were once minority populations in the Empire, like North Bosporans and Shimii. But she could not at all place the woman in front of her. And something about that made her hate herself a little, made her feel inadequate.

	Luxembourg School For Girls had been Elena’s taste of a “cosmopolitan” world and even in a place seen as a liberal haven, she had one Shimii friend and nothing but Imbrian companions otherwise. She hardly saw even the “fair-skinned blonde” foreigners of the Empire like Volgians and Gallics. She was sheltered; and this ship of communists seemed to keep reminding her of sheltered-ness.

	“Your name is Elen, right? I’m with security. My name is Zhu Lian. Zhu is my surname.”

	“Nice to meet you. I am– I’m Elen, yeah. I’m an analyst.”

	Despite Marina’s paranoia, Elena was well aware of her script and character.

	Zhu Lian smiled at her and seemed to have no suspicion or malice toward her.

	“Can you stand up? We had you on an IV for a bit, but you must be feeling pretty weak.”

	“I think I can stand, thank you.”

	Elena shifted her legs off the bed and lifted herself up to a stand. It was not difficult.

	She noticed immediately that she was wearing nothing but her bodysuit.

	“Could I get a moment to change?” Elena asked.

	“Of course. I’ll step out. Before that, though: I’m joining my companion Klara Van Der Smidse to eat soon. Why don’t you come with us to the canteen? That way we can make sure you’re ok.”

	Elena hesitated at first, unable to get a firm grasp on her own feelings. She realized that she couldn’t keep avoiding the communists and hiding in her room. This was a good step forward. These girls were security officers for the communists but they might not be enemies. They might just be two girls.

	“I could really use a good meal. Thanks for the offer, Miss Zhu.”

	For a moment before she left, the security officer looked mildly taken aback. “Miss Zhu?”

	Once Zhu Lian was out of the room, Elena found her suit had been laundered for her, so she switched to a fresh bodysuit and donned the button-down, pants and jacket. She checked to make sure she still looked inconspicuous. The dye job on her hair was still solid, and in a ship full of young, physically active and attractive people she probably did not look like a remarkable beauty.

	Outside, Elena found alongside Zhu Lian a familiar blond girl with a flighty demeanor and a matching suit of armor. Klara Van Der Smidse waved vigorously at Elena before turning to Zhu.

	“Oh Lian! Are you finally sick of me? Dumping me for a nerdy girl?” She wailed.

	“Hey, don’t be rude to her. You don’t know if she’s nerdy.” Lian replied coolly.

	“She’s a stark contrast to my vibrant physicality. You’re really trading down!”

	Lian laughed. “Don’t worry, you’re my obligation for good. If I ever let you go, someone else would have to bear your evil little head. I couldn’t live with myself unleashing that on society.”

	“How mean! If you’re going to play along, don’t put me down so strongly!”

	Klara puffed up her cheeks in childish anger, while Lian gave her a smug look.

	Elena was reminded of the banter between Victoria and Sawyer.

	Sawyer would always shout and start some kind of argument.

	Victoria would coolly and dispassionately dress her down.

	Gertrude would intervene if Sawyer looked like she was going to hit Victoria.

	And Elena watched quietly from the sidelines, just as she watched Klara and Lian now.

	Somehow they continued to hang out, the four girls always together despite this chaos.

	Seeing the security officers rile each other up gave her bittersweet memories.

	“Lian, can’t you see she’s not feeling the vibe? You shouldn’t keep dragging things on.”

	Klara pointed at Elena with a snickering grin on her face.

	“It’s your fault that nobody on Aer can stand your vibe. C’mon, let’s go eat.”

	Lian started walking without waiting on Klara or anyone’s response.

	So Elena followed after, trying to match her stride, quick and elegant, almost gliding.

	She had such a confident posture and step– Klara did too, Elena noticed it when she looked.

	They must have been well-trained. Was everyone on the Brigand some kind of Union elite?

	Or maybe Elena was just too stupid to tell if they were really professional or not.

	In sharp contrast to the escalated level of activity in the halls and adjoining areas, there was nobody sitting down to eat at the canteen. Long row tables full of lines of empty chairs. People mainly seemed to rush to the canteen, fill a thermos with soup from the dispensers on the wall, grab some crackery-looking bread from containers near the soup dispensers, and then rush back out. 

	Elena supposed those were workers with something important to do. They were dressed in jumpsuits like the repairmen at Vogelheim sometimes did. Zhu Lian and Van Der Smidse led Elena to the back of the canteen, where there was a kitchen counter with hot food trays encircling the cooks.

	The main cook was a dark-haired lady in the middle of chopping mushrooms. She reminded Elena of Bethany Skoll, her head maid back at Vogelheim. The focus and precision with which she worked on the food, like she was in her own world from which she could not be moved until her task was done. That same level of intensity surrounded Bethany in everything she did for Elena. She felt a little melancholy; the cook and Bethany even looked a bit like they were the same age, they had a motherly aesthetic.

	While the cook was engaged in her work, an unfriendly looking blond served their food.

	“No substitutions shall be abided, you knaves. Secure thy blessings and be grateful.”

	“We know, we know.” Klara said.

	She filled plastic trays with a scoop of white rice, a large spoonful of wilted greens in a runny brown sauce, one slice of a strange cutlet that looked like no discernible cut of meat to Elena’s eyes, and a baked brown pie that seemed like the only edible thing in Elena’s plate. While Klara and Lian took their plates quickly, Elena hung back and waved for the blond serving girl.

	“Excuse me.” She asked, as politely as she could.

	“Hmm? Yes, yes, you desire to savage additional portions, do you not?”

	“Um.” Elena’s hands trembled slightly, holding her tray. “Can I have a bit of olive oil?”

	Across the counter the blond serving girl’s eyes narrowed at her. Then she laughed.

	“I’ve beauty akin to royalty, so I understand your confusion, but I’ve not a royal’s ransom to my name that I could give you olive oil. You’re the Republican, are you not? Mayhaps you can vote yourself some olive oil, for you will find none here. Now scram before I become enraged.”

	Elena stood speechless as the blond tossed her hair with agitation and went about her way.

	Completely ignoring what Elena thought was a simple, easy request for a bit of olive oil.

	Back home she always had fresh baked meat pies with a drizzle of extra virgin olive oil.

	Did the communists not have olive oil? They had oil for cooking, didn’t they?

	“Elen! Stop bothering Fernanda and join us already!” cried Klara, from a row seat nearby.

	Still dumbfounded, Elena took her tray over to the security girls and sat down with them.

	She looked down with a wan expression at her food, while Lian and Klara dug in.

	“Excuse me.” Elena said. “Do you not have olive oil available as a condiment?”

	“As a condiment? That’s pretty wild.” Klara asked.

	“It is? I always had it back home.” Elena felt suddenly ashamed.

	“You Republicans sure are care-free huh?” Lian said, sighing. “Elen, we absolutely don’t have olive oil for you to just dunk your food in. Union oil is mainly corn oil or soybean oil and its just used for cooking in. It’s pretty flavorless on its own. The margarine or shortening is a little bit better because it has extra salt and flavorings added in, but still, you weren’t going to get any.”

	“In the Union it’s pretty rude to ask for more stuff on your meals.” Klara clarified. “If you need a special diet you go on a special meal plan, but the cooks work their butts off to make food for like hundreds or even thousands of people who register at their canteen, not to mention walk-ins too. They can’t do that if everyone asks for extra oil all the time, does that make sense?”

	“I see. I’m sorry, I didn’t know it was like that.” Elena said, staring down at her plate.

	“I’m sure nobody would hold the culture shock against you. Union life is a little bit strict.”

	“Well, you know, at least the food is free.” Klara said. “Lian and I walked around a bit in Serrano city, and it was crazy how such a big place that was crammed full of people also just had guys out on the street starving to death and begging for scraps. You don’t see that in the Union.”

	“It was pretty disturbing. I’m hoping the entire Empire isn’t like that.” Lian said.

	Elena didn’t have the heart to speak up about that.

	She knew that the Empire — her Empire — was a difficult and violent place to live.

	Though perhaps often naïve she wasn’t completely ignorant to the Empire’s history. 

	While she was sheltered in Vogelheim she read books and sought out information on the network and tried to learn the things they just would not teach her in Luxembourg, or that she would never get to personally see. She knew that housing cost money and certain people couldn’t pay. She knew that food prices went up and down with supply, demand, price controls or subsidies, tampering by bad market actors — and in turn she knew, at times, people couldn’t afford food, and it led to riots or even wars. And she knew that the Empire persecuted and ejected people for their ethnicity, and that this led to them losing housing, food and even their lives. Elena was sheltered, not stupid.

	However, there was a gap in her knowledge about what anyone could do about it.

	The Empire felt like a force of nature. 

	A current that swept through people and brought eternal strife.

	When her father took power from the Nocht dynasty, he had declared a grand project known as the “Fueller Reformation” that was supposed to end the unrest, the ethnic cleansing, the instabilities in food and housing, corruption among the nobles– a grand and sweeping rejuvenation of the Empire. Clearly, however, he must have failed. Had the Fueller Reformation truly succeeded the Empire would not be split into warring sides. Vogelheim would not have been destroyed.

	Bethany would not have had to die, and Elena could have had olive oil on her pies still.

	But those were things that could not concern Elen. Elen had an entire other life.

	So in front of Zhu Lian and Klara Van Der Smidse, Elen began to eat her food.

	Despite the lackluster appearance, the flavors of the food were acceptable.

	Everything was well seasoned. There was plenty of unctuous mouthfeel and umami flavor.

	Nothing could beat the feasts Bethany made with the highest quality ingredients.

	But Elena could understand that the Union had acceptable substitutes for such things.

	Perhaps the life of the communists was not so bleak and joyless as she thought.

	“I have a question. Maybe it’s a stupid one.” Elena said.

	“Those are my favorite kind of question!” Klara said. “Throw it out there, Elen!”

	Elena gathered her breath, laying her spork down on the pool of sauce left in her plate.

	“Do you all really believe in the communist government?” Elena said.

	Lian and Klara turned to face each other and turned back to Elena with puzzled expressions.

	“Uhhh; are you lookin’ to start a fight, Republican?” Klara said, cocking an eyebrow.

	It sounded like she was teasing her– at least Elena certainly hoped it was just teasing.

	“Klara don’t scare her. I can only speak for myself, but I don’t really care about what the government calls itself or how they justify it when they do things.” Lian said. “What I care about is that the government does good things for us. And in the Union, the way we organize things has been good for us. Everyone gets a little slice of something. Enough of a life to be pretty happy.”

	“I was a little kid when my family was deported to the Union.” Klara said. “I was like two or three years old so I can’t remember the Empire exactly or what happened to us. As a little kid we had some rough times when the Union was formed, but every time there was a shortage, the government was completely up front about it. They told us in school, you know? So I couldn’t blame them when that stuff happened. It felt like it was everyone’s shared problem, or something.”

	“My family has a crazy history.” Lian said. “We were from this station in the Cogitum Ocean, like, far, far east, called Zhongshan, and our country had an enemy, Hanwa, who captured us and pressed us into service aboard their ships. Those ships went to war against the Empire and were defeated by the Vekans. The Vekans then deported us to the colonies as POWs. When the Union was formed, it didn’t matter that we were foreigners who had been shuffled around so many countries. We became people of the Union. We all had the same lot, and we shared the same space and resources. That’s always what I’ve called communism, even if I don’t know all the theory.”

	Elena listened intently to their stories. Communism had always been the evil ideology of the Empire’s enemies. Communism tricked people into suffering and famine, killed billions, turned neighbor on neighbor, faithful servant against generous master. It was a tempting succubus that threatened to drain the soul of a nation. When Marina told her they would be fleeing to the Union, it felt like she was making a deal with the devil. This was all quite unlike what she had been taught.

	In the Empire, communism was taught like it was a force of nature.

	A current that swept through people and brought eternal strife.

	The Union had rebelled against the Empire, but Elena knew how rotten the Empire was.

	Could she blame them? Did she need to fear them like Marina said?

	While the communists did not hide the fact that they faced difficulties and hardships in their nation, they did not speak as if they were subjects of a dictatorship who had everything stolen from them and were brainwashed into believing and participating in an evil plot. Everyone on the Brigand were just people. They were soldiers, but– also just people who just had lives and homes.

	Zhu Lian and Klara Van Der Smidse– in the Empire, would they be hated? Persecuted?

	And so, then, was it the Union that was truly just? Was the Union the truly virtuous state?

	“I’m sorry for the heavy question. Things are different in the– in the Republic, is all.”

	Elena deflected from this subject. She had quite enough on her mind already.

	Without having to ponder the weighty questions of national politics.

	“You two seem really close.” Elena said. “How did you meet?”

	She put on a bubbly smile in the hopes they would play along with the lighter topic.

	Thankfully Klara seemed to require little input to get going and ran with it immediately.

	“Hah! Lian and I go way back. We used to be rivals in the infantry!”

	Klara shot a little look at Lian, who returned it with equal intensity– and fondness.

	“Back in camp, whenever I did 100 pushups, this dork would go and do 101.” Lian said.

	“And when I set fast times in the obstacle course, you would go and top them!” Klara said.

	“Yeah but I wasn’t loud about it like you. You’d go around bragging, it was obnoxious.”

	“Of course! What’s the point in beating you at everything and keeping quiet about it?”

	Lian looked at Elena, pointing a thumb at Klara. “I hated this bitch for the longest time.”

	“I wanted to fucking kill her.” Klara said casually, gently shoving Lian in the shoulder.

	“Um.” Elena started to go pale. Had she set them off in an even worse way?

	Both were still smiling though. And they each threw an arm over each other’s shoulder.

	“One time though, we ended up paired up in a mock battle!” Lian said excitedly.

	“We smoked everyone. It was crazy how tuned up our frequencies were!” Klara added.

	“After that, we ended up in the showers.” Lian said. She gave Klara a mischievous look.

	Klara laughed it off, cheeks red, winking. “Couldn’t keep my eyes off her ever since.”

	“Or your hands.” Lian said. The two of them rubbed their heads together affectionately.             

	Were people in the Union always so openly romantic? Elena felt herself shrink a little, feeling awkward around the two of them, but at the very least, they had gotten away from politics. There was another little bittersweet memory here. Elena was reminded of her childhood crushes, Gertrude and Sawyer. Of her friend Victoria who perhaps also loved her, too. Of the fighting and frolicking of their youth.

	All of those people felt so far away. Perhaps she would only ever see them again in death.

	

	

	 


8.3

	There was an air of tension and wicked possibility as the gathering convened.

	The Brigand’s main meeting room was once again playing host to Maryam Karahailos and Marina McKennedy on one end of the planning table and captain Ulyana Korabiskaya, and her commissar and adjutant Aaliyah Bashara on the other end. Maryam was her usual bubbly self while Marina had the same friendless look she always wore, despite having just walked out of the medbay without authorization. 

	Because it was convenient, Ulyana overlooked her transgression completely.

	“You will get lectured by Doctor Kappel. But I’m glad you could make it, it’s a welcome surprise. You’re the woman of the hour after all, Ms. McKennedy.” Ulyana said, crossing her arms.

	“Despite myself, I always seem to end up in the spotlight.” Marina grumbled.

	She was taking a sarcastic tone of voice, but the matter at hand was one of life and death.

	Two or three days ago, depending on one’s metric for a “day” underwater, the Brigand had encountered the enormous Inquisitorial dreadnought dubbed “the Iron Lady” alongside a fleet that was likely drawn from local policing patrols at the last minute. As a clandestine ship, it was impossible to turn the Brigand in to the Iron Lady for inspection. While on the outside the Brigand looked like a civilian vessel, as long as its weapons were retracted and soundproof sealed, this secrecy depended on the hangar and the massive amounts of military equipment within it not being exposed to the wrong eyes.

	As part of their plot to escape, Ulyana personally spoke with the commander of the Iron Lady, Gertrude Lichtenberg. She had been hoping to stall and distract Lichtenberg, whom Murati surmised was going to have a hard time controlling her slapdash fleet when her personal attention was drawn away from it. 

	She had been correct. Gertrude was barely able to keep her fleet in line, and the tighter cohesion of the Brigand’s two-man squads picked them apart. The confrontation allowed Ulyana to gather information. How did Gertrude find them? What was it that Gertrude wanted from them? They were both obviously cagey with each other in that situation, and Ulyana perhaps had a little too much fun with the younger woman, but she gleaned some valuable insight nevertheless. Gertrude wanted a VIP aboard the Brigand. This VIP was important enough Gertrude could not risk directly attacking the Brigand with her cannons.

	And there were perhaps personal stakes for Gertrude Lichtenberg, who seemed too invested in the capture of this VIP, for an Imperial Inquisitor in the far reaches of the Empire. This may have accounted for the coincidence of the Iron Lady mooring next to them at Serrano. At the time there was nothing they could do about it and Ulyana did not see it as necessarily a risk. Ships of all kinds moored next to each other. On the docks, crews were too busy with their own ship to start inspecting those of others. 

	However, now she felt that Gertrude may have been tracking her VIP.

	Perhaps Gertrude suspected something and confirmed it with new information at Serrano.

	Ulyana suspected that Marina McKennedy was the VIP. 

	As a G.I.A. agent on the run, this made the most sense. She owned up to her cell being compromised, and to needing a snap escort to the Union to avoid capture. Perhaps she had lied to Murati about the proximity of her tail and the degree to which she was compromised, hoping for a quick out. All of these suspicions made sense in Ulyana’s head, but there was only one person who could confirm them. Whether she told the truth to them or whether she lied, Ulyana had to see Marina’s reaction to be absolutely sure. She decided that whenever she next met Marina, she’d press her for information.

	While she had not expected to do this today, it would have had to happen at some point.

	Maryam being in attendance wouldn’t really change anything. This had to be done.

	At Ulyana’s side, the Commissar Aaliyah Bashara sat with her arms crossed and a serious expression on her face, her tail on end and unmoving. Ulyana had told her all of her suspicions and what she hoped to do with this meeting. Aaliyah would assist in the interrogation. Shimii had sharp eyes and this particular Shimii had a decent sense of people — except perhaps when she got drunk enough.

	“You were knocked out for a while, Marina. What exactly happened to you?”

	Ulyana started with a personal question to ease into things. She was curious however.

	“We’re doing this now?”

	“We’re doing this now.” Aaliyah replied, sternly. She was backing up Ulyana.

	“Fine. I was in the hall with Elen when the ship was hit by the dreadnought guns. I’m pretty sure I lost my balance and next thing I knew, I woke up in the medbay.” Marina said. “I’m sorry, but I can’t really remember it very well. Elen was completely freaking out. It was a nightmare of a day.”

	“Officers Van Der Smidse and Zhu reported a physical altercation between you two.”

	Marina scoffed. “Don’t you employ corporal punishment sometime, Captain?”

	“It’s not my first choice to discipline a mentally unstable subordinate.” Ulyana shot back.

	Her heart felt a brief swelling of anger toward Marina she had to get under control.

	“I was grabbing Elen; I wasn’t in the best place mentally myself. But I didn’t strike her.”

	Marina continued to respond coolly. She always acted like she was being interrogated.

	Was this how all G.I.A. agents were trained to behave?

	Given her conduct, Ulyana didn’t really care to conceal that this was an actual interrogation.

	“What does Gertrude Lichtenberg, commander of the Iron Lady, want with you?”

	The G.I.A. agent shot a bitter look at Ulyana. She crossed her arms and lowered her head.

	She sighed deeply. “Look, I know what it looks like, but I swear I wasn’t being tailed.”

	Aaliyah spoke up to support Ulyana again. A note of disdain crept into otherwise polite speech.

	“Directly after we rescued you, the Iron Lady took an interest in us. Whether or not you were aware of the possibility hardly matters. You yourself admitted your cell was defeated by the Empire. How can you have been completely sure you would not be tracked or traced in a major city?” She said.

	“You presume far too much, Commissar. We are experienced professionals. We can be chased, but what matters is that we know how to escape from the pursuers. And all of us escaped. When the Empire threw down our doors they found nothing of us left behind there. My colleagues have all probably escaped to the Union or the Republic-occupied zone in Katarre. I was the only one unlucky to end up saved by the Union’s special toy. None of us were being followed.” Marina sharply replied.

	“Without evidence of this, it will remain an open question.” Aaliyah said.

	“I agree. It is useless to argue; but you need to tell us everything, Marina.” Ulyana said.

	“It’s not like I’m deliberately holding back any information!” Marina said.

	“Are you truly not? Again, we can’t be certain.” Ulyana said. “Until we ask you some pointed questions.”

	Marina grunted, casting her eyes to the table. “Fine, of course, just say what you want to.”

	Ulyana nodded. She sat back and relaxed and began to ask her questions.

	“Right now, the fact is that Gertrude Lichtenberg is coming after us and if she survived our attack on the Iron Lady, she and who knows who else will know what they’re up against now. Just pretend that you did get compromised if it helps your pride. What does she want with you? What information do you know? You know who she is right? Why is this apparently personal to her? How long will she pursue?”

	“Do you even think she survived? Didn’t you blast her ship to pieces?” Marina interjected.

	“Irmingard-class dreadnoughts are extremely durable vessels.” Aaliyah said. “Our realistic goal was never to sink it outright, but to cause enough damage to sever important systems and cripple the ship enough to allow us to escape. Killing that Inquisitor would be better luck than we’ve had.”

	Ulyana locked eyes with Marina. “Back to the subject at hand–”

	Marina sighed deeply and loudly her exasperation.

	“Look, I know a lot about the Fueller family. They must be trying to silence me.” She said.

	“So that was the G.I.A’s operation in the Empire? Spying on the imperial royal family?”

	“That was a large part of it, yes.”

	“That sounds like it carried a lot of risk.” Ulyana said, pressing her for more.

	That response seems to have finally crossed the threshold of the G.I.A. agent’s patience.

	“No operation is perfect! You’re right, it was risky and I don’t know if I was compromised, I fundamentally can’t know that information! I did my best, but I may have fucked up somewhere. You have no idea what I’ve been through, so maybe you could just accept my apologies and regrets, and we can move on to planning for the situation at hand. Is that ok with you, Captain?” Marina shouted.

	And that response crossed the threshold for the Captain.

	Who did this woman think she was–?

	Ulyana narrowed her eyes into a glare and crossed her arms sullenly. “No it’s not ok with me, G.I.A. I don’t know what you’ve been through because you won’t tell us a god damned thing about it! We were polite enough not to grill you the instant you got on this ship; we thought you would come clean with us. What use is it having you as an equal partner if you’ll just drop a bomb like this on us and then refuse to elaborate? Don’t you think we deserve to know if the Fueller family is hunting you?”

	“I can explain everything, but it’s not pertinent!” Marina shouted. “The late Emperor’s bedtime secrets aren’t going to save us, goddamn it! If you can get me out of this alive, I promise you’ll get the full fucking story, okay? You’ll fucking wish you hadn’t heard some of the details.”

	Maryam hid her face behind her tentacles in the midst of all the shouting.

	Ulyana was about to continue the shouting match when a gentle hand laid on her flank.

	Imperceptibly, out of the sight of their guests. It was her Commissar’s touch.

	The captain knew then that she was going out of line and tried to reign herself back.

	Aaliyah rubbed her hands on her forehead, her cat ears drooping. “I hate to say it, but McKennedy is right that the situation fundamentally doesn’t change if she gives up her salacious secrets to us. We don’t really have a way to use that information, so it would only affect our peace of mind. At least now we have some idea of why Gertrude Lichtenberg is after us. We should plan our escape and repairs.”

	“When you put it that way, fine.” Ulyana said. “Any ideas on the current predicament, G.I.A?”

	“Fleet combat isn’t my strong suit, so no, I don’t really have any brilliant ideas for escaping this situation. You guys did pretty well for yourselves already though, so, I dunno. Why not just attack that flagship and sink it? You’ve got to have the resources on hand to do it.” Marina said.

	“The Brigand’s armaments are just not strong enough for us to trade shots dead-on with an Irmingard class dreadnought. We’ll be on the losing end of whatever happens. You’ve seen this already.” Ulyana paused, frustrated at her own helplessness. “We planned a huge production and we ended up with several people in the medbay, a lot of damage, and only a temporary reprieve.”

	Marina turned her cheek. Ulyana felt her own cheek twitch. What a bratty reaction!

	“How was this mission greenlit if you were going to run into this problem?” She said.

	“It’s also your fault that we’re having to fight a flagship, you know.” Aaliyah grumbled.

	“It was never part of the mission profile.” Ulyana added. “We’re supposed to be guerillas.”

	“Then fight like guerillas do!” Marina said. “Find a hiding spot to attack from and wear it down!”

	“That’s easier said than done!” Ulyana said. “Where are we going to hide, McKennedy?”

	“I can’t just improvise a whole hideout for you! I’m an intelligence agent, not a magician!”

	“If your intelligence is so useless then maybe we should just turn you over to–”

	Both of them started shouting again. Aaliyah seemed helpless to calm them down this time.

	“Please stop fighting! I have an idea!” Maryam shouted over all of them.

	Ulyana and Marina both turned to face her at the same time.

	Her tentacles were raised as if they were her shaking arms surrendering to a gun barrel.

	Across her body her chromatophores were flashing to white and back to their original color.

	Silence fell over the gathering. Ulyana felt momentarily very stupid.

	She was stressed out, everything felt like it was going to shit, and she was helpless.

	Beating up Marina would not change that. She needed to get a grip on herself.

	Maryam spoke up again with a whimpering little voice. “Let’s all calm down, please.”

	Marina and Ulyana turned to each other.

	“I apologize.” Ulyana said. At first she didn’t care whether Marina accepted or not–

	“Fuck, I was out of line too.” Marina admitted fault, much to Ulyana’s surprise. She looked conflicted, arms crossed and eyes practically staring down at her feet. Like a student in a classroom who had been shouted down — Ulyana didn’t exactly feel good about that. “I’m sorry, Captain, Commissar. In this situation I wouldn’t blame you if you did turn me in. But it probably wouldn’t help you much.”

	“Under no circumstances am I going to do that.” Ulyana said. “I just lost my temper.”

	“Let’s just put it behind us now. So, partners, I vote we listen to the Katarran’s idea.”

	Marina pointed at Maryam with a thumb, forcing a smile as if to dispel the tension.

	Maryam puffed her cheeks up. “I’ve got a name! I’m not just the katarran, you know!”

	“Glad to see we’re all getting along.” Aaliyah sighed deeply, her cat-like tail stabbing at the air.

	Ulyana felt ashamed of herself. Her conduct had been ridiculous. She let the stress speak.

	At the moment, however, there was truly nothing to do but move on with it.

	“Maryam, we’re certainly open to hearing your ideas. First though, I would like to know some background on you too. Our goal is to foment unrest in the Empire. Our agents marked you as a VIP we had to rescue. I assume you must have information that can help our mission.” Ulyana said.

	Maryam looked quite nervous, but Ulyana chalked it up to her personality.

	She seemed like someone who was very soft and scared. A total noncombatant.

	“Background, huh. Umm. I was made in Katarre as a navigational aide for Athena Kyriaki. Around the time I became an instar, Athena attempted to raid Imperial territory in Skarsgaard, and it went– bad.” She shuddered a bit, and every other word came out with a stammer. “Our fleet was wrecked, I got captured, and any Katarrans that the Imbrians thought were female larva got sent the Solcean church in Skarsgaard, while everyone else got scattered. So I was part of the church for years, but eventually, I escaped. While on the run, I ended up working for a really shady group. I had to get really crafty to survive. I picked up a lot of information and skills. Some of it might be totally useless, like the going-abouts of imperial bureaucrats but, I learned a lot about places and installations! I wanted to go to the Union because I heard Katarrans can be free there, so I traveled to Buren, the Palatinate, down to Rhinea, and finally Sverland. I talked with the smugglers in Serrano, and they set me up with a Union agent. And that’s how I got to meet all of you. After talking with the agent, he said I’d be a very important VIP.”

	Ulyana scrutinized the details of the story while it was told. She chalked up the nervousness to the kind of person Maryam was. She seemed like a very sweet girl who had been through a lot, and Ulyana felt a certain predilection to believing in her. When Ulyana herself was young she was forced to be “crafty” to survive enslavement in the colonies, so she understood Maryam’s telling of the story. There were details to surviving in harsh situations that were best left abbreviated and did not need retelling. 

	Ulyana wouldn’t push her to qualify every tiny blank that she had left.

	Her route to Sverland had been incredibly long though. If the Union was her goal, she could have gone south through Veka and crossed through Nama Flow. Nama Flow was a landmass wall that divided the Union from Veka north-east to east. It was created by landmass collapses and rearrangements that seemed to have happened in the late Surface Era, whether directly by human action or as a result of the Surface’s catastrophes. The Union controlled both sides of Nama Flow.

	It wasn’t easy making it to the Union from anywhere, so why choose the longest route?

	“That’s a crazy route you took to get here.” Ulyana said. “How did that happen?

	“I didn’t have a lot of choices. I was supposed to be on a mission for my bosses.”

	Maryam smiled nervously and raised a hand behind her head, patting down her own hair.

	“Can you tell us more about this ‘shady’ group of yours?” Ulyana said.

	“They’re called–” She stammered again for a moment. “They’re called the Foundation.”

	“Doesn’t really sound like a revolutionary organization.” Aaliyah said.

	“They kept things pretty discrete.” Maryam said. She started getting the confidence to speak a bit candidly for a moment. “They’re not really ideological; they were out for themselves mainly and that’s what I didn’t like there. You can think of them kind of like a mafia I guess.”

	“Organized crime, huh? I have to say, that’s not really what we wanted to hear.” Ulyana said, slightly disappointed with the story. However, it did make sense. Ulyana had learned that most immigrant Katarrans were ultimately forced to turn to crime in order to survive the rampant discrimination in the Empire. It must have been quite convenient for wealthy, corrupt Imperials to have a ready source of desperate clandestine labor at their bidding. Poor Maryam wouldn’t have had the choice to become some fabled socialist revolutionary in the realities of the Imbrian Empire.

	Maryam’s colors shook briefly again. But she seemed to gather her courage after that.

	“I wasn’t a big freedom fighter or anything, but I was made with a really good brain and memory, so I know tons of information that can help!” She put on a proud little smile. “In fact, I know a place we can go. It shouldn’t be too far, judging by the map I saw on the morning update!”

	At Maryam’s prompting, Aaliyah turned on the display on the table and loaded that same map from Semyonova’s Morning Update to the crew. It was a zoomed in topographical cutout of Northern Sverland, generated by the navigational computer from its preloaded atlas. Stopping short of the Khaybar range that separated most of Sverland from Bosporus to the North, and the open border to Rhinea and the Yucatan gulf in the northwest and center-west of the region respectively.

	The Brigand’s current position on the map was updated by the navigation computer.

	“Here!”

	Maryam pointed to the north, closer to Khaybar, running her finger along a specific area.

	“See this dip here? That place is actually a big, long hole the locals called Goryk’s Gorge. There used to be a small outpost there, but I heard it’s been declining. I think it’s because travel through Khaybar dried up the past few years. It should have enough space though! We can dock the ship there for your repairs! There might not be many functioning amenities, but it’s a place that we can hide in that not a lot of people know. To be found there, the imperials would have to be searching the whole grid.”

	Ulyana followed Maryam’s finger across the map. This Goryk’s Gorge wasn’t too far off.

	However, the fact that Maryam was trying to correct their map bothered her.

	Any standing station should have been listed already. So why was that location empty?

	Who was it that set up this so-called ‘outpost’? What was it really for?

	Aaliyah seemed to be on a similar wavelength to Ulyana and voiced her own doubts.

	“Would this ‘outpost’ happen to have been set up by Katarran mercenaries?” She said.

	Maryam rubbed her head nervously. “Historically. But they’ve probably moved on!”

	There was another brief but awkward silence as Ulyana and Aaliyah stared at Maryam.

	“I’ll take my chances with Katarran mercs over Lichtenberg any day.” Marina interjected.

	“And it’s relatively closer than Rhinea. I suppose it’s worth taking a look.” Ulyana said.

	She was not too impressed with Maryam’s information quite yet.

	And she felt she should have learned to temper her hopes about these things much sooner.

	Regardless, at least they had a direction to go in. She didn’t think Maryam was lying. However, more and more, it felt like this entire excursion to Serrano had been a big mistake. What were the Union’s foreign agents doing and thinking? What did they actually see in Maryam? She was a sweet girl who had been through a lot, but she did not seem like a VIP asset worthy of this painful detour.

	Ulyana tried to clear her head and push it out of her mind. Like Aaliyah had said before, it was pointless to hang onto topics like this. They could not simply dream up alternatives to reality.

	“Alright, we’ve decided, we’ll set a course for Goryk’s Gorge. Marina and Maryam, you’ll be given formal security clearances as advisors. You’re welcome on the bridge any day.” She said.

	Marina quietly nodded her head and Maryam beamed with delight, raising her arms.

	And so the Brigand would change direction and head north to its next destination. Goryk’s Gorge, and the mysterious station supposedly at its edge. Ulyana could only pray that she was making the right choices in this awful situation. They adjourned the meeting, the future still unsure.

	She felt a gentle hand on her shoulder as she prepared to leave the room.

	Aaliyah behind her again, smiling. “Let’s talk later, just us, Captain.”

	Ulyana smiled back. “Of course.”

	It was a labored smile but reminding herself Aaliyah was there did wonders for her morale.

	

	

	It’s her!

	You’re here Braya!

	Her human body was seated next to Karuniya Maharapratham in the science officer’s lab, but the signals that Braya Zachikova’s brain felt as tactile sensations and visual input were now being drawn from a drone strung on a kilometer of fiber-optic wire in the open waters. She was cold, and she felt the effort of the hydrojets behind her and the sense of her body’s increased weight and stiffness. Her drone body collected data on its status, and this feedback was given directly to Zachikova’s brain.

	It was a second body, a main body while the flesh and blood stayed behind.

	This curved, finned metal body two and a half meters long and two meters tall deployed from the utility tube into the murky ocean, searching, following all biological noises as Fatima picked them up and discarded them as irrelevant from the Bridge’s computer. With access to this data and everything else that the ship supercomputer was processing, Zachikova was finally able to track her beautiful dancer through the gloom of the deep ocean, following featureless rock and swimming past ghostly white plants and corals and crawling rockfish and crabs, geysers of methane that drew up slight purple sparks when their bubbling hot discharge came into contact with the agarthic salts in the water.

	Marine snow fell over her in great waves — this was the thick biomass suspended in the water around them, eternally raining from the rich, living environment above. Peering through the fog of decaying matter and the minuscule beings that thrived in it, Zachikova felt her human heart shudder with surprise and warm with delight. Those beautiful fins, that graceful body, the color that shone brightly under the lights cast out by the drone, even amid the dark blue-green filter of the ocean.

	She almost believed that the creature had spoken to her.

	A sense of innocent wonderment and joy overcame Zachikova.

	There was such relief in her heart. Her dancer hadn’t disappeared, hadn’t come to harm, and she could do her part now to protect her for good. She steadied the cameras and extended the arms so that Karuniya could capture footage of the animal playing harmlessly with the drone, its slender body bereft of any implements of destruction like biocannons, tail spikes or vibrating power-jaws. She lead a life free of worry or burden, unseen in the deeps. Zachikova felt blessed to see her.

	“This is Science Officer Karuniya Maharapratham, we spotted this creature on–”

	Karuniya had begun to record her audio to play over the evidence footage.

	The Dancer would go on the Brigand’s record as a subject of study.

	Zachikova could hear the voice, distant and muffled, through the antennae on her human body rather than the drone’s sensors. This mix of the two sometimes shook her out of controlling computerized devices, but in this case, she was so transfixed on the ravishing figure circling around the drone, that there was no way her sight would shift back to her human body. Zachikova wanted to touch her.

	She laid the arms of the drone “palm”-up hoping for a touch as the dancer arced gracefully around her. When the sensation of those soft, silky fins played over her arms, her soul fluttered.

	Emotion swelled in Zachikova’s breast.

	Around the Dancer the Ocean became full of colors.

	Bright placid blues trailed from her fins and tail and around her body that spread like a splash of paint wherever she swam, surrounding Zachikova and the cameras which could only see that majestic blue, the color that should have been the sky, she thought. Her eyes were filled the light, and she felt like she could feel colors around her own body, green and purple and blue; and around Karuniya, green and blue with a band of black around the edges; and the Brigand itself was dyed in massive colors of all kinds. Every living thing, painting a glowing tapestry in the water, Zachikova felt like she could see it all.

	As the Dancer wove a circle of colors in front of her, Zachikova saw beyond the water.

	“We’re going to get out of here.”

	Through the clearing mist of the colors and the murk of the marine snow Zachikova saw–

	Metal walls, darkness, bars, the blue glint of LEDs and a single tiny window.

	Through that window, an impossible, clouded sky with purple flashes of lightning.

	Within the gloom, despair-maddened eyes drawing wide illuminated with each flash.

	Laughter erupted from a slim girl with copious long red hair–

	–scratching at the side of her head, where a horn-like protrusion parted her skin.

	“I can talk– talk to them–” She laughed and struggled to speak. “I talk to the monsters.”

	Her free hand scratched on the steel floor a series of lines from bloody disfigured fingers.

	“I’ll save them– You’ll be one, and I’ll be two– Then we’ll kill them all–”

	Zachikova could barely make out the scene through the intrusion of the colors.

	At the side of the girl that was talking, sat another girl, with bright lilac eyes, staring–

	As if at her.

	Inquisitive, aren’t you?

	That red-lined gaze pushed Zachikova’s soul as if across the very horizon.

	She felt a power squeeze her and hurl her, throw her away–

	“–And that’s why I will be inducting this Leviathan as USL-0099 in our database. Positive interactions with Leviathans are few and far between and for the future we are fighting towards, we should foster an environment of understanding and progress in not only political but scientific development. Scientists work in the military to be able to explore the mysteries of the sea. It would be remiss of me, in my capacity as an advisor, to turn a blind eye to this creature and allow its needless destruction. As a subject of study, this Leviathan cannot be fired upon without my express permission.”

	Karuniya Maharapratham’s voice–

	Zachikova shook her head. Her human head. A breath crossed through her human throat. From the lab’s drone control terminal, she manually switched the cameras around, moving them like machines and not her own body. The Dancer was still there, but distant, coy, starting to wander away from the drone. Zachikova had the panicked thought that she had done something wrong.

	“But I didn’t– I didn’t do anything–“

	Her head was foggy, and she felt images slipping away from her like a dream fading from the wakeful mind. She had seen a girl, for some reason, and she knew she had seen some kind of strange color phenomenon in the water. It could’ve been signals issues, some kind of cybernetic synesthesia, she already experienced all sorts of odd things when she interfaced with machines.

	Those situations never felt quite like this. Zachikova’s heart was shaken.

	She was losing her cool. Emotion had never overcome her like this.

	Zachikova thought she might cry, and she hardly knew what she was crying about!

	Swept up in that current of colors swirling around the Dancer–

	It was the most beautiful thing she had seen underwater, but her mind was–

	–Mourning the image of it.

	Trying to grasp hold as if a dying gasp–

	“Zachikova, are you okay? Did you disconnect from the drone?”

	In front of her, Karuniya Maharapratham seemed to fully reappear as if stepping in through a cloud of mist. Her soft brown skin, long dark hair, white coat. Her gentle eyes. And the stark metallic lab walls and equipment returning to the background. Zachikova felt more grounded in reality, and reality set in for her anew. She shook her head and turned back to the drone console with haste.

	“I’m okay. I lost connection. I’m going to link back.”

	“It looks like USL-0099 swam away.” Karuniya said, looking at the monitor.

	“I want to follow it.” Zachikova said suddenly. Almost interrupting Karuniya.

	“It seems to be roaming around, we’ll probably see it again.” Karuniya said.

	“I’m–” Zachikova paused briefly. She hated how desperate she sounded, but she could not deny the fear that had taken hold like ice in her chest. “I’m afraid I might have scared it off. I’d like to make contact again. I won’t be out for long, and I won’t need to take up your time further.”

	Karuniya scratched her hair in consternation. “No offense, but I don’t understand–”

	At that moment, the sound of running footsteps nearing the door caught their attention.

	Through the threshold crossed an agitated Sonya Shalikova, panting heavily.

	“Maharapratham!” She shouted. “She’s awake! Murati is awake!”

	Whatever Karuniya was going to say to Zachikova would hang in the air for good.

	Speechless, on the verge of tears, Karuniya ran past Shalikova, who then ran after.

	Zachikova remained, seated on the drone station, alone. Her antennae shifted slightly.

	She suddenly and immediately reconnected the drone and began to dissociate her body.

	“I have to find her again.”

	I have to ask her— this thought reverberated in Zachikova’s mind as it left her human body.

	What would she even ask? And how would she ask a question to an animal?

	Those small insanities sank to the back of Zachikova’s mind.

	

	

	“How many fingers are we holding up?”

	Officers Zhu and Van Der Smidse both held up two fingers to form peace signs.

	They waved these fingers in front of an awkwardly smiling patient in a medbay bed.

	“Is this a trick question? Two fingers in two hands, so four fingers.”

	Murati Nakara answered with as much enthusiasm as she could muster energy for.

	“I guess she’s ok.” Zhu and Van Der Smidse agreed.

	For Murati the transition back to consciousness was surreal.

	She felt that she had not been in a deep sleep but had been sleeping and waking, finding herself first in her diver, then dragged out, in the medbay, in the ocean itself, in places unfathomable that seemed to skirt just beyond the edge of understanding. Long sandy stretches of surface land, war-torn; a great and awful tree of flesh in the middle of a romantic, gothic town; a sprawling city where people could do anything with their minds but were beset by monsters; nonsense dreams. 

	She had a headache, and she did not feel rested. 

	She was famished and had a hard time keeping her eyes wide open in the medbay. 

	Craning her head, she took note that she was not the only one interned in the medbay.

	Sat up on her bed, Sameera seemed to have been recovering well, the mixed Shimii/Loup gently wagging her tail under the sheets, laid on three pillows and smiling placidly. Always chipper, that one. She looked like she had been awake for longer. Rather than a hospital gown, she was dressed in a long casual shirt and from one dangling leg what seemed like soft, baggy pants. However, when she tried to move, she seemed uncoordinated, as if drunk or sleepy, and ended up laying back down.

	“Two days or so, if you were wondering.” Sameera said.

	“Huh?”

	Murati stared at her. Sameera laughed, voice deep and gentle.

	“That’s how long you slept, but I think you were coming in and out. I heard you cry once.”

	“You heard her cry?” Zhu Lian. “Why didn’t you say anything?”

	Sameera looked untroubled. “It felt like she just needed to work something out.”

	“What if she was working out a heart attack?” Van Der Smidse said.

	“She sounded much too contemplative for that.”

	Van Der Smidse and Zhu glared at her for a moment, until a pair of visitors ran in.

	At the door, a pale, indigo-eyed girl escorted a familiar face, one Murati longed to see.

	“Karuniya!”

	Murati’s exclamation was a little weak, owing to her condition.

	Despite this, it reached right to Karuniya’s heart. At the door, she gasped and stood, the rest of the assembled group parting so that she could approach the bed. She held her hands over her mouth, eyes half-shut with copious tears, shoulders shaking. When she finally rushed to the bed she was mindful of Murati’s wounds. Rather than hug Murati, she laid gentle hands on her.

	Karuniya leaned in her head, and they touched their faces together. It was the most affectionate form of physical contact Murati could withstand. Feeling the warmth of Karuniya’s cheek and her soft hair falling over her, the scent of the disinfectant clinging to her lab coat mixed with the woody smell of mushroom cultures. Murati almost wished she could return a full embrace.

	However, Karuniya obviously saw the condition Murati was in.

	Under her hospital gown, Murati had deep bruises in her chest and flank. Though she was on pain medication which helped her breathe normally, she could feel her range of movement limited by the sense of dull stinging that triggered when she tried to shift her weight. She supposed that she had broken ribs. Her arm was also broken and in a cast, slung over her shoulder. She had a bit of foam padding around her neck that suggested it was probably bruised or injured as well.

	“Mu– Mu– Mu– rati–!” Karuniya cried out, sobbing, whimpering next to Murati.

	“It’s okay Karu. I’m here for you.” Murati said, smiling with genuine elation.

	“Don’t try to be fucking cool when you nearly got killed! You reckless idiot!”

	Karuniya lifted her hands off Murati’s shoulder and then laid them back down.

	Perhaps in lieu of the soft little punches she sometimes threw to tease or scold Murati.

	She laid her head over Murati’s shoulder, gently, making sure not to lean too hard.

	“I was so worried, Murati. I was so worried. I thought you– I thought you had–”

	“It’s ok. It’s ok. I’m ok, Karu.”

	“Promise me this is the worst it’s going to be. Promise me it won’t be worse than this.”

	“I promise. I really do.”

	Murati understood. For it to have been “worse than this” she would’ve had to come back in pieces rather than whole. Or not have come back at all. They already understood how dangerous the mission was and that either of them could die– but even the most educated soldiers had feelings when they actually confronted death. Murati reassured her as best she could. There was no need to realistically contemplate their mortality right then. After all, Murati really wanted to keep that promise.

	She would do her utmost not to break such a promise.

	And if that promise had any power, then maybe there was a God after all.

	Murati would pin her hopes on that.

	It was eerie, having come near death. It did not feel like anything.

	That absence of some grand experience was perhaps the most disquieting thing of all.

	She had simply been beaten senseless, halfway to death in the middle of the ocean.

	Halfway, but not fully. So here she was, alive in the arms of her precious wife.

	Murati looked past Karuniya. Zhu and Van Der Smidse stood off to the side with faintly flushed cheeks, perhaps a little embarrassed at the display of affection — though with their fingers intertwined between them. Shalikova stood with the tiniest, barest hint of a smile on her lips, arms crossed as if waiting for something, or perhaps satisfied with the result of her handiwork.

	“Thank you Shalikova.” Murati said. “You came to visit and then ran to get Karu, right?”

	Shalikova looked briefly startled when she was addressed.

	She turned her cheek, her brow creasing ever so slightly with indignation.

	“Of course I went to get your wife, anyone would’ve done it. It’s really nothing.” Was that the tiniest bit of flushed cheeks on Shalikova too? Maybe Murati was just seeing things this time.

	Now that other people had joined the conversation, Karuniya stepped back from Murati.

	Van Der Smidse graciously brought her a seat so she could stay at her “husband’s” side.

	“Thank you.” Karuniya sat down. She checked the board on Murati’s bed. “Broken ribs, broken arm– well, you’re not going to die, and you might be able to walk with crutches. Sheesh, at least you’re not going to get back in that death machine for a while. For good or ill.” She sighed and turned with an irritated expression at Zhu and Van Der Smidse. “What are you two doing? Go fetch me some broth, bread, and pickles. Murati must be dying of hunger, c’mon. I’ll feed her.”

	Now it was Murati’s turn to feel her face red with embarrassment. “I really don’t need–”

	“Shut up.”

	Karuniya glared at her. Murati laid back and accepted this as the current state of affairs.

	“Sure, we’ll leave her in your capable hands then.”

	Van Der Smidse and Zhu seemed to sense the dark energy around Karuniya and complied.

	After they left to get the food, Shalikova started to bid farewell– but Murati halted her.

	“Shalikova, I need to talk to you for a second.”

	Shalikova paused and returned to the side of the bed. “What is it?”

	“Did we lose anyone?”

	Thankfully, Murati did not have to feel the dread of asking that question for long.

	“No. We’re all alive.” Shalikova said. Her confidence and quick response were a big relief.

	While the time she had spent awake could be counted in minutes only, Murati was already back to thinking about the situation at hand. If she was alive and surrounded by familiar Union faces then they had escaped from the Iron Lady. She was in poor condition, however, so they had something quite important they had to settle so they could operate effectively in the near future.

	“I have to talk to Khadija about it too, but– Shalikova, I’m making you squad leader.”

	“What?” Shalikova said suddenly, taken aback.

	“Oh, good idea.” Karuniya added. “Shali-Shali has fought like an ace every single time.”

	“Huh?! Shali-Shali?”

	Shalikova stared between Karuniya and Murati with expressions of shock and disgust.

	“That’s– But– No way! I’m an Ensign and I’ve only had two real sorties!”

	“I’ve only had two real sorties too.” Murati said. “Shalikova, not only do you have excellent piloting skills, but you’ve shown decisiveness and a really fantastic situational awareness. Had you not intervened when you did, I would have almost certainly been killed out there. And you held your own against that mystery pilot and their mystery diver after that. This is not just empty flattery from me.”

	Sameera, lying back with her eyes closed, spoke up suddenly from her bed.

	“I agree! I think the Ensign would make a very cute squad leader.” She declared.

	“Shut up and go back to sleep! Nobody asked you!” Shalikova shouted. She then turned her agitation on Murati. “Pick Khadija! You said you had to talk– why decide now?” She asked. “She’s so much more experienced and skilled than I am! Why would you pick me over her?”

	“You look like you don’t even want to hear the reasons she has!” Karuniya said.

	Shalikova snapped toward her but seemed unable to raise her voice at Karuniya.

	Murati was thankful that she could sense the evil within Karuniya and treat her gently.

	“I think Khadija is our strongest pilot, and that’s exactly why she shouldn’t be the leader.” Murati said. “She has exceptional combat skills, but– let’s say skewed judgment. At any rate, a leader doesn’t need to be the strongest. After all, you’re a better pilot than me in raw skill, Shalikova.”

	Of all the comments, this one really had poor Shalikova withering under the spotlight. She crossed her arms, tapped her feet, and turned her back, grumbling a little where no one could see.

	“I’ll– I’ll think about it. You won’t force me to do this. I really have to consider it!”

	Murati nodded her head silently, smiling at her. “Thank you. I really believe in you–”

	Shalikova immediately started to walk out of the room unprompted, but she met someone at the door that she nearly bumped into. Pink skin, red and brown hair, a below-average stature.

	“Oh, sorry.” Shalikova said. 

	“It was my fault. Don’t worry.”

	The woman at the door acknowledged and walked past.

	Long, thin strand-shaped fins bristling among her hair, an unfriendly look on her face, the woman walked to the side of Sameera’s bed, holding a bowl of what looked like a quick porridge made by crumbling bread and pickles in broth. She sat down, grunted, and then started to feed Sameera, who easily accepted the attention as the woman forced a spoonful through her lips. It was her squadmate, Dominika Rybolovskaya. Her presence, the indignation in her every movement, silenced the room.

	Murati wondered how long this bleak scene had repeated across the days.

	Compared to the evil energy exuding from that woman, Karuniya was a glowing angel.

	At least it brought a bit of color to the drab medbay.

	“Karu, can I ask for your help later?”

	Murati gave a slightly pleading look to her wife, who smiled back.

	“Oh jeez, of course.” Karuniya sighed. “Back to work already? You’re hopeless.”

	“Thank you for understanding.”

	It was such a contrast to Dominika and Sameera that even those two were staring at it.

	

	

	Another “night” fell on the UNX-001 Brigand, denoted only by the moving of the clock and the moving of people, and by the artificial dimming of lights. During the day, each light fixture had a small ultraviolet system to help the humans within feel at home, as if working under the rays of the sun. At night, those UV systems would be turned off, the ordinary light would dim, snuffing out the underwater “sun”.

	With that snuffing out of the sun, there was a commensurate snuffing out of activity.

	There were always some workers at night — it was a warship, after all.

	But not for the next few days.

	“No night shifts for two days and reduced daytime work hours, for all sailors!”

	Galina Lebedova, Chief of the Brigand’s sailors, passed down the decree from Captain Ulyana Korabiskaya to all the sailors working in the hangar. Everyone had been working hard for days, and it was clear the laborers really needed a break. Heavy duty work would resume once the Brigand made it to Goryk’s Gorge and could settle down for the final and definitive stretch of repairs.

	“Prioritize maintenance, and don’t crowd the canteen and social spaces! And thank the officers!”

	As such the hangar space was almost entirely empty that night.

	The only sounds were the footwork and grunts of a certain Shimii, Khadija al-Shajara. It was so quiet that when she stopped moving, one could almost hear the drops of sweat striking the hangar floor, and her heart jumping as she stepped forward and back, attacking a shadow opponent. Dressed only in a pair of workout pants and a sleeveless crop top, her blonde hair tied into a ponytail. Her cat-like ears bristled with each burst of physical effort, tail stabbing at the air behind her betraying a sense of anxiety.

	She had in each hand a thick, solid, and heavy carbon-fiber truncheon borrowed from the armory. Standing in a corner of the hangar, with the Diver gantries blocking her from the sight of the elevators and lower hall connections, she practiced striking with the truncheons. Solid one-handed blows in quick succession; coordinated attacks with both weapons at once; overhead, from the side, from left and right at once.  She was not treating them as the two clubs she had, but as a pair of swords.

	Swords like the saw-bladed, motorized weapons that her Diver could employ.

	Her strikes grew more belabored, her breathing tighter, and she could hear herself, louder.

	“Fuck!”

	Her anger reverberated across the empty hangar.

	“It doesn’t matter. My body isn’t what’s on the line out there. It’s all in a fucking Diver.”

	She hated how exhausted she felt. She hated the feeling that she was growing old.

	Growing old; when there were other kinds of growing she still needed to do.

	Her shaking fingers on the truncheons, the cold sweat of her iron grip; the explosive pain from her joints when she paused for even the briefest second, the soreness in her lithe leg muscles with each step. How she felt her shoulder nearly pop on the double overhead strikes. How hard her breathing came to her, almost as soon as she started. Khadija hated it, hated her age, hated her ailing body. She was as fit as she possibly could be, her lean, wiry muscles practiced daily, and still her strikes grew weaker.

	“Fuck.”

	There was a loud clatter on the hangar floor as she dropped the truncheons.

	Slipping out of exhausted hands that couldn’t stop shaking.

	Regardless of how sharply focused her mind had been, she could not make her body go further. Forty-two years; how was it possible that she was still alive after all of this? How had she not died back then with the Red Baron? Either in 959 or 979, whichever of the two. She doubled over, breathing ragged, hands on her knees, sweat trickling over her slim nose, her still-soft cheeks.

	“Hah, man, this sucks. When did this become so much trouble for me?”

	She started to think but– when was even the last time she had to train this hard?

	There were always things to do. Patrols, mock battles, simulations, equipment testing, she had even done plenty of Leviathan culling alongside the Hunters. War, however, she had only practiced in a single solitary stretch, the year of absolute hell she experienced from 959 to 960. Twenty years ago, twenty whole years ago. She was treated like a senior NCO back then because she was twenty-two in an army that had a massive swell of teenage privates. What was she supposed to be now?

	“Back then–” Khadija paused, still catching her breath. “I didn’t want the kids to fight.”

	She still did not. And perhaps, that was the reason that, at forty-two, she was still here.

	Forty-two years. No matter how much she exercised, how much makeup she wore, in this situation there was no escaping it, no embellishing. As lithe and athletic as she kept her body, as young and vibrant as she kept her face, deep down beneath skin and muscle, she was forty-two years old.

	She was hurting. Even her fluffy tail felt like an old, beaten thing.

	Forty-two years.

	Again, she laughed, ever more bitterly.

	“Someone like me would’ve already been dead if this was a film. For the kid’s stories to advance.”

	Maybe she should have been killed. If she could have just taken out the Red Baron back then–

	There was a distant series of dull metal steps on the hangar floor.

	When Khadija turned her head she saw someone approaching across the barely lit space.

	Someone on crutches.

	“So this is where you went. You look like you’ve been working really hard.”

	Murati Nakara, step by labored step, leaning heavily on her crutches. Smiling.

	She had on her uniform, and she looked like every step was pure agony.

	“Ya Allah!” Khadija exclaimed, so surprised she was. “What are you doing, you fool?”

	She rushed up to a stand and hastened to Murati’s side, trying to save her some walking.

	Face to face, Khadija’s sweaty, bereaved expression, barely accented with a light touch of runny makeup, could not have measured to the deathly grimace on Murati’s face, sweating, panting for breath. Khadija looked around, wondering how the hell she made it out of the medbay without anyone stopping her. She helped Murati lean against her, and regardless of what the Lieutenant intended, Khadija had in mind to drag her right back. She started to gently urge her to turn so she could guide her away.

	“It’s okay Khadija, Karuniya is in the hall with a wheelchair.” Murati said.

	“What? Why didn’t she cart you out here? What is wrong with you two?”

	“Because I want to talk to you alone, and she respects me enough for that.”

	Murati continued to labor a smile, while Khadija stared at her quizzically.

	“Didn’t you just wake up today? What could possibly–?”

	“Khadija, I’ll get right to the point, because I’m really exhausted and hurting and honestly, this has been distressing me a lot.” Murati’s eyes looked almost tearful, as she worked her way up to asking and finally interrupted. When Khadija met her eyes she could barely look at the expression. And when she heard the words that her squad leader finally said, her body shook with shock and shame.

	“Khadija, were you trying to die out there? Did you intend to martyr yourself?”

	It was like her heart was perforated with a cold needle, a sharp pinprick.

	When she had fought the Red Baron– She did intend to launch a suicide attack.

	How could Murati have known? Did she suspect it when she snatched the bomb away?

	In hindsight, it brought her a lot of pain and shame to think about that now.

	She had tried to put that experience away.

	To train and fight another day and move on.

	Now it crashed into her exhausted mind and nearly brought her to the floor.

	Especially because of Murati’s reaction. It was so shocking to see her so hurt by it.

	Murati continued to look at her, openly weeping. She raised her working arm to wipe tears.

	She took Khadija’s shocked silence as a confirmation. And it seemed to distress her further.

	“Khadija, please promise me that you won’t consider such a thing again. I admit, I have not been in command of teams in real combat, probably nowhere near as much as you might have had. But I truly made it my duty to insure that everyone came back alive. My plan was never for a suicide mission. It hurts– I can do everything in my power to save my comrades, but if they decide–” 

	Murati paused as if she could not get herself to say it out loud. She sobbed openly. 

	Khadija had never seen her like this. She had never imagined her looking so broken up. 

	“Khadija, I don’t want the story of the ‘Lion of Cascabel’ to end like that. Please.”

	“Murati, I–” Khadija hardly knew what to say to that at first.

	She could have been offended to be called ‘the Lion of Cascabel’, a name which brought bad memories. She could have tried to explain her reasoning at that time, not that there was any. It had been pure gut, desperation, and a lot of self-loathing that led her to that. She realized what she felt, was that she was touched Murati had such a strong reaction to the idea of her dying like that– to her making a martyr of herself. At that time, Khadija had felt, if she went through with it, no one would mourn it.

	Wasn’t she just a soldier? An unmarried childless old woman sharpened to kill?

	Wouldn’t the success of the mission give meaning to her death?

	For a long time she really thought of herself as someone disposable. 

	She never realized how that flew in the face of the comrades risking their life alonside her.

	How it minimized their collective hope of protecting one another and returning alive.

	Khadija wondered– could she really say she wanted to live at all costs? She looked back briefly at the truncheons she had dropped in the hangar. What she had felt back in the water, that desperation and frustration– she was here, fighting to never feel it again. She was challenging herself again, and if she had no intention of living, then she would not have been aching and sweating this much.

	She finally knew what to say. “Murati, you’re unbelievable sometimes. I guess I have to become even stronger in the future so you kids will finally stop worrying about me so much.” Khadija made an irritated noise. “Honestly; knock it off, Murati. Go back to the medbay. I have more training to do.”

	Murati smiled at her, wiping her tears. Relief seemed to wash over her like a wave.

	“Thank you. Whether or not you realize it, Khadija, you’re a real hero.” She said.

	Khadija looked away from Murati in a brief fit of shame. 

	Honestly, what was it with this girl and the earnest compliments?

	But she couldn’t hate her for it. She really wanted to believe that she was.

	Not just an old failed woman but the hero of a story still to be told.

	

	

	 


8.4

	“Gamer, your risible thighs have once again violated the threshold of my station.”

	“Then move your chair farther away! I have less legroom here than you do!”

	“A pathetic conspiracy to surreptitiously touch me born of your involuntary celibacy!”

	“You’re the one who made your entire identity from trashy novels for pathetic virgins!”

	Zachikova could not help but stare at the farce playing out as she entered the bridge. She ignored late-shifters Alexandra Geninov and Fernanda Santapena-De La Rosa, who always found some stupid thing to argue about, and instead sat herself down at her station. She checked to make sure the drone was online and not in Geninov’s control– and unfortunately, it was locked in use by Geninov’s station.

	Behind her the late shifters shouted themselves hoarse, then began talking in normal voices.

	“Bah, so much for nights off! I can’t believe officers still have to work all the time. I want to go back to my room. I’ve almost got motion controls for Leviathan Fury II working in the room terminal.”

	“Hmph! You’re welcome to retreat timidly from the darkness if it suits your nature, gamer. I for one, am a child of the night, and I thrive when the clock strikes midnight, and the shadows fall. It is within the curtain of the witching hour that I am able to weave my strongest of magicks.”

	“Huh?”

	Normal being a strongly relative term.

	Despite previously calling each other ‘incels,’ and ‘fujoshis’ and other unendearing terms born of modern network culture, they seemed to have silently forgiven the obscenities, as if it was a ritual clearing of grievances between them. What kind of relationship did these two idiots even have? Zachikova would not even be thinking about this if she did not have to report to them. Even if they had not noticed her walking into the bridge, she ultimately needed Geninov’s station for her plan.

	“Ahem.”

	Zachikova stood up and loudly cleared her throat; not that it perturbed the night shifters.

	“What are you reading tonight anyway? Is it still the Witchdeemer?”

	“If you must know, it is indeed. Think you that I would abandon the SaGa partway?”

	“Do Pythiria and Tritipha actually fuck in this one?”

	“Such vulgar terms are always crossing your lips! Their relationship, I’ll have you know, is quickly approaching a thrilling apex of titillating hurt/comfort escalation in volume three.”

	“Which one’s the top? It could go either way from what you told me.”

	“Could you two shut up for even one millisecond of your lives?”

	Zachikova shouted over them. Her volume surprised even herself.

	Both Geninov and Santapena-De La Rosa turned their heads and stared.

	“Oh, Zachikova, didn’t see you there.” Geninov said. She raised an absentminded hand to the messy bundle of brown hair pinned to the back of her head and twirled a strand around her finger. At her side, Santapena-De La Rosa seemed to doing the same thing with a purple-streaked lock of her blond hair while leering Zachikova’s way. She truly hated to use a gaming metaphor when faced with Geninov’s presence but seeing them both enter the same fidgeting ‘animation’ immediately after being called to attention made Zachikova wonder if ‘the simulation had broken’ right in front of her.

	Or maybe those two just spent too much time together.

	“Geninov, I’m taking over drone recon from you. I have something I want to test with the drone’s software performance. You can go play games in your room if you want or whatever.” Zachikova said.

	“Wouldn’t it be better to run tests in the morning, when we have sonar up?” Geninov said.

	Why was this idiot trying to be responsible now?

	“No, it’s better now when it’s not in anyone’s way.” Zachikova replied.

	Geninov looked at Santapena-De La Rosa as if for an opinion; she shrugged back.

	“Well, if you say so.” Geninov said. “I’ll keep an eye on sonar while you do.”

	“You really don’t have to.” Zachikova snapped back.

	“I don’t want the Captain to say I’ve been slacking off or being irresponsible.”

	“It’s really unnecessary.”

	Santapena-De La Rosa spoke up, arms crossed.

	“Is it such an imposition upon you to allow the gamer to exercise her duties?”

	Zachikova nearly threw her hands up. “Why are you backing her up? Ugh, whatever.”

	She turned back around and sat at her station with her head in her hands.

	Geninov flipped a switch to unlock software control and sent the drone over to Zachikova’s station. She then wandered over to the sonar station as if skirting around an angry animal who may have threatened to bite. She put al-Suhar’s earphones in her ears and stared at the displays on the sonar console, while Zachikova got the drone’s bearings and began preparing for her excursion.

	“Geninov,” Zachikova said, trying to rein in her tone. “I’m going to transfer my mind to the drone. Don’t talk to me while I’m doing so. Send a text message to the drone if you must.”

	“Um. Got it. I guess.”

	She seemed to try to avoid eye contact with Zachikova after that.

	Good. Zachikova didn’t need her for anything anymore now.

	That pair of milk chocolate and vanilla flavored idiots could go about their business.

	She had a mission she needed to complete.

	Having failed to contact the Dancer earlier that day, she felt a strong need to try again.

	To do that, she would have to control the drone again.

	Her antennae adjusted their angle, which was more a physical ritual than anything actually necessary for her work. She felt like it helped her “toggle” the “interface” in her brain that connected her to digital devices. Everything that needed to be done was done with her mind. Within the Brigand, she could connect wirelessly to the ship’s network and from the network access any device in the ship. 

	Connecting was a difficult action to describe physically. There were people she had met with imaginations vivid enough to generate imagery which they could “see” in their own heads, with their eyes closed or even open. ‘Playing a movie in your mind’ or ‘listening to a song in your mind’ were close metaphors to what Zachikova did. Except in her case, she was executing the logic that allowed one digital device to connect to another, in her mind, and parsing the results.

	In laymen’s terms, she could control computers with her brain.

	On the Union intranet, anyone in their station room could pull up the news or even watch state television via the network. Zachikova could do the same in her own head. Her brain sent a digital call to the host computer, and it could receive the news page or the government broadcast and interpret that data, using the correct codec to “play” any audio or video, the correct “fonts” to display text, she could parse the stylesheet. A computer had been grafted to her brain, and it did all that computers could do from the comfort of her skull and all of it senses. Zachikova was special in that way.

	Kids who got the surgeries and recovered couldn’t just go and do this. 

	Their instinct would be to remain tethered to their physical bodies. The Union fostered in Hartz sufferers a proclivity toward software and engineering work and would install the digital interfaces on every person who recovered. Even then, most would treat machines as machines, and even if they could connect to them wirelessly, they would operate them from the center of their human body. They would not play movies in their head, they would play them on a screen. Their head just pushed the button. Zachikova’s ability to “become” a machine wasn’t unique, but it was hard-won in practice.

	Her skills were not common, and her implants were heavily regulated.

	Brain implant surgery had an extravagant mortality rate and required specific parts. 

	Zachikova was special — she conceived of herself as a “robot,” a sapient machine.

	And she was candid with anyone who asked how it felt to use her “powers” to their utmost.

	Dissociating was the first step. Feeling, for a moment, like she was seeing her body in a third person perspective, like she was no longer in it, like she was something apart from it. It was that ability to become separable which took the most practice, because it was not something which her interfaces did for themselves. Her mind wasn’t a machine, her perspective wasn’t inherently mechanical. Having the interface did not allow, by itself, displacement of the senses from the center. 

	She had to teach herself, psychologically, to detach, to discard her flesh and blood body.

	Once she dissociated, there was a sense that she “pushed” away the senses of her body. That “movie” which played in her head of the drone’s cameras, the “sounds” she heard in her mind’s ear of the drone’s hydrophone and sensors, these became primary. No longer confined to the back of the mind but fully dominating the neural pathways that fed stimulus to the brain.

	In a sense, it was her physical body that became a dreamlike decoration in her mind palace.

	Her mind adjusted to the rules and limitations of a new body fairly quickly. There were a few seconds where she felt quite like she was confined in a box, so heavy and so cold and so stiff, but these moments passed quickly and without panic. Her mind came to understand the “weight” as she input commands for the drone to deploy, the hydrojets to start, the fins to adjust. She felt keenly the feedback from her new limbs and the time it took to manipulate them to motion.

	When she set out into the water she felt the pressure around her hull, tight, cold.

	There was something pleasurable about it, however, something freeing.

	Having a new body with a new set of skills and a new environment. It was exciting!

	She cut through the water with alacrity, exploring a world her flesh and blood body could never have. She was not so vulnerable, not confined by the physical constitution she dealt with on a daily basis. Her senses were keener, she was faster, her stride more confident. She was untroubled by breathing and the inelegant sliding of muscles and joints. She was a fusiform machine without a floor and with hardly a ceiling to her activities, and before her lay only the truly limitless horizon of the sea.

	To her human eyes, the world around her would be cut off by the wall formed by the water itself and the biomass called “marine snow.” She would have been barely able to see a few dozen meters ahead of her own nose. With the supercomputer’s predictive ability, using sound, laser, and thermal data, her vision was instead a near-perfect picture of the surroundings. Below her, rising and falling, was the topography of the ocean floor. Above and around, the water column, dark and deep blue and green. 

	Small details like scuttling crabs, bubbling geysers, ghostly skeleton coral that thrived near vents far away from the sun, benthic creatures playing about a massive carcass. Perfect mechanical senses helped her navigate and experience the beauty of the ocean in a way her human body never could have.

	Her tether to the brigand was kilometers worth of fiber optic cable, her lifeline.

	So stretching this umbilical cord, she dashed behind the Brigand, farther and farther.

	Searching with all of her senses for a familiar biological noise pattern.

	Until she found the noise. Her unique song across the featureless depths of Sverland.

	I have to try to communicate with her.

	Zachikova had some ideas. Light patterns, sounds, movements; mimicking its behaviors.

	When she had gotten close to the Dancer she had noticed colors around it. Feeling that this was perhaps some kind of bioluminescent display, she wrote a program to create a light pattern using various tools available to the drone, like the floodlights, UV and bluelight effectors, status LEDs, flares, and beacons. She also extracted the sounds the creature made during her encounters with it and mapped them to another program, creating a series of “calls” she could perform.

	I don’t know if she’ll understand– or even the content of what I’m saying to her.

	But I have to try. I think coupled with my peaceful approach, she’ll respond to it.

	At least, hopefully, she would understand it as an attempt to broach peaceful contact.

	An attempt to expiate for the “wrong thing” she felt she had done to scare it.

	(Perhaps an attempt to receive a touch for which she had grown desperate.)

	Zachikova descended as close to the seafloor as she could, decelerating to reduce noise and weaving slowly between the rocks as the pulse of the Dancer came closer and closer. When she was about a hundred meters away, the prediction algorithm finally showed her the figure of the Dancer swimming cheerfully overhead, freely weaving lines of bubbles through the liquid sky.

	Please work.

	With the same degree of effort as “thinking” to breathe or “thinking” to move a muscle Zachikova ran the script she had written and loaded into her station. Through the drone’s audio equipment, normally used for sonar pings or alarm noises, the melodious call of the Dancer played, once audible only through the sonar station hydrophone. Zachikova could not describe the sound in naturalistic or humanistic terms, but the gentle slope of the waveform it generated gave her a strange comfort.

	Please respond!

	There was no noticeable difference in the movement of the Dancer, so Zachikova lifted off from behind the rocks and rose gently, as slowly as she could move and still exceed the creature’s own pace. In addition to playing the call, she ran the software she had coded to control the light display. In front of the drone there were UV and bluelight effectors, like flashlights for scientific purposes, and along the spine of the drone there were LEDs which began to glow in patterns. There were floodlights on the rear and on the front, but Zachikova only lit the rear floodlights, and angled them such that the drone appeared to be leaving brilliant light in its triumphant wake as it climbed the water table.

	Please listen to me! Please look at me!

	Why was she feeling so strongly? But she couldn’t help it! Her heart was breaking!

	I’m sorry! Please don’t hate me!

	I don’t hate you!

	Barely a dozen meters separated Zachikova from the soft, pale form of the Dancer, wrapped as if in a gorgeous shawl and skirt of shimmering, trailing color, predominantly bright blue as the sky that had been denied to humanity. With a burst of speed, the creature dove toward Zachikova, and touched the front of her body to the front of the drone, nose to nose, a soft, playful little hit.

	Zachikova was rendered speechless. She felt a tingling all across herself.

	That sensation of touch, so warm, so soft– it was fleshy, but she didn’t hate it. In fact that affection made her think something she never thought she would. It felt like for the first time ever, a flesh and blood body, with its pliability, softness, smoothness, attracted Zachikova the most. She wished, as she tried to return the Dancer’s physical affection, that her body, the flesh, and blood body she now recognized as hers, could be out in the water with the creature, could touch it.

	That touch was perfect– it made her body feel like it was perfect.

	I wish I could tell her to follow me.

	I will follow you.

	Zachikova must have been imagining things. She thought that she kept hearing a voice speaking back to her, but it was speaking back to her in the voice associated with her flesh and blood body, and of course regardless of its provenance, the Dancer had no way to generate voice, no understanding of speech. It must have been something with the connection, or even just stress.

	She had been so stressed, but now, she felt an unbridled joy, a sense of euphoria.

	It was such an odd feeling, but she did not resist it.

	For half her life, she had simply accepted her lot. She was sick, broken, in her mind, not truly human. She was going to die. And when she survived, having already given up on living, she treated herself like the machine she felt she had become. She sought challenges, occupations, to be fully used, to be fully utilized, maximized and challenged. Those moments amused her, engaged her mind.

	Amusement, engagement; but perhaps not joy. Perhaps not actual fulfillment.

	In the middle of this desolate ocean, alone with this beautiful creature– She felt captivated, her soul felt healed. She felt like she was seeing life as she never had. A creature so beautiful and so free, without obligations, danced before her eyes, danced only for her, returned to her willingly.

	Touch; was it really so sublime? When was the last time her body felt so warm, so loved?

	Zachikova’s world of metal corridors had become full of colors.

	Colors that captivated her mind. Colors challenging her understanding like never before.

	Giving herself onto an insane thought–

	What is she? Is she really just a leviathan?

	Hmm. Maybe.

	No, they could not possibly be speaking.

	Zachikova wanted to sigh deeply. 

	She started to feel a little ridiculous, but she truly, really was so happy to see the Dancer again and to know that she was okay, that she was playing with the drone and didn’t run away. She was still curious and still affectionate toward the false metal fish that Zachikova wore as a body. Zachikova didn’t want to hate herself for those feelings. Having settled her anxieties, she let herself enjoy the moment for a while, but ultimately felt she needed to try to rein in the hysterics of the past few days.

	Before they brought her embarrassment in front of her crew.

	So she began following the fiber-optic cable back to the Brigand.

	And trying not to be too surprised or too assured by the fact that the Dancer was following.

	Following the drone with joyous, acrobatic maneuvers, all the way, to Goryk’s Gorge.

	

	

	Next morning.

	“Umm. Huh. Well. That’s interesting.”

	Standing in front of the captain’s chair, Braya Zachikova held up a portable terminal that was playing a video for Captain Ulyana Korabiskaya to watch. A large fish-like Leviathan, its body mainly white but beautifully streaked with red, like a large koi fish, pirouetted around the drone capturing the video, before suddenly unhinging its jaw to enormous degrees. Seamlessly, it stopped being cute and began to clumsily filter-feed with its enormous maw through the marine snow, as if it had utterly forgotten what it was previously doing. While it fed, its otherworldly lilac eyes assumed what Ulyana anthropomorphized as “a very stupid-looking expression,” though she did not say this thought aloud.

	“It’s a brilliant display of animal evolution, isn’t it?” Zachikova said.

	Standing next to Zachikova, Karuniya Maharapratham was part of the demonstration as well. Seated close on the captain’s right was Commissar Aaliyah Bashara, her cat-like tail swaying gently as she watched the video with her usual look of stern focus on her face. Together they were reviewing footage of the creature, which had some of the crew unnerved as it began following the ship.

	“Zachikova and I discovered it while calibrating the drone.” Karuniya said. “We saw it was harmless and made it a subject of study so nobody here would shoot it down. Honestly, I know it’s big enough to show up in the bearing monitors, so it has people worried, but it’s really docile. I’ve never seen anything like it before. It’s my duty as a scientist to get as much data on it as possible.”

	Zachikova repeatedly pointed her finger on the display as if to say, “look at it, isn’t it neat?”

	Ulyana was looking. It did seem harmless, but while feeding, not terribly majestic.

	“Fine, I’ve got more important things to worry about. Just keep an eye on it, Zachikova.”

	“Will do!” Zachikova said. Did she sound excited? Was Ulyana just imagining things?

	“It might even come in handy.” Aaliyah said. “You can pass the spy drone off as a biological being more easily if there’s another, louder biological being there to hump it and draw attention away from enemy sonars. If it’s playing with the drone while you patrol, I say just let it do so.”

	“Colorful imagery there.” Ulyana said. She sighed.

	“If anyone has any questions, you can refer them to me.” Karuniya said.

	Waving a hand, she quickly took her leave. She wasn’t usually a fixture in the Bridge.

	Ulyana looked away from her and at Zachikova specifically, causing her antennae to raise.

	“I feel I’ve been working you too hard since we escaped the Iron Lady. You deserve a break, Zachikova. You’ve been out on that drone so often, I can decisively say we’re not being followed right now.” the captain finally said. Zachikova seemed to go from visibly tense to softening and slacking, the expression on her face never once changing but her anxiety visible in her grip on the portable. Ulyana wondered briefly about her body language but decided not to comment on it. “No more night shifts until further notice. We’ll find someone else to cover for Geninov and Santapena-De La Rosa.”

	“Umm. Thank you ma’am.” Zachikova said. Her voice betrayed absolutely no emotion.

	“Ma’am, the topography shifts drastically up ahead. I’m getting imaging up; we’re here.”

	Fatima al-Suhar spoke up from the sonar section and pointed a finger forwards. 

	Ulyana turned to face the bridge main monitor and practically gasped.

	Soon the landscape of Goryk’s Gorge appeared in its vast, overwhelming magnitude.

	The Brigand had been traveling about 100 meters above the seafloor, which had put them between 900 and 1000 meters deep. Now they were practically flying, as the ground descended dramatically, a steep slope about 500 meters down that evened out into a semi-circular clearing that then dropped even farther and more dramatically down the jagged, rocky edge of a canyon. 

	Goryk’s Gorge itself was a vast fissure in the rocky seafloor, stretched long as the eyes could see and perhaps one kilometer wide and thousands deep, as enormous as the vast Khaybar mountain range that it had cut from the rest of Sverland. The Gorge was a yawning abyss, thick with biomass that the predictive algorithm detected and rendered as essentially a roiling cloud behind which it was impossible to “see,” blocking the soundwaves, LADAR, thermals and other data sources for their imagers.

	At the very edge of this precipitous hell-maw there was a small, squat station, a disc-shaped circular habitat standing on many thick legs for support. This was the smallest possible kind of station design, which was neither rested atop nor built around a Core Pylon. Without this uniquely powerful kind of reactor, the station was instead likely run with a ship’s reactor core, or a few depending on the grade of the engines. Beneath the habitat there was probably a wet berth for one or two large ships at a time, at most. Serrano supported a million lives and was commensurately vast enough to hold an entire city; a station like this could support only hundreds of lives in much tighter confines.

	Nobody lived on stations like this. They were always built for a specific task.

	“Our maps completely undersold this place.” Aaliyah said, sounding as shocked as Ulyana.

	“Any mechanical activity detected?” Ulyana asked suddenly.

	“Negative. I’m only getting biologics.” Fatima replied. “If there’s anything docked down there, it’s fairly dormant, or it has sound stealth decades ahead of ours. I think it’s safe for now.”

	Ulyana sighed. “I don’t feel safe. Semyonova, what is the status of the Diver team?”

	“We have Khadija al-Shajara and Valya Lebedova awaiting orders.” Semyonova replied.

	The Captain could hardly believe what she heard. “Really? Only those two?”

	Semyonova nodded, briefly glancing at her console for incoming details. “Sameera Al-Shahouh and Murati Nakara have doctor’s orders not to pilot; Sameera for a week and Murati for potentially several. Murati claims she heals fast, but still– anyway, Sonya Shalikova was made the squad leader and was assigned the Cheka, but it had a surprise battery issue, so she isn’t ready. Dominika Rybolovskaya is in the medbay right now, I’m not sure why. Only Khadija and Valya are ready to deploy.”

	“If Rybolovskaya isn’t injured have her sort herself out quickly.” Ulyana said. She turned to the right side of the Bridge. “Geninov, load a torpedo just in case, and Santapena-De La Rosa, prime the guns. We need everyone on alert for a potential ambush, I want rapid responses here.”

	Ulyana was cautious for a reason. She had been born in the Empire, so she knew.

	She assumed from Maryam’s story that this outpost was set up by Katarran mercenaries. This “Foundation” she was talking about was likely a Katarran warband. Maryam had good reason not to say that up front, but it could be inferred. Katarrans in the Empire didn’t have a lot of choices.

	And growing up in the Empire, Ulyana knew all kinds of stories about Katarrans.

	Even with top tier military training and equipment, elite Union soldiers still had something to fear from warbands. Katarran bandits and mercenaries had something that a lot of armies in this world did not — a vast amount of realistic and practical combat experience. Palatinate and Vekan soldiers had infrequent battles with the Republic or the Empire of Hanwa to look back on, but Katarrans were always fighting, at home or abroad, every month, every year. Famous for their ferocity, it was their resourcefulness and adaptability that made Katarrans actually dangerous. Many mercenary warbands learned to thrive on irregular logistics for fuel, food, and ammunition, and with poor equipment repair. 

	A professional might see an outpost like this and think nothing of it, but Ulyana knew that Katarrans could make do with this and even use the fact you would overlook it against you.

	Compared to a battle-hardened Katarran warband, the Brigand were rank amateurs.

	Not only that, but Katarrans were known for the sort of warfare the Brigand was supposed to perform but had so far proven dismal at executing — asymmetrical guerilla fighting. Ambushes, hacking, mine warfare, stealth attacks, attrition, running warfare, Katarrans practically invented the book of dirty tricks from which they famously drew to use “every dirty trick in the book.” They could build hideouts from seemingly nothing and launch raids with fewer weapons and numbers that succeeded in catching larger forces off-guard, and then brought that legendary Katarran ferocity to bear in full.

	Marina had blithely said she would always take dealing with Katarrans over Lichtenberg.

	She didn’t know what the hell she was talking about!

	“Captain!”

	Almost soon as Semyonova had turned back to her station to contact Rybolovskaya, she turned over her shoulder again on her seat to address the Captain anew. Her soft face had an expression Ulyana had come to associate with something eventful, lips quivering, eyes wide. “C-C-Captain, we received an acoustic message all of a sudden. It’s a laser connection request!” She said. “It’s from that station below us! They apparently have a wired laser relay post, atop the slope we just passed.”

	Overlaid on the visual of Goryk’s Gorge, Semyonova’s map showed the apparent location of the laser relay post; they had just passed it minutes ago. They had seen nothing. It simply was not rendered on the visual. It must have been hidden as a rock– fine details like that were tough to render and detect. They were limited in how much they could blast an area with sonar pulses without drawing too much attention. Setting up a hidden communications relay like this was quite ingenious.

	“Zachikova, we’ll be accepting the request. Watch the network closely.” Ulyana said.

	Returning to her station, Zachikova confidently nodded her acknowledgment.

	“Semyonova, send them to my screen when they’re ready.” Ulyana said.

	Semyonova saluted stiffly, clearly quite nervous. “Y-Yes Captain!”

	At her side, Fatima gave Semyonova a pat on the shoulder to comfort her.

	“Time to flex that silver tongue, Captain.” Aaliyah said, closely at Ulyana’s side.

	Ulyana took a deep breath, readying herself for whoever would appear on the terminal screen attached to the captain’s chair. Semyonova exchanged a few acoustic messages with the mysterious contact before connecting them, and then sent the video to Ulyana’s screen. She expected a Katarran, maybe with blue skin, odd colored eyes and a few fins in their hair– and she was surprised not to find one.

	“Are we connected? Greetings to the fine cargo vessel. I am quite fortunate to reach you.”

	On the monitor, the crisp, clear image of a woman appeared on the screen. Perhaps it was the slimness of her shoulders and the softness of her facial features, but she seemed young to Ulyana, certainly younger than herself. Her eyes were her most prominent feature, they were quite extraordinary, crystal blue and gold. When the connection was most stable and video fidelity was at its best, for a few seconds Ulyana could see digits and tiny text scrolling over those incredible eyes which belied that they were cybernetic implants. She did not have the antennae, so it was not part of a Hartz treatment package. She must have either gotten those implants herself, or they were installed by her employer.

	Her skin was fair, but her hair was light blue as the color of her eyes, wavy and cut short at the level of her jaw, but voluminous and a bit messy. One streak of white would have seemed like a sign of aging on an average person, but it was likely bleached, the same as the rest of the hair was likely dyed. Her facial expression was blank, even when speaking she seemed neither to smile nor hold any scorn, and her tone of voice was so even and controlled, perfectly pitched, it seemed rehearsed.

	Not only that, but the texture of her white coat and shirt– were those biological materials?

	Who was this character? How did they end up in this dismal place?

	“Greetings.” Ulyana said. Trying not to betray any outward signs of her emotions to her counterpart. “I’m Ulyana Korabiskaya, captain of this ship, the Pandora’s Box. We are hauling cargo for Treasure Box Transports. I’m going to need to get to know you a little better, ma’am, and quickly.”

	Her counterpart nodded her head in acknowledgment. “I am Doctor Euphemia Röntgen. I work as a materials analyst for an engineering firm, ‘Solarflare LLC.’ We develop equipment for hazardous environment exploration. My team was running a trial in Goryk’s Gorge when we had a critical equipment failure and took refuge in this small station. We could use any help you can provide.”

	The Brigand would have to get nearer to the station to confirm some of these details.

	One thing was certain, this woman was not a Katarran. She could, perhaps, be a captive used by Katarrans for a ruse, but it seemed doubtful. She was too calm for a civilian who was in danger and if she harbored ill intentions, her acting was supernaturally good. Ulyana decided to play along for now. Her story of having run into equipment trouble near an abyssal gorge was not implausible.

	As if she realized she needed proof of what she was saying, Doctor Röntgen held up an ID card.

	It had her picture, in a blue shirt and waistcoat, and was a security card for Solarflare LLC.

	They had quite an avant-garde looking logo of a sunburst, and the card itself was made of a reflective material that seemed to have a code imprinted on the foil. It would have been a lot of effort for a fake. So it did appear that this woman worked for Solarflare LLC — and that she understood her situation enough to try to dispel Ulyana’s concerns. Ulyana allowed herself to feel more comfortable.

	“Thank you, Doctor. What’s your story? How many people do you have down there?”

	“Three personnel counting me, uninjured.” Euphemia said.

	That was shockingly low. Ulyana was immediately suspicious again.

	For a lie, it was a pretty stupid one to tell.

	“Doctor, I must have misheard you. Did you mean to say thirty? I’d expect you would need at least thirty personnel to sail to a place like this.” Ulyana said, scrutinizing the doctor’s response.

	Even the smallest type of blue water naval vessel had around ten officers and twenty-five to forty sailors. At the minimum, a Cutter could run with five officers sharing the duties of ship communications, navigation, weapons, leadership and detection and electronic warfare, and about a dozen exhausted sailors, enough to run maintenance, tend to the reactor and electrical systems, respond to repair emergencies, and handle duties such as rations, cleaning, rearming the internal magazines of the torpedo and shell weapons, and so on. You would have several duties assigned to a single man, and it would be a nightmarish task to run like that for any given amount of time, but you could.

	Larger crews could perform duties more efficiently in rotations, making sure there were always personnel assigned to any given duty at any given time of the day who were fresh, rested, aware and ready. Larger vessels needed crews of hundreds of people, however, not just for rotations but to be able to physically cover the large amount of machinery that needed to be inspected and maintained. This was reflected in the total crew numbers for blue water vessels, whether commercial or naval in scope.

	Blue water being the key term. Vessels that had endurance at sea, far away from stations, needed these large complements of professional crew in order to sail. Personal vessels could be run much leaner, but they would have never made it this far from a major station. To explore a place like Goryk’s Gorge that was foul with biomass and far off the beaten path, you would absolutely needed at least a Cutter for the journey. You would need a real reactor for power, not a battery, and you would need enough space for supplies. You would need redundancy in personnel in case of emergencies.

	Three people? It was not possible. It had to be a clumsy lie or a joke.

	Doctor Röntgen looked like she meant every word, however.

	That expression of hers had not changed. She was speaking with perfect confidence.

	 “Three people, me, an engineer colleague and one security professional.”

	“How did you pull off that miracle, doc?” 

	Despite Ulyana’s pressuring her, the good doctor continued speaking without affect. “We were testing a semi-automated ship called an L-CEV, the Lightly-Crewed Exploration Vessel. We wanted to explore the viability of studying abyssal zones with such a ship, to limit the personnel needed.”

	Though it was a somewhat farfetched detail, it did fit with her description of what Solarflare LLC did. Certainly, more hostile environment exploration would be waged if less lives could be put on the line. Ulyana found that goal to be quite a fool’s errand, however. Even if you could run the systems that lean, to carry out any maintenance on a ship large enough to have a real reactor would have been impossible with only three human bodies. Physically, you would still need at least a dozen.

	And to run that much maintenance you would need bodies, not simply computer routines.

	Companies in the Empire spent money far too loosely.

	This L-CEV must have been an incredible ship indeed to fulfill this insane purpose.

	“So what happened to this engineering marvel you described to me?” Ulyana said.

	Doctor Röntgen treated this request with the same stoic professionalism as before. “We had a water system failure due to the red biomass concentrations in the Goryk Abyss. Thankfully, this station was in good enough condition to host us and we got our ailing ship into port here. We transferred supplies from the damaged ship to this station and then destroyed the ship to protect Solarflare’s intellectual property. If you would dock below the station, you’ll be able to find the wreck in plain sight.”

	A poor invitation; even a drunk Ulyana wouldn’t accept that as pretext to be taken home.

	Let alone lead her entire crew down there without further information.

	“No offense Doctor, but we didn’t even know this station would be here. And I have no idea how you could have stumbled upon it — seems like too much serendipity. I have no plans to go near you until we have definitively sorted out what this station is for and what your situation really is.”

	Ulyana wanted to test what her reaction would be.

	For the first time in the conversation, Doctor Röntgen put on a small smile.

	She began to explain in a calm, matter-of-fact voice– almost like a teacher.

	“Very well, I’ll assuage your fears. This outpost has a colorful history. It was set up by Katarran mercenaries, that’s how our contractor knew of its existence, but even Katarrans can’t operate so freely without a certain degree of consent from the authorities. It’s like any criminal organization, Captain. From the way you speak, I know you are a learned woman, to whom I can speak to as a peer. Once upon a time, this outpost was used by a certain Admiral Gottwald to run supplies and weapons that were skimmed off the allotments for the Southern Border Fleet. They moved to passing Katarran vessels, or even to the pirates at Khaybar. This station was a link in a long chain of traded favors and ill-gotten gains of all sorts, that enriched corrupt Imbrian men and kept their hired guns afloat and killing.”

	Admiral Gottwald was the Commander of the Southern Border Fleet.

	He had been killed in Thassal but– that didn’t really matter.

	Doctor Röntgen was being candid and Ulyana felt she was telling the actual truth of things.

	If she knew so much mercenary history, the tone of her request began to make more sense.

	“There’s no guarantee we’ll be able to take you where you need to go.” Ulyana said.

	“I understand completely.” Doctor Röntgen said. “You said ‘Treasure Box Transports’ correct? I can assure you nobody is going to intercept this transmission. We can be honest here, Captain Korabiskaya. I know you are a mercenary company and I’m not unfamiliar with hiring mercenaries. My lips will be sealed as to everything I learn about your operation, if you’ll ferry me to wherever your cargo is going. Any station will do. I’ll find my way from there. Of course, Solarflare LLC will pay handsomely.”

	“I’m flattered that you found me so eloquent, but I never said we were mercenaries.”

	“Hmm, did I misread the situation? ‘Transport company’ is a common euphemism.”

	Ulyana felt somewhat mortified and tried to hide her surprise. Hadn’t this come up once before?

	Gertrude Lichtenberg’s voice reverberated in Ulyana’s head at that moment.

	“Listen, mercenary, I’m neither fooled nor impressed with your little cover story. We all know what you mean by transport company.” Lichtenberg had said this when confronting Ulyana.

	In that instant Ulyana wished she could clap her hands over her face and never let go.

	To someone from the Union, the phrase ‘transport company’ made all the sense in the world!

	And yet in this twisted polity, ‘transport company’ was code for mercenaries?

	That was what all their carefully falsified documents said, and they couldn’t change it all now.

	Every station they docked in, they would be doing so under a euphemism.

	Sighing inside, Ulyana put on her best mercenary voice, because they were mercenaries!

	“I will consider working for you if Solarflare LLC can pay in-kind.” She said. “Services and supplies. We can discuss the specifics; but in this new era, I can’t feed my people Mark bills, Doctor. Is that acceptable? I truly don’t want to leave you down there, but I have to look out for my crew.”

	We have enough troublesome passengers.

	That was her first thought. Imperial money was also pretty useless to her in the long run.

	However, allies were an important part of their mission.

	And the key to everything would be logistics. They had to be able to resupply in the hardest possible times. If this L-CEV ship of Röntgen’s was real, Solarflare could be a useful partner. A company with manufacturing muscle, needed to have a strong and varied supply chain, and judging by the good Doctor’s clothing and cybernetic implants, Solarflare LLC was loaded. They had also dealt with mercenaries before, so they probably knew how to be discrete and covert. 

	Such an entity could be a very useful ally, over and under the table.

	Based on Doctor Röntgen’s expression, it looked like she agreed.

	“You’re very astute. I’m glad to be talking to a professional.”

	“So you can pay our professional rates then?”

	“Of course. I look forward to a long, fruitful relationship between our companies.”

	She had an uncanny ability to read people. Ulyana almost felt unnerved by it.

	Doctor Euphemia Röntgen– this lady was more than just some white coated nerd.

	Regardless, they had a deal. If it panned out, it might just save their asses one day.

	“We’ll need to dock for repairs at the outpost. It shouldn’t take more than a day.”

	“I’m in no hurry. In fact, as a sign of our cooperation, we’ll help with what we can.”

	Doctor Röntgen gave Ulyana her biggest smile yet, before the two agreed to end the call.

	The Captain of the now-mercenary ship Brigand sighed her deepest, weariest sigh yet.

	

	

	In the middle of the empty ocean wastes of central Sverland a shimmering vessel entered suddenly into view, approaching prow forward. Plates of armor which had once rippled like disturbed ocean water began to turn white instead, revealing a sleek pointed fore that tapered out from a curved, bulbous hull. It had approached silently, gliding across the water using a pair of strange rectangular engines set below the hull and around a very squat conning tower. It was not an ordinary ship design.

	This was a Columbus-class cruiser, a mainstay of the Sunlight Foundation.

	These ships could be so stealthy that regular military patrols simply would not see them in the water. It would take a deliberate sonar pulse to detect the mass of the object. And its specific design, the materials from which it was made, and the special equipment carried aboard, was meant to give the sonar operator launching the pulse some trouble telling what exactly the object was. It would not identify as any class of ship on any standard Imperial databank, and depending on the approach angle could be mistaken for a creature or written off as a glitch in the sensor returns. While it was not a perfect disguise, combined with a circuitous route and a swift response to detection, it made them tough for anyone to catch.

	Certainly, the crew of the Antenora had not seen it coming.

	They knew they were going to be resupplied before they went north to hunt Gertrude’s phantom mercenaries. However, the nature of the resupply operation had taken them by surprise.

	“Scary, scary, scary.”

	Norn von Fueller laughed. On the main screen of the bridge, she watched the ship appear.

	Always, the Sunlight Foundation scurried in the shadows while longing for the sun.

	“Sunlight Foundation Columbus-class identified. Requesting shuttle for cargo delivery.”

	One of Norn’s bridge drones spoke up. The Praetorian nodded her head and acknowledged.

	“Ask them if one of the rivers is aboard.” Norn said.  

	The query was sent, and a reply came quickly. “Negative, milord. Only lab assistants.”

	“Boring!”

	Lab Assistants had barely any individuality worth speaking about.

	Norn had hoped to poke one of the Rivers for information about the organization’s status.

	Rivers were the flunkies they recruited rather than created. They were privy to real information.

	Yangtze would not send an Immortal on an errand like this, but at least an inductee!

	Clearly, she was getting too comfortable working with Norn. To send a ship full of lab assistants meant she expected nothing to go amiss. Norn felt she had to think of a way to send a message to that arrogant sociopath Yangtze, that not everything would be going her way in the future.

	Her rumination was interrupted by its most frequent interrupter–

	“Looks like you’ll have to settle for Potomac then, poor you.”

	Adelheid van Mueller punctuated her speech with a cutesy shrug of her shoulders.

	Seated beside Norn, her lover was a permanent fixture on the bridge.

	While she was just trying to be a smartass, Norn had to admit she had a point!

	“You’re not wrong. I’ll go make sure she’s earning her keep. Hold down the fort.”

	“What if they try something while you aren’t here?”

	“I trust you to make grown-up decisions.” 

	Sighing, Adelheid half-heartedly saluted. She leaned back on her chair as Norn departed.

	The Antenora’s hangar had never been so full as it was then, at least not in recent memory. Norn finally had a full complement of Divers. The Jagdkaiser on its special gantry found itself in the company of a Jagd and a Volkannon brought aboard by Samoylovych, as well as the fancy Grenadier contributed by Gertrude and von Castille. Behind the gantries and the deployment chutes, they had launched the Antenora’s shuttle to pick up the cargo from the Columbus class and transfer it.

	Norn found Gertrude and Sieglinde von Castille loitering around the hangar as well, and she waved at the two of them, wearing a broad, self-satisfied grin to meet their sullen expressions. They were not the ones who interested her whatsoever at that moment though. Instead, she made for Potomac, who was standing around in front of the grey steel shutter that had closed over the shuttle’s moonpool. She must have been awaiting for the cargo; Norn had ordered her to get more Jagdkaiser parts.

	“So, what’s the haul? Are we finally getting the parts for the Options?” Norn asked.

	Potomac looked surprised to see her. “Uh, well, no, actually!” She said.

	“You’re being funny, right? You’re telling me a joke?” The Praetorian’s tone darkened.

	Potomac crossed her arms and avoided meeting Norn’s eyes, shifting her feet nervously.

	If she thought this body language would better her situation, she was sorely mistaken.

	“No, Yangtze is not sending us the Option parts. She’s actually doing us one better.”

	“Explain quickly before I fold your spine for not doing what I instructed you to.”

	Norn’s eyes narrowed, her brows drew closer together. She had told this bitch–

	“I asked her for the parts you wanted! It’s not like I have control of that woman! She actually sent us parts for a brand new version of the Jagdkaiser and a Magellan for you! And spare parts for both! We’re making off like bandits here, so you don’t have to be mad at me!” Potomac cried out.

	For anyone else this may have sounded like incredible news, but Norn knew quite well that just having a preponderance of equipment lying around didn’t improve the effectiveness of a unit. Giving them a new Jagdkaiser was not entirely unexpected, but it was inconvenient since it needed a special gantry and they only had one. They would have to tear down the old one and set up the new one, and such a messy project would have to wait until they were docked somewhere safe and protected.

	Furthermore, she also knew that Yangtze of the Sunlight Foundation was not running a charity. Sending a Magellan suit for Norn’s use meant Yangtze wanted her to do something with it. She would have to prioritize getting that thing put together when the shuttle returned with the crates.

	“What does she want?” Norn asked. “And when were you going to tell me?”

	She took a threatening step into Potomac’s space, forcing the latter to step back.

	Potomac held her hands up in defense. “I didn’t think it would be a problem! We’re already heading where she wants us, so I was just going to ask you then and avoid making it an issue–”

	“You were going to lie to me? Potomac, you dense bitch, do you want to die?”

	Norn was barely able to restrain herself from punching Potomac’s head off her neck.

	This spacey idiot– she knew that nothing made Norn angrier than being lied to–!

	“Goryk’s Abyss! She just wants us to go to Goryk’s Abyss! That’s it!”  

	“You’d better have my fucking Magellan set up before we get there, then.”

	Norn shoved Potomac, not too hard, but it was surprising enough of an attack to push her down.

	From the floor, the Immortal of the Sunlight Foundation gazed up at her with a petulant anger.

	Even this minor physical humiliation was more than she had suffered in likely decades.

	“You’re– You’re a monster, Astra!” She cried. “What happened to you? You used to be so–“

	In the next instant, Norn was looming over Potomac on the floor with burning red eyes.

	Something long held taut inside her finally and suddenly snapped.

	Words she had held in her throat for decades.

	“You pieces of shit happened to me. Yangtze; Euphrates; Tigris; Nile; Hudson; Ganges. You.”

	Her eyes were not just red-ringed from the psionic power raging inside her, not just red because they had been engineered that way to command respect and strike fear; she was seeing red, blinded with an incredible fury. She raised her hand to Potomac’s face, and in the air around it, a series of razor-sharp knives began to materialize as if out of thin air, each the crystalline white of packed ice. Potomac’s eyes drew wide with sheer terror, and Norn was one provocation from gutting her–

	She hissed in Potomac’s face, tensed like a harpoon in its launcher–

	“Monster? How fucking dare you? After all that you people did to me–“

	“Master! Don’t! Please calm down!”

	From behind her, Gertrude Lichtenberg appeared and laid gentle hands on her shoulders.

	Norn turned her baleful red eyes on the tall, swarthy woman in her ornate uniform.

	She had such a gentle expression at that point, as if she feared for Norn more than Potomac.

	It was such a contrast with that evil title of Inquisitor that Norn helped her attain–

	–which had come to define Gertrude in perhaps the same way that Yangtze had defined Astra.

	And it made Norn’s righteous anger begin to turn alchemy-like into a seething guilt.

	She couldn’t explain it– but Gertrude really was the last thing she wanted to see in that state.

	Sighing deeply, Norn withdrew her arm. Her knives turned uselessly to vapor.

	Brushing Gertrude’s hand aside, she stood up and marched out by herself. 

	“Gertrude, just– just see to the cargo for me.” Norn said, walking away, meeting no one’s eyes.

	Taken by an anger that was ebbing but still hurt.

	No one called after her, no one inquired. Sometimes, Norn was just angry. They understood it.

	For now, Norn would play Yangtze’s game. She would go to Goryk’s Abyss for that bitch.

	She had a resolution in her fractured heart, however.

	Whatever she found there that Yangtze wanted, she would break it into a million pieces.

	If the Sunlight Foundation wanted to retaliate like they retaliated against Mehmed–

	Then they knew where to find her. And she knew very well where to find them too.

	

	

	 


8.5

	Shortly after closing their video discussion with Euphemia Röntgen, Marina McKennedy appeared on the bridge, and Maryam Karahailos was also summoned — peeled off the side of the Cheka, where she had been standing in determined, unwavering support of Sonya Shalikova as a gaggle of engineers struggled with the mech. Together, the group huddled around the Commissar’s and Captain’s chairs on the bridge, going over the situation and then the conversation with Röntgen.

	When the Doctor was first mentioned to her, a wave of white colors washed over Maryam’s skin.

	Ulyana knew that this was an involuntary stress reaction on her part.

	She grew suspicious, as it was obvious to see Maryam recognized the name.

	“Who is Euphemia Röntgen? She told us the history of the outpost, that it was established by Admiral Gottwald and used by Katarran mercenaries for running supplies skimmed off the Southern Border Fleet. You must know about this; can you corroborate her story at all, Maryam?”

	Maryam put her hands behind her back and rocked side to side while speaking.

	“Euphre– Euphemia Röntgen is some kind of scientist– she uh, she’s kind of a repeat customer with mercenaries, that’s how I met her. Her company and the Foundation make money together from making gadgets. The Foundation can get expensive and rare materials, and Solarflare makes stuff with it. As for this outpost, I– I think the Doctor is right! I just knew where it was hidden and who used it, but no specifics. It’s just one of a lot of places where Katarrans can hide out for a while– it’s nothing more to me.”

	Maryam laughed, a bit nervously, as if trying to play off the seriousness of it.

	Ulyana felt predisposed to believe her, despite a few clear verbal stumbles here and there.

	That said, she was not ready to let it go quite yet. It was part of her job to overthink things.

	The Captain turned to Marina McKennedy and gestured toward Maryam to her. “What’s your thinking on this, G.I.A? The way you talk about Katarrans makes it sound like you have experience with the underworld, am I right?”

	“Of course I have experience with it. If you’re in the intelligence business you need connections to the underworld. And in the Empire, the underworld runs on Katarran blood and muscle.” Marina said, crossing her arms, and fixing her gaze on Maryam before continuing, “Truth is I’ve never heard of this kid’s ‘Foundation’ or that Röntgen’s ‘Solarflare’ company, but plenty of legitimate companies are set up just like she says. Dealing in the underworld is cheaper but risky; however the ‘risk’ becomes essentially free if you don’t care what happens to the workers that will suffer the risk. And if you manage to get rare and valuable materials using cheap disposable merc labor and without a heap of bribes to corrupt officials, that’s more profit for you. It’s well known that Katarrans have a knack for getting their hands on stuff, and if they die doing it, everyone says good riddance.”

	Though Ulyana certainly saw the sense in her words, the unkind, blunt way in which she spoke about this depressing topic rubbed her the wrong way. Perhaps that is why she was a frontline officer and not a political or intelligence apparatchik.

	This turn in the conversation finally prompted Commissar Aaliyah Bashara to join in.

	“Capitalism has always run on the back of an underclass, whether officially with colonial slaves or under the table with Katarran mercenaries. I have to say though, for even scientific companies to be tied to the underworld is surprising to me. The Empire is more corrupted than even the bleakest theories in my political training.” Aaliyah said. Ulyana wondered if she felt unnerved by the discussion, as a Shimii. She turned to the Captain sternly. “That said, we need to get back on track. We can reasonably confirm there won’t be a thousand Katarrans ambushing us now, and I’m not sure we need to be concerned about Röntgen’s business either. We didn’t escape from that Inquisitor to waste time playing Inquisitor. So, Captain, have you reached a decision?”

	Aaliyah fixed her lovely eyes on Ulyana, who felt put on the spot.

	There was a sense that, before she made any move, she felt she needed it to be fully solved.

	Being chased by the Iron Lady, and almost killed in the event, instilled in Ulyana a sense that she needed to be far more cautious than she was. The Imbrium Empire was a more deadly and complicated place than they had ever given it credit for. Aaliyah was right. She had to reach some kind of decision quickly to get them moving again. Ulyana was not so sure they should let Röntgen’s “business” go, but there was nothing more that they would gain by deliberating among themselves. 

	Ulyana stood up and addressed the bridge crew.

	“Zachikova, I want you to bring the drone back from long range reconnaissance and instead go over the wreckage of Röntgen’s ship and compiled a graphical record for me. Kamarik, we’ll move in and dock beneath the outpost structure. It does seem like everything is sufficiently quiet, and the outpost seems to have no defenses, but I want you to keep your eyes and ears peeled, al-Suhar. Geninov and Santapena-De La Rosa should remain ready to fire at a moment’s notice. I also want all the gas gunners at attention as well, I want a flak barrage ready if we see any Divers. Let’s all move with caution, for now.”

	Around the Captain, the bridge crew members and acknowledged and quickly got to work.

	Marina stood off to the side of the door, her part for now completed, and Maryam skipped out to the hangar again.

	Their course was clear. They were going to dock at this outpost for their repairs.

	When Ulyana sat back down, she tried to relax, but her shoulders were stiff.

	She had a lot of tension in her; and there was still a lot of tension around all of them.

	“I can’t help but think we’re missing something in all of this.” Ulyana said.

	Her voice was low, but her Commissar heard her. With Marina standing with her head down and her back on the opposite wall, they had the small amount of privacy they usually did and could talk to each other how a Commissar and a Captain usually did. Aaliyah’s ears perked up when she heard, and without turning to face each other, they spoke, dissimulating their discussion.

	“We’re career military, so we’re used to working in an information-rich environment.” Aaliyah said. “I don’t blame you for worrying. We’re going to have to get used to not being entirely in the loop about some things. Best guesses seem to be the nature of this kind of mission. But we can’t lose sight of our own interests, Captain. Even if Röntgen is lying, does her lying affect us negatively? We can revisit this question when we let her go; but for now, we ought to play along with her.”

	Ulyana smiled. “You have an uncanny ability to keep a clear head, Commissar.”

	Aaliyah smiled as well. They were on the same wavelength.

	They weren’t turning their heads or fixing each other’s eyes with passion, but they knew.

	Both of them still understood one another, in the little conspiracy that a Captain and her Commissar formed on a Union bridge. It was nice to be able to engage in this closed conversation even with everyone around them.

	“A Captain and a Commissar should be everything the other is not.” Aaliyah said. “When you have doubts, my role is to help you clarify them. When I am unsure, your role is to give me direction. That’s how we make a good team. And I do appreciate the caution you’ve shown. Being perfectly honest, I was worried you would be more reckless and impulsive.”

	“So have I finally proven myself to you, then?” Ulyana asked with a swelling of pride.

	“Of course. I acknowledge you as the picture of Union gallantry, Captain Korabiskaya.”

	Ulyana’s heart fluttered somewhat at the response, and she tried not to react too strongly.

	But her Commissar seemed to realize or perhaps even expect the effect of her words.

	“That being said,” Aaliyah shut her eyes and grinned a little. “I will continue to be critical of you, so don’t think you can slack off. In fact, now that you’ve shown yourself so capable, I will certainly be upset if I see you making a stupid mistake. Keeping you honest is part of my role. When a Captain errs, her Commissar should strongly correct her.”

	Ulyana sighed a little inside, but she should have expected this anyway.

	It wasn’t like she had put a ring on her finger or anything.

	She had not even confessed just how deep her feelings for this furry-eared, bright-eyed, thin-tailed Shimii had become. How much any word of support from her meant to Ulyana. Aaliyah, more than she knew, turned immediately into Ulyana’s guiding light whenever she spoke. With this woman at her side, the Captain felt like she could go anywhere and conquer any obstacle.

	This was not something that Ulyana could say aloud. 

	Despite all her experience with sex, she was unused to having such powerful feelings for someone else. Whenever she dated someone it had been fun, and she certainly cared for them, but she never felt such an irrational girlish longing before.

	All this time she had been trying to do little things for Aaliyah but, of course, she wouldn’t reciprocate.

	In their profession, such a thing was even more difficult to confess to.

	Geninov had once joked they were like mother and father. 

	That was indeed part of the relationship of a Captain and a Commissar to a Union crew. They were like mother and father — a divorced mother and father with a professional parenting relationship over their children, the crew.

	So Ulyana had to hold her heart still and maintain her usual calm, coy demeanor.

	“Of course, Commissar Bashara. I welcome your principled critique. I wouldn’t have it any other way.” Ulyana said.

	“Oh, wouldn’t you?”

	For the first time since they began speaking, their gazes briefly met.

	Was Aaliyah teasing her? What was that tiny smile playing across her lips?

	“Eyes ahead, Captain. We’ve got work to do.”

	She crossed her arms, looking self-satisfied– she had put Ulyana quite off-balance!

	“Of course.” It was all Ulyana could say, but now there was a greater thrill in her heart…

	

	

	When the Brigand finally descended into the Goryk’s Gorge outpost, they found little room to maneuver around the pillars that anchored it to the rapidly encroaching edge of the cliffs. Serrano had dwarfed the Brigand, an absolutely vast city akin to a rectangular mountain into which they could dock, but this outpost had barely enough space to cover the ship’s width between the legs. Small ships could have fit tightly, but it was impossible to service more than a single cruiser. Beneath the steel disc of the habitat, debris littered the benthic surface, rusted out lengths of steel twisted into every imaginable shape had fallen to the soft earth, skeletal when the floodlights turned on them, forming cavernous walls around the rim of the outpost.

	There was not enough space on the underside of the habitat for a moonpool and definitely not enough for a completely dry berth for ships. There was instead a rudimentary anchoring structure, accompanied by an L-shaped side duct that slotted in with a ship’s shuttle bay ramp, giving access to a cargo elevator. This improvised design was not unknown to Union sailors, as ramp access chutes were used in situations where an automated system conveyed raw materials into cargo ships. What terrified the Brigand’s sailors and engineers was the idea of that design taking people up and out of the ship– that was innovative.

	“No one is going on that without personal dive suits.” Chief Mechanic Lebedova declared.

	Everyone in the boarding party accepted this safety measure, and donned dark green dive hardsuits with life support backpacks and visored helmets. Among those boarding were two sailors selected by lottery, led by Captain Ulyana Korabiskaya and “Acting First Officer” Sonya Shalikova, along with Zhu Lian and Klara Van Der Smidse for security. As soon as Shalikova was recruited to the boarding party, she immediately began to protest, but this was just as immediately followed by Maryam Karahailos demanding to follow in an advisory capacity. Her overbearing enthusiasm shamed Shalikova into participating alongside her.

	And so began their excursion into Goryk Outpost.

	Despite a seemingly rickety appearance, the elevator remained dry and retained the correct pressure throughout its ascent. 

	Shalikova had not worn a dive hardsuit in a long time. 

	Everything was just a little heavier than she would like, as if her limbs had a pair of bedrolls duct taped to them and she was forced to carry a backpack full of steel pipe. Despite this, the material was flexible enough to allow her a decent range of movement. While the elevator rose, she extended her arms and closed them over her chest in repetitive stretch motions, trying to get used to it.

	After a few moments, Maryam began imitating her for seemingly no reason at all.

	“Quit playing around, you two. We’re almost up.” Ulyana said.

	Shalikova grumbled; Maryam was clearly smiling through her visor.

	When the elevator finally stopped, a noisy bulkhead opened to admit the party into an enormous landing where air levels and pressure were controlled before admission into the habitat. Tall steel walls grown opaque with disrepair, protective paint peeling, hearing mechanical sounds from unlubricated instruments around them. Shalikova felt unsteady on her feet. All of the worlds she lived in were mechanical in nature, but the standards of ships and stations gave her confidence to walk as if on earth. 

	The state of this outpost starkly, grimly reminded her that under the ocean, only metal walls kept her from death.

	With every step, she thought of the water flowing freely beneath the habitat floor.

	Could her foot go through the old, welded seams of the steel and cause her to fall through?

	Her feet felt suddenly unsteady. As if this was not ground like any other. 

	Feeling pathetic, she tried to swallow that anxiety and hold herself firm.

	After minutes that felt like hours the inner bulkhead opened into the habitat proper.

	Past the bulkhead door they stepped into a broad square lobby attached to a long, dark steel hall that branched off into innumerable closed rooms. The only illumination came from a single cluster of LED lights that shone intermittently from the corner of the ceiling. Every other light had the merest flicker, as if a dying ember, and contributed very little in their burnt-out state. Shalikova thought this lobby must have once actually been a cargo processing area. There was a conveyor belt along the left side of the area that led to a dark hole in the wall, places now unknown and unseen for what must have been years. There was a fenced-off area on the right that had a dismal little pile of broken-down parts of different forklifts and labor suits.

	“You are welcome to take off your helmets. Air quality is acceptable.”

	That voice belonged to Doctor Euphemia, and she had a few companions with her. 

	Three figures altogether occupied the neglected lobby. It seemed that they had left all of their belongings in this hall as if they hadn’t the curiosity to venture further inside. Organized neatly along the walls were three crates about six or seven meters tall and over two meters across. Bedrolls had been stretched and discarded packaging for food items lay strewn about. Shalikova figured they must have been living in here for a day or two, judging by the amount of trash, about eleven containers.

	“It’s good to be able to meet in person, Captain. Welcome to our hopefully temporary abode. I hope you can tell the mood here is more along the lines of ‘gloomy school dorm’ than ‘evil organization’s secret lair.’” Euphemia said.

	Ulyana removed her helmet and extended a hand to the doctor, grinning.

	“You can never be too cautious in this line of work, Doctor. Pleased to finally make your acquaintance after all this.”

	On the Union side, the sailors and officers took their helmets off to greet the Doctor. 

	Shalikova looked briefly at Maryam when taking her helmet off and found her bashful expression puzzling. 

	Her colors were a little muted, she was quiet, and she was trying to hide behind them.

	Doctor Euphemia shook hands with the Captain. “Let me introduce you to my colleagues.”

	There was a young woman who had been standing close to Doctor Euphema ever since the boarding party arrived, and she was introduced first. Slightly taller than the doctor, longer-limbed, with skin a dark olive tone but with the same brilliantly unblemished and soft facial features. They both seemed young, older than Shalikova but maybe not by much. Like the doctor, her companion wore a white lab coat with an ID card hanging from a pocket clip lanyard. As if they had intended to form a pair, this colleague had shockingly bright red hair tied in a simple ponytail, in contrast to Euphemia’s messy blue hair.

	“This is Doctor Theresa Faraday. I’m purely a theorist; she does actual mechanical work.”

	“Without that fathomless brain of hers I wouldn’t have anything to assemble.”

	Ulyana shook Doctor Theresa’s hand as well when offered, wearing a smile that the redhead did not return. Though Theresa’s lightly nasal voice was energetic and did not indicate any anger or offense by itself, the doctor had a thoroughly friendless look to her eyes and down-turned lips, as if she were scrutinizing and judging everything that crossed her line of sight. It was a haughty and conceited sort of look, Shalikova thought, perhaps even bratty, certainly ill mannered all the same.

	Faced with that expression, Shalikova responded with trepidation when the captain silently urged her to step forward and shake hands as well. She knew she had to– she was First Officer on this excursion and had Murati’s responsibilities.

	Euphemia smiled when taking the young girl’s hand, offering a gentle shake; when it was Doctor Theresa’s turn, she shook quickly, firmly, and perhaps in a perfunctory sort of way, but her expression never once changed.

	Getting close to her, Shalikova peered briefly into those complex, mechanical eyes of hers.

	Both she and Euphemia had visible cybernetic implants– were their eyes the only augmented part of them?

	After Shalikova, the two security officers shook hands with the pair of Doctors as well.

	While they were shaking hands, the third member of the doctor’s entourage left the side of her bedroll farther down the hall and forced herself to a stand, stretching out her arms and yawning. It was at that point that the Doctor introduced her, by way of gesturing vaguely in her direction as if beckoning her forward. Soon enough, the woman followed up on the Doctor’s gesturing and joined the Doctors, grinning the whole way, until she was finally within arm’s reach of the boarding party.

	“Yo!” She said, drawing out the ‘o’ sound. “I don’t wanna work, so let’s all play nice.”

	“This boisterous girl is Xenia Laskaris.” Doctor Euphemia. “She’s a security contractor.”

	“That’s just boardroom jargon.” Xenia said. “‘Katarran mercenary’ is way more honest.”

	Everything about the girl did scream ‘Katarran’ to Shalikova.

	Dressed in a brown vinyl jacket over a zipped red shirt and sturdy-looking blue work pants with thick boots, wearing a Union spec Gepard SMG on her chest, hung on a plastic belt from her shoulder. She clearly trod the path between civilian and soldier, the place where the Katarran mercenaries had made their reputation legendary. There was a certain messiness to her. Her hair was colored a dusty orange-brown, cut unevenly about level with her neck, bangs slightly swept, two dark green colored antennae peeking out from under; her skin was mainly dark grey, but mottled orange around her neck and hands. On closer inspection, her clothes had a few patches here and there, covering rips perhaps, while the finish on her submachine gun was clearly worn out.

	Behind her, there was something protruding, like a thin, stiff, hard tail that could hardly bend.

	Shalikova thought she had a girlish appearance and demeanor, carrying herself with strange ease. Like a college kid from the shooting club, just happy to be there. It was the way she smiled, and her casual body language. Shalikova thought she was not taking things quite seriously, or maybe she was too confident that everything was under her control.

	When she spoke, her voice had a mysteriously saccharine sound for what she was saying.

	“Such cute little guns! Suits are all Union spec too! Y’all are real serious business huh?”

	Xenia pointed at Zhu Lian and Van Der Smidse, who had Karov handguns holstered to their dive suits and openly carried. However, the scuba suits themselves were painted Union green and were undoubtedly Union designs, since imperial design air tanks were supposedly lighter than theirs, with a smaller capacity. Shalikova realized that a keen eye could tell they were stuffed to the gills with Union gear. Compared to that the spec of Xenia’s Gepard was an inconsequentially small detail.

	“I get it; Imperial stuff’s all shit,” Xenia continued, “the equipment is more complicated, the spare parts are expensive, and they grift you on service packages for everything. Communists make stuff like they won’t ever get another one, like they’ll have to take care of it. They get real quality. And just like a communist, a merc has to cherish every bit of gear they have.”

	She walked closer to Shalikova and looked her up and down with a smile. Her hand caressed the side of her firearm in a way that briefly raised Zhu and Van Der Smidse’s hackles, and the two brought their hands closer to their holsters.

	“Relax! I’m just showing off my little guy, I’m real proud of it– but all your stuff is so brand new-lookin’!”

	Xenia’s hand left the stock of her weapon and extended suddenly to Shalikova.

	Shalikova shook it without reservations. Xenia had a gentle shake, with nothing to prove.

	But all the while, she was looking right past Shalikova.

	Her eyes fixed briefly on Maryam and the Captain and darted past the rest.

	“With how paranoid you sounded on call, Korabiskaya, I thought you’d all storm in guns blazing. Y’all are so disciplined– two security with nothing but small arms, two unarmed officers, one out-of-place fishie and two unarmed randoms. You must have been confident in the good Doctor to come in so light. So orderly, no like any ordinary Imperial mercs.” She said.

	That forced cutesiness of her voice had risen to the level of outright mockery.

	“We’re just better than your run-of-the-mill Katarran outfit.” Ulyana said confidently.

	Xenia’s lips curled into a little grin. “Nah, I don’t think so. Only better equipped.”

	She stretched out a cheeky hand to Ulyana for a shake.

	Ulyana took it without raising a fuss.

	Not once did Xenia’s provocations get any rise out of the Captain. Ulyana kept an inhuman cool, even as Xenia was clearly probing her for information. Had she been ordered by Doctor Euphemia to do so or was she simply this disorderly? For all she knew about how vicious they were, Shalikova did not know what kind of discipline Katarran mercenaries were known for under contract. Xenia’s demeanor suggested she was being rowdy– but maybe she was just that sly, too.

	Barely a moment passed; Doctor Euphemia implied an answer to Shalikova’s thoughts.

	“Forgive her clear attempts at needling you, Captain Korabiskaya.” Doctor Euphemia said. She smiled serenely at the captain. “I don’t like to shout down at kids, and I’m glad you’re a cool-headed professional about such things too.”

	Now it was Xenia’s turn to avoid the doctor’s obvious provocation, smiling wryly.

	“Well, I’m sure she’s fantastic at killing anything that threatens you.” Ulyana said.

	So far all the conversation had been carried by the Captain. 

	Shalikova tried to look dignified as the (acting) First Officer, but she had no handle on what to say, especially when the conversation was being scrutinized so thoroughly by both sides. She feared saying something that would give Xenia more information than she needed to know; and that could have been anything, with how tense that Katarran made things. Meanwhile Doctor Euphemia acted like the tension was nothing but the sound of the air conditioning inside this old outpost.

	For a moment, Shalikova thought her head would burst open from the pressure.

	Thankfully, the Captain did not seem like she needed much backup at all.

	“We both hope your mercenary won’t have much to do for the foreseeable future, Doctor, so let’s just get down to business. I’ve got some lads here to assess your cargo, then I’ll get more lads to get it loaded up. I’d be curious to know how you got it out by the three of you, those crates look pretty heavy. Have you got a Labor suit or a Diver around?” asked the Captain.

	“We had a loader around; regrettably it broke down.” Doctor Euphemia said.

	“So, what, did you also destroy it to protect Solarflare LLC intellectual property?”

	“Indeed. You will find it among the scrap beneath this outpost.”

	Ulyana turned a weary expression on the Doctor, who remained understatedly cheerful.

	“So what’s in the crates? Would you mind if I scanned it?”

	“Two of them are spare mechanical parts, and the third is only research chemicals.”

	“Is any of it ‘Solarflare LLC intellectual property’?” Ulyana pressed.

	Theresa butted in. “I can corroborate her story, if you’re intent on playing detective still.”

	“I’m sure you can.” Ulyana replied, her sarcasm growing more obvious.

	“I believe we’ve amply proven we mean no harm. Can we simply let the rest go already?”

	“You have someone else who can vouch for us too.” Doctor Euphemia said.

	She looked past Ulyana and Shalikova, her eyes set firmly on Maryam.

	Maryam raised her tentacles and pointed the paddles toward herself, acting confused.

	“Maryam Karahailos. She’s a very special girl; I’m sure you are all acquainted with how kindly and forthright she is. It’s serendipitous that we would run into her among your party, Captain.” Doctor Euphemia said.

	“Right, Maryam did say she knows about you and that you’ve worked together in the past.” Ulyana said, crossing her arms and staring sidelong at the cuttlefish girl. “I guess that explains why she wanted to come aboard so badly.”

	“Um, I only wanted to follow Sonya.” Maryam said, throwing an arm around Shalikova’s and squeezing up against her as if for protection, an act that caused Shalikova to balk and try to peel her off, but only briefly– she could not challenge Maryam’s freakish strength. “But yes, I did know the Doctor, I worked as a navigational aide. It’s what I was made for. I can say that she’s a nice enough lady, but I don’t want to work for selfish people anymore. I only want to help people now.”

	Maryam turned her strange eyes briefly on Shalikova, as if wondering why she was squirming.

	Shalikova, sighing openly, decided to give up when Xenia appeared to be laughing at her.

	“That’s a valid desire. I’m not just in it for the money though.” Doctor Euphemia said.

	“You say that, but everyone else besides you and Theresa aren’t so kind.” Maryam said.

	She did not sound too impressed with the Doctor. Again the doctor was utterly unfazed.

	The two of them started opening up; Maryam was speaking candidly in her usual way, and Doctor Euphemia’s manner of speech toward Maryam was warmer, and Shalikova could see that her demeanor was less stiff and guarded. It was as if the presence of Maryam had assured her of something that the Captain and the Union personnel could not. It must have had to do with their previous relationship. Shalikova, unable to budge Maryam from her side, began to feel a growing curiosity for what Maryam had done in the past– even the Captain seemed to know more about Maryam now than Shalikova did. Must’ve been disclosed in their meetings, which Shalikova wasn’t privy too. She felt almost a creeping jealousy about this.

	Suddenly, Doctor Theresa left Doctor Euphemia’s side, speaking up and approaching.

	“Well I’m glad you didn’t die out in the cruel ocean too, you big purple dummy.”

	Theresa walked up to Maryam at that point and laid a firm hand on her head.

	Maryam squirmed as Theresa rustled her hair and messed with the fins atop her head.

	“Wah! Stop it! I’m not a little kid, I wouldn’t have died.” Maryam protested.

	“Hah! I know, you’re a big tough mercenary aren’t you?” Theresa teased.

	“Do you treat all employees like this? She gets headpats too?” Ulyana pointed at Xenia.

	Xenia shut her eyes and continued grinning in self-assurance.

	Maryam’s squirming threatened to pull Shalikova back with her– it was a shameful scene.

	Once Maryam was finally spared Theresa’s familial torment, which everyone silently agreed not to remark upon, and then finally released Shalikova from her deathly grip, the Doctors and Ulyana came to an agreement. They would bring the cargo in, Theresa and Xenia would help the repair crew until the Brigand was back in top form, Euphemia and the officers would draft a formal contract amenable to all parties, and any further discussion of Solarflare or Treasure Box Transport’s confidential business would be tabled until they disembarked at the next nearest station and collected their negotiated rewards.

	Goryk outpost would be nothing but a bad memory for all of them come tomorrow night.

	“Sonya,”

	Shalikova and Maryam remained behind in Goryk Outpost for a few hours even after the Solarflare staff and the Captain had boarded the Brigand, nominally supervising the sailors as they moved Solarflare’s heavy cargo onto the ship, and then nominally supervising a sweep of the outpost, which largely found nothing as several rooms were sealed and may well have been flood hazards. At some point during this indeterminate, dull stretch of time, Maryam finally said something to Shalikova.

	Her tone of voice and the Xenia-like smile on her face, suggested something conspiratorial.

	“Remember, we’re on for tonight! The Captain’s order not to work late shift is still in effect, so we can sneak out to the hangar. I’ll teach you my powers and you’ll teach me Diver stuff. It’s a date, so you had better not forget it!”

	After everything that happened, Shalikova was almost excited having Maryam to herself.

	“Alright, we’ll go out tonight. But remember, you can’t tease me!” Shalikova said, meaning every word.

	

	

	“Maryam, I’ve got a question,”

	At Shalikova’s side, Maryam’s head fins stiffened and stood on end.

	“Of course, Sonya!”

	“What do you mean when you said you are ‘made for’ being a navigational aide?”

	That night, as they promised, the two of them headed down to the hangar.

	Shalikova was following Maryam’s lead. She claimed to be able to tell the direction that Chief Akulantova was patrolling in order to be able to avoid her. It felt a little stupid; there wasn’t a curfew, and it would just be a little embarrassing to have to explain themselves to the Chief, no harm would be done in the end. But Maryam was adamant that they needed to be sneaky, and Shalikova was happy to play along with her. She wondered idly if maybe it was because Chief Akulantova was also a Katarran Pelagis, and an older, bigger, and stronger one at that– maybe it triggered Maryam somehow.

	Of course, that was not something she felt comfortable asking about.

	Still, she wanted to know something about Maryam’s past, after all these insinuations.

	“Oh! That? Yeah, I can explain it! You know how Katarrans are born right?”

	“You’re made in artificial wombs, right? They use stem cells to create the babies.”

	Shalikova could not fully keep her tone under control as she described it.

	There was something about the reality of that process which made her skin crawl.

	Maryam seemed to notice her trepidation.

	“Right, okay. So in Katarre there’s groups of people, or companies, who are able to make babies. They manufacture eggs and put them in womb machines to simulate birth. Uh, you’ve been weirded out by Katarran stuff before so brace yourself for what they’re called: Embryo Farms– Are you okay?” Maryam paused and looked behind herself at Shalikova.

	Her skin turned a little grey; Shalikova was outright grimacing at the name.

	Embryo farm? How much more dehumanizing could this be!

	“Sorry, it’s a lot to take in, but go on, I want to learn.” Shalikova said.

	“If you say so, but I’m going to be blunt. To me this is just normal stuff.” Maryam said. “Anyway. Embryo farms make babies and sell them to people who raise them to work. One time, Athena told me that maybe 5% of Katarrans can actually reproduce, so Embryo Farms are really important. Depending on how much unique human genetic material is used to make your Egg, you’re more expensive. Some Kattarans are born from more synthetic and fish stuff than human, but they’re born all the same.”

	“Do you–” Shalikova was practically reeling inside at this information. “Do you– know your–?”

	“Nope! I don’t know what my price tag was, but it must have been pretty high. I was not made just to fight or to work, but with a specific purpose. That’s why I’m a cute cuttlefish girl.” Maryam pointed her index fingers at her cheeks, making a cutesy expression. “They’re the smartest fish in the world, so I’ve got a really good brain in my head.”

	Shalikova had actually meant to ask about the percentage of actual human genes in her egg.

	Not just her price– but she realized that if she asked that outright it’d be a social atrocity.

	It would be akin to asking, ‘are you really human’? Definitely crossing an awful line.

	“So– your purpose is to help navigation right? But don’t Katarrans have computers?”

	“Making a larva is cheaper than installing a ship supercomputer.” Maryam said.

	“I mean– I– really? A supercomputer is more expensive than you?”

	Maryam puffed her cheeks up, her skin and hair color cycling through a range of reds.

	Shalikova raised her hands and smiled awkwardly. “Jeez, I put my foot in it didn’t I?”

	“My price is beside the point Sonya!” Maryam said in an exasperated tone of voice. “Let me finish, okay? Katarrans buy navigators and raise them to hold information that nobody ever commits to a standard map anyway. My actual job was to keep track of all Athena’s secret bases, supply caches, the unpublished routes of her logistics vessels, and stuff like that. Super-secret war stuff where if you ever wrote it down you’d burn the stone paper afterwards. Do you get it now?”

	“When you put it that way it makes total sense.”

	Shalikova felt like an idiot.

	She thought she was really saying all the worst things to Maryam and felt quite sorry.

	“Hey, Maryam, listen, I’m really–”

	Maryam sighed. Her skin turned pink again and she put on a gentle expression.

	Interrupting Shalikova, she turned around and took her hands gently into her own.

	“I can’t stay mad at you Sonya. You’re just too earnest. I really like that about you.”

	Shalikova averted her gaze.

	“Well, I’m glad you’re not mad. You’re probably the nicest person on this ship to me.”

	Where did that come from? Why had she blurted that out like a fucking idiot?

	Maryam’s entire body turned the color of a tomato, a soft red rather than an angry one.

	“I’m– Uhh– I’m glad you think so!” She teetered from side to side. “Anyway!”

	She turned around on her heel and resumed leading the way through the halls.

	Still wondering about her own loose lips, Shalikova followed along a step behind.

	Rather than the elevator banks, they snuck through an emergency stairwell, and got down to the hangar that way. Shalikova had never seen the place so empty. It was dark, with only a few dim ceiling LEDs left on to keep the space from being completely pitch black. Shalikova could hear nothing but their footsteps and the biological noise of her own body as they crossed the hangar. Everything was a monochrome except for a few gently glowing bits of bio luminescence from Maryam.

	In the hangar, the broadest bit of open space was the shuttle bay, at the far back of the hangar past the workshop and diver pods. Because the shuttle was not designed to stand on its own but had to stay inside the ship for protection and maintenance, it was suspended from the roof of the hangar, and the length of the closed shuttle ramp beneath it was free. Shalikova led Maryam there and urged her not to start jumping and trying to smack the shuttle– but Maryam did it anyway, giggling.

	“Come on, focus, Maryam. I’m really serious here.” Shalikova said. In a fit of emotion she reached out and took Maryam’s hands. “Listen. I want to learn about these colors. I’ve been seeing these weird lights and colors floating every so often ever since I got out to sea. I’ve been trying to ignore it, but they pop up at the weirdest times. I can’t make any sense of it but when I saw you trying your weird tricks in the cafeteria, I knew it wasn’t just me being stressed out. We could both still be completely insane– but I’m willing to believe if you promise to tell the truth about them. So please stop joking around.”

	Maryam looked down at Shalikova’s hands holding her own.

	She intertwined her fingers between Shalikova’s with a soft smile.

	“Of course, Sonya. I’m sorry, I’ll take things super serious, okay? And I want to say, we’re definitely not insane, and you are right, I do know the significance of the colors that you have been seeing. I’ll tell you everything I know. But it’s really very weird– are you sure if I told you that you would actually believe me? If I promise to you that I’m telling the truth?”

	Shalikova took a deep breath.

	“If you promise you’re telling the truth, and not teasing me. I’ll absolutely believe you.”

	“Then, I promise. I am telling you the whole truth, as I know it.”

	“Are there things you don’t know?”

	“Yes, there are. It’s something very mysterious.”

	Shalikova felt her heart stir. “Alright. I accept that. So– I guess I yield the floor to you.”

	She let go of Maryam’s hands and took a step back to give her room.

	“Alright. I’ve been thinking about where to start, so I’ll just show you.”

	Maryam held out a hand in front of herself, palm up.

	“Do you see my eyes glowing?” Maryam said.

	She did.

	Shalikova could see red rings beginning to glow brightly around the edges of Maryam’s eyes, outlining the shape of her pupils in the gloomy hangar. At first, she could only see that glow and hardly anything else in the dark. On Maryam’s hand there was nothing visibly happening, and the colors had yet to make an appearance. But she continued to hold her hand out, so there must have been something on it. Shalikova focused, tried to make out anything that was happening around Maryam’s palm.

	Just when she was about to give up and accuse Maryam of pulling a trick to tease her–

	She noticed debris flying over Maryam’s hand. 

	Dust– there were specks of dirt and metal shavings dancing over her palm. 

	There was a current, a little vortex, dragging in particulate matter.

	“Do you see the colors yet?” Maryam asked calmly.

	“N-N-no.” Shalikova stammered out a response.

	Maryam’s fingers curled slightly over her palm.

	Shalikova’s hair began to gently blow as the current on Maryam’s palm grew stronger.

	Now it was clearly visible, a tall and thin vortex of air spinning at storm-like speeds.

	With this exertion of effort Shalikova could now see the colors around it.

	Blue and white streaking the tiny windstorm like aerodynamic paint in a test turbine.

	“Do you see it?”

	“I see it. There’s colors around it.”

	“What colors?”

	“Blue– blue and white.”

	Shalikova’s voice left her lips like a gasp.

	Her heart started banging in her chest, her head hurt as if something was trying to split it open, her vision was wavering and blurring, she was seeing something insane, something she felt she was never meant to see. She felt as if her eyes were doors to something alien that could not now be put back in its place after being released. It was her own assured understanding of the world and the things in it, changed forever. Maryam had no chance to prepare some kind of parlor trick, she had no tools, no devices, Shalikova had been with her all day. All she had was the flesh of her body, and the knowledge in her mysterious brain.

	Maryam was not just a ‘soothsayer’, not just a wandering charlatan running a scam.

	She had some kind of power. There was no denying it anymore, no papering it over.

	There was some kind of unknown force out in the world that Maryam could control.

	And it could do insane, amazing things.

	As if to demonstrate that she had control over this spectacle, Maryam cupped her free hand over the hand which she had palm-up. Putting this cap on her little vortex, it suddenly warped, widening like a disc between her palms. It looked more like a hurricane than a tornado in that state. And when she raised her hand, the vortex grew taller and thinner, and widened again when she closed her hands together once more. When she clapped them together, the little vortex was suddenly gone.

	“Maryam this is a hell of a lot more than soothsaying.” Shalikova said near breathlessly.

	While the wind disappeared from Maryam’s hands, the colors had not.

	Now those colors that Shalikova had seen in the air drifted, aimlessly at first, but slowly collecting around Maryam, joining the personal color that seemed to float about her like a nebula, like a glowing shadow, an after-image that trailed in her wake. Her color intensified, blue, white, with a band of green and a band of black. Shalikova could see it so clearly. The colors had “come back” — like in the hangar that one time, like around Maryam, like when Khadija was fighting–

	Shalikova began to shiver, and she shut her eyes and embraced herself with fear.

	“Maryam, everything’s turning into colors, I don’t understand!”

	“Sonya! I’m sorry! I’ll get the colors under control– I just needed you to see them first.”

	Footsteps; Maryam rushed to Shalikova’s side. She felt Maryam’s hand touch her forehead.

	“This might feel weird at first, but please trust me! You really have to trust me, okay?”

	As soon as she was finished saying this Shalikova opened her eyes, only to meet Maryam’s bright glowing red-ringed eyes directly in front of her own. She could almost feel Maryam’s breath on her own lips and thought to back up, but her body would not move. Maryam had a hand on her forehead, and touching Shalikova’s forehead, only the thin width of that hand separating their faces. Maryam’s wide-open eyes and blank, unsmiling expression, the purple bangs framing her face, this was everything Shalikova could see, and it inspired such fear and trepidation into her despite being so familiar.

	Seeing those eyes so close, so vast, Shalikova began to feel lost in their magnitude.

	Colors trickled up, a cloud of particulate matter like the marine snow out in the ocean, engulfing the two of them. Maryam’s colors became overwhelming, they completely shut out any possible vision of the world, they moved over Shalikova. She felt her body lose weight and rigidity as if she was falling down, suspended in the color, in a vortex of every color all at once–

	“I have to trust her. I have to trust her. I have to trust her–”

	Shalikova mumbled to herself, clinging on to the sensation of Maryam’s touch.

	Even as everything else fell away to some kind of alien oblivion–

	“I have to trust her–”

	She could not see anything around herself, could barely hear her own voice, and yet–

	The touch of Maryam’s skin was still there, so she was still alive!

	Focusing on Maryam within the baptism of the colors–

	For a moment, it quelled the vortex and revealed something in its place.

	Shalikova felt a flash before her eyes as if she was opening eyelids long closed–

	When the world around her regained definition, she was no longer standing in the hangar.

	She was no longer even on the Brigand.

	At the edges of her vision the colors swirled in and out like a glitchy screen–

	There was a sense that this was not her body. She was moving without control of herself.

	Her lips parted to speak words she could not understand. Mournful, regretful words.

	She stood in a pitch-black cavernous place intermittently lit by dim beams of purple light.

	Surrounded by stone, a jagged roof, an uneven glass window like a slash cut in the rocks.

	Outside there were seething, bubbling, roiling clouds of red biomass.

	Strange creatures swam in the murk, their shapes irregular.

	Waters so contaminated they could not possibly be anywhere real. Bodies so warped they couldn’t be natural.

	It was stupid of you to come here. Stupid and pointless like your entire existence.

	Inside of her brain, a voice spoke– but it also came from her side, where its presence was located. Involuntarily, Shalikova’s head turned, and she noticed, her body was thickly cloaked in a dripping wet, leathery clothing, almost as if the flesh of some bizarre creature. And at her side was a woman clad somewhat the same, in a white and black dress as if made of flesh, long red hair the color of blood, a black horn emerging from the side of her head as if it had been stabbed there.

	An enormous tail trailed behind her, and at the hems of her dress tentacles stretched and squirmed.

	That haughty voice had come from this woman, and it was directed at a figure approaching them.

	Tall, straight furry ears atop the head marked the person as a Shimii.

	Slim in build, long-haired, with a handsome countenance, wearing layers of thick robes–

	–and bearing glowing red eyes filled with hatred, a solemn expression on the lips.

	Streaks of glowing flame played about the figure’s tense hands and fingers.

	The horned woman spread her arms. A cruel grin marred her perfectly pale face.

	Do you feel like a big man fighting your way here? It’s so futile! Look around you! I’ve got nothing but raw material to make as many minions as I want. You’re in my kingdom, kitten priest! You have trapped yourself here with me!

	He was not impressed with the woman’s threat.

	“Give the lady back to me, and I’ll only take your powers instead of your life.”

	Shalikova realized at that moment that she had a tail too–

	–because the horned woman beside her grabbed hold of it with her long, thin fingers.

	Idiot; she came to me herself! Unlike you and your ungrateful band of demagogues, she understands that fighting me is impossible, and has accepted my generosity in order to spare your people the punishment I bring.

	Shalikova felt the figure’s eyes turn to her, filled with regret and longing.

	“Stay put. This will be nothing but a bad dream from which we’ll both awaken soon.”

	Then the woman at her side drew wide her snake-like eyes, and they began to glow.

	Don’t ignore me, kitten priest! That God you’ve fabricated for your people can’t help you here!

	Water infested with red biomass leaped from two currents running along either end of the room and began coalescing at the horned woman’s sides into monstrous half-alive figures, muscle and claw and razor-fanged jaws and serpentine hind limbs, violent maws dribbling stupidly and hungering for flesh. That man who had come to invade this alien realm confronted them calmly, drawing in a breath, his eyes never ceasing to glow red, fire circling his arms like snakes ready to lash out.

	You fashion yourself a prophet? Well, I’m a real God! I’ll put an end to your stupid fairy tales!

	Shalikova’s body wept, and drew back helplessly from the clash certain to come–

	Images flashed of violence and struggle that were impossible to place–

	Colors intruded on the vision and displaced parts of the images–

	No! Please not this! Why are you tormenting me with this?

	There was a voice, that was neither the Shimii prophet’s nor the horned woman’s–

	Before her eyes another brief flash of glitchy colors disappeared the contaminated abyss.

	In the midst of a maelstrom of colors, Shalikova saw a squirming, crying, suffering–

	“Maryam!”

	Maryam on the floor, weeping–

	In the middle of the baptism of colors–

	Shalikova rushed to her side, stood over her, held her shoulders and reassured her–

	When her head turned, in shock at being touched, Maryam had disappeared–

	In her place there was a darker-skinned, cat-eared, brown-haired figure leering at her.

	Tears streaming down their tormented face, teeth grit, the tip of their tail cut off and bloody.

	When their lips spread to speak, the words seemed to reverberate through the air–

	You– you’re really coming here to throw this in my face– after all I’ve been through–?

	Anger flashed in that face– Maryam’s features became superimposed over the Shimii–

	Shalikova nearly screamed from the shock of what she was seeing.

	In that instant, however, the colors receded, like an old screen blinking shut without power.

	As if no time had passed, Maryam was still in her face, back in the Brigand’s hangar.

	Her warm hand on Shalikova’s forehead. Her breath close enough to feel on her own.

	Maryam smiled. She looked untroubled, as if nothing had happened to her in all this time.

	“Did you get a vision? What did you see? Did it look like the past or the future?”

	“Maryam, I couldn’t make any fucking sense of it if I tried.” Shalikova said.

	Her heart had stilled. She was not panicking anymore. She didn’t even know why.

	That alien presence of the colors had grown muted, had become almost something–

	–Ordinary?

	–Coherent?

	When she set her eyes on Maryam long enough, she could see the faint outline of her colors, however. And she felt like, if she narrowed her eyes and focused, they would come into sharper relief as well. And if she truly wanted them to disappear, she felt like she could “tune them out.” Somehow these felt like options she had– as easy as jumping if one mastered how to walk.

	“Sonya, you really are a wonderfully special girl.” Maryam said gently.

	Something had been done to her. Shalikova felt, in a truly eerie way, that something had changed.

	 


8.6

	Spinning fan blades, through a grating directly over her bed in the dim metal room. There were four clusters of LED lights in the room, one set in each corner, and the placement of the ceiling fan blocked one of the clusters. Selene Anahid liked to turn off every cluster except the one which was blocked, just over her head. It glowed partially into the fan box and had a curious effect, as she laid down in her bed. It was as if the light was spinning inside the box. Her lips formed a little grin.

	Selene lifted her hand as if reaching for the fan blade. She closed her fingers.

	Pretending as if she was grabbing the center of the blades and forcing it to stop.

	And the blades did stop, almost effortlessly.

	On her wall, a terminal window opened which blared an alert about room airflow.

	Selene released her fingers and the blade resumed spinning.

	She looked at her hands.

	Furious red and sickly green trailed off of her hand.

	Similar colors dissipated from around the fan box and drifted back towards her.

	“Push, pull, twist, spread, turn,”

	Euphrates had taught her that it was easiest to think of psychokinetic abilities in terms of familiar mechanical movements. Most people who learned about psychokinesis thought of it in terms of pushing an object, like bending a spoon by smashing the top back over the handle. When she was first learning, Selene found the visualizations helpful. Now, however, she was powerful. She could exert exactly the force that she wanted on any object. She needed only to command the object and it would obey. 

	The same as Norn could seemingly do to people’s entire minds.

	She was powerful. Or, well– she should have been powerful.

	Out here in the world, outside the Sunlight Foundation’s secret installations, she had begun to feel limited.

	It reminded her of when she was younger. Never learning fast enough, never succeeding with ease.

	Hungry to become something but unskilled at surmounting obstacles.

	“Psionic power is perhaps linked to the human will to control our environment.”

	Euphrates had said this once as if to guide her.

	“Then how do I become stronger?”

	Euphrates did not have the answer to that. In fact, she resisted the nature of the question.

	“Do you aspire to do something that is truly beyond your current capabilities?”

	“I don’t know. I mean– doesn’t everyone want to be better at shit? It’s not philosophical.”

	“Perhaps you are already skilled enough for everything you wish to do. Think about a concrete goal you want to accomplish and then think about what you need to accomplish it. Strength means nothing in the abstract.”

	Idiot! What goal does a lab rat like me possibly have?

	Euphrates always philosophized to her in that way. But what did Euphrates know? She had practically no limit to what her powers could do. Meanwhile Selene kept finding herself limited. She sought to lift the next highest kilogram count, the next farthest meter throw, to crush the next hardest object, to read guarded thoughts and overcome powerful wills. She did not have goals, she was not born into goals or given goals. All she had was a role and an understanding of where she was limited.

	Every time she crossed one threshold she found another closed door.

	When she was in the Jagdkaiser, she could feel her power expanding to the point she felt she could see the future. When she took the drug, psynadium, she felt the same. Her consciousness expanded, her body felt like it could do anything. She felt so assured, like nothing could stop her. And yet, both psynadium and the Jagdkaiser caused her to run against her limits and break. She had visions sometimes, delusions; she would freak out, end up comatose. It made her feel weak.

	She had been recently released from the infirmary. And now she was just sitting around.

	Psionics was like a muscle. You could stretch it to the breaking point so it would grow tighter and tougher.

	But what if you couldn’t surmount the breaking point? What if you could not push it further?

	Selene grit her teeth.

	She had to be stronger. She had to be strongest. Because she had nothing else in life.

	No family, no heritage, no destiny. Made for nothing, born from nothing.

	Selene grunted.

	Euphrates was not here now. She couldn’t field any of her endless questions.

	And Norn–

	She wouldn’t understand. Norn was born with immense power. Norn had no limitations. Her massive power was the only reason she was not piloting the Jagdkaiser. Yangtze must have feared Norn having access to that machine. So Selene was the test pilot instead. Not that Norn even cared about that. Any machine in her hands was like the Jagdkaiser, invincible and almighty.

	Selene pictured that if she asked Norn a banal question like ‘how do I become stronger?’ it would be impossible for her to even comprehend the request. Or worse, she might tell Selene the one thing it would mortify her to ever hear– that it was just not possible for her to ever achieve Norn’s level of power. Selene was simply not born special like her and would never be special.

	But Norn was born from a machine, just like her. So what was it that separated them?

	“How am I different from Norn?”

	There was one way she was different. And it was in her own favor.

	Thinking idly about this and wanting to do something other than sulk about her current situation, she reached her hand down off her bunk, pulling open a drawer. Inside there was a cylinder filled with a viscous red material. 

	Like sickly red egg yolks suspended in seawater.

	Selene mindlessly uncapped the cylinder and flicked her fingers toward the material inside.

	At her command, the fluid rose out of the cylinder.

	Spinning in on itself around her hand until it kneaded itself in a spherical “dough.”

	When she focused on moving it, the material spread, and then coalesced, amorphous in shape and radiating a certain warmth in its mechanical action. Selene watched it without expression, and at her behest, the ameboid matter started to take on a shape. Within moments, a red butterfly took off flying from her hand, as if by its own accord. In reality, it was hardly alive.

	Proteins, lipids, water and iron, hydrocarbons, folded in just the right way to appear alive.

	Moving at her command with no will of its own.

	Was this so fearful a thing?

	Selene had been born and spent much of her life in an SF station hidden in the Abyss of Frederich, a cavernous gorge like the one they were approaching, Goryk’s Abyss. Euphrates told her she was under the care the Sunlight Foundation. As she grew older, Euphrates encouraged her to learn various skills. Selene fashioned herself as a soldier, but Euphrates always resisted her becoming anything– she just encouraged her to learn for no reason. As she watched the butterfly traverse the room, she thought of Euphrates, the master of Frederich’s Abyss, and the one who had taught her so much, but also, kept so many details from her. 

	Questions Norn promised to answer, Euphrates always kept hidden. 

	Direction that Selene craved, Euphrates always refused to provide.

	And one fateful day when she showed Euphrates her power over red mass–

	Her breath caught in her throat, and she had nothing to say, except–

	“Merrimack, promise me you will not do this again. Do not show this to anyone.”

	Would Norn react the same way if Selene showed her this ability?

	“Euphrates was always getting on my case about everything. She was so self-righteous, she never understood anything I wanted– I bet Norn would understand.” She smiled. “I bet Norn would think it’s a unique and amazing power. Maybe a sign of my potential, something I could master that would help me surpass even the Immortals. Something that I could cultivate to surpass all of my limitations. I should show it to Norn– when I can make something scarier than a butterfly anyway.”

	Selene pinched her antennae in frustration, shooting a tiny knot of pain into her head.

	Her butterfly was pretty deficient. All it could do was fly and look pretty.

	She couldn’t even see through it, for example, because it had no eyes.

	Selene could feel what the butterfly felt, to some extent, but that was useless.

	Once she thought of a military purpose for it, she would demonstrate it to Norn.

	“Euphrates thinks we should keep all of this stuff bottled up for ourselves. She’s always bitching about not interfering with the world. But Norn would use it. She would change the whole world with it, just like she wants to change the world with her own powers and her own soldiers. With Norn, I’ll definitely be someone with power and prestige.” 

	She stuck out her tongue in defiance of the Euphrates in her mind.

	“Take that, Euphrates, you liar.”

	Selene guided the butterfly into the cylinder, whereupon it separated into fluid once again.

	She capped the cylinder and returned it to the drawer in her bunk.

	“Maybe Norn would finally tell me about my fucking parents too if I showed her this.”

	Selene hardly remembered her childhood, a stultifying series of lessons and tests.

	In her early teens, however, she had begun to truly consider her origins.

	Even a child born artificially needed genetic material from live human beings.

	But Euphrates refused the question; and Norn held back the answer as a carrot.

	Her parents must have been either heroes or heretics of the Sunlight Foundation.

	No one dared invoke their names it seemed, whether in reverence or disgust she did not know.

	For Selene, it wasn’t even about the knowing itself. She knew she was born in a vat; she was aware that “third party” genetic material was not used in her creation in the same way Katarrans used, rather she was an ordinary human child born in an unorthodox fashion. None of that truly bothered her. Rather, knowing her parentage was a way to move forward with certainty. There was a hole in her knowledge of herself, and it was holding her back. She wanted to be able to dismiss it.

	It was a limitation. It hid in the corners of her mind, gnawing at her little by little.

	To make the butterfly out of red matter she had to understand the idea of a butterfly. The action of the wings, the composition and body plan of a lepidopteran, the relative weight, the many compounds that made up carbon-based life. Everything she knew helped her create the end product. As she learned more and more, the butterfly she made became more and more realistic.

	Her understanding of a butterfly had become, perhaps, more complete even than her understanding of herself.

	Could she perhaps become stronger if the understood, fully, the origin of “Merrimack”?

	After all, Euphrates had said psionics was the power of the mind and will.

	Norn knew what she was, who she was; Euphrates never had any doubt of herself.

	Maybe that gnawing doubt about the core of her being was one of the limits she needed to break.

	Perhaps it was the most important limit to match the Apostles and Immortals.

	At this point, any forward movement, any progress, would suffice for Selene’s frustration.

	She just needed a step forward. She was becoming desperate for proof she was still growing.

	For proof that she was more than Potomac’s homunculi–

	“Maybe I’ll just– go talk to Norn about it now. It’s late, but I know she doesn’t sleep.”

	Selene stood up from bed with a renewed determination. She was half undressed, wearing a pair of tight, long bottoms and nothing up top but a sports bra. Most of the time she just wore her pilot suit. She was supposed to be on standby, but they had a whole zoo of people they picked up while she was out of sorts, and Samoylovych had been assigned as the standby pilot instead.

	Swiping on a wall panel, she caused it to open, revealing a mirror and sink.

	Her reflection looked sullen. Her skin was pale, her eyes had shadows under them.

	Her red hair was long and a little too messy–

	Red–?

	Selene blinked and her countenance changed immediately.

	On the other side of the mirror–

	Long red hair, a white leathery robe, and a black horn bursting out of the side of her head.

	She staggered back as if the image in the mirror had threatened to leap out.

	Images flooded her mind that she couldn’t place;

	The Antenora was gone from around her and she was standing somewhere–

	Rocky;

	Deep;

	Dark;

	There was a silver-haired female Shimii beside her–

	And a red-headed male Shimii approaching her in anger–

	His burning fist about to collide with her–

	Selene fell back, she screamed, seized her head, kicked her feet, thrashed helplessly.

	Her antennae stood on end, the tips widened and spread and felt hot.

	Standing erect, they became hyper-sensitive, as if something was in the air.

	Selene felt a distant rumbling in the aether–

	Colors came flooding into the room like a cloud of poison gas–

	Her power of clairvoyance, her sensitivity to aether, it was not normally this strong; she was much more of a kinetic in skillset– yet now she felt an ominous, chilling feeling gripping her heart, felt the stirring in the grand current of the aether. She felt it so strongly, like she was inside the Jagdkaiser or doped with psynadium. Something out there, something vast, a gigantic presence had shifted the aether, like the movement of a dreadnought shifted the water around it.

	There was a great roar in the currents!

	Aether was everywhere, it was swirling and writhing and taking over her senses–

	So powerfully that Selene felt it, still felt it on her skin like the tremor of an earthquake.

	Selene forced herself to stand and started to run out to the hall in her underwear–

	At the door, she bumped into someone and nearly screamed again.

	“Selene? What’s wrong?”

	Adelheid van Mueller. An idiot; she didn’t know anything!

	“I– I need to talk– to Norn. Something’s– weird, something’s wrong!”

	Her feet grew unsteady and Adelheid grabbed hold of her.

	She struggled, but– her body–

	“Hey! You’re teetering around everywhere! Have you taken your medicine?”

	As much as she wanted to move her body felt as if in water, slow, without earth beneath–

	She hardly heard Adelheid’s voice, it was growing distant–

	Colors, colors everywhere–

	Aether swarming everywhere like a great cascade–

	Did Adelheid not sense it?

	Did it not shake her bones and sear her skin?

	Selene reached her hand to the side of her head and she could feel the horn–

	“Adelheid, please, get Norn, please–”

	She felt her body being moved back to her room–

	Something pricked her hip, plunging deep and sharp.

	“I’ve injected your medicine. You’re going to be okay Selene. I’m here, okay?”

	Selene could feel it–

	Warmth.

	Adelheid’s warmth, holding her close, holding her safe.

	For a brief instant, she felt an almost overwhelming surge of emotion for that redheaded woman and her soft face, her bright-colored eyes looking down at her with their gentle concern. Being held by someone was something Selene had hardly ever felt in her entire life, and that gentle warmth lulled her out of her panic, and into a deep, dreamless, peaceful sleep.

	“You’re going to be okay.” Adelheid said.

	Those gentle words reverberated in the soft, black-tinged colors that flew off her body.

	Until everything turned black, and the aether grew as still as Selene herself.

	Before her consciousness faded she heard a voice–

	“Norn– What is happening to her?”

	

	

	“How do you feel, Sonya?”

	“I feel like an earthquake went off in my brain.”

	When the colors overwhelmed her, Shalikova was positive she had seen things which were quickly losing sense and coherence to her. She was somewhere dark, there were figures– what she recalled most strongly is everyone was a Shimii for some reason, or at least everyone she strongly remembered. A Shimii had been superimposed over a crying Maryam as well. Was all of this real, or was like a dream? Was her brain trying to process something through random memories?

	None of these were her own memories.

	Shalikova suddenly blurted out the question that was rolling in her head.

	“How much do you know about Shimii?”

	Maryam bobbed her head to one side.

	“Hmm? Shimii?”

	“Nevermind.”

	Shalikova rubbed her head. It must have been some kind of dream.

	“Maryam, that– that was a lot more than soothsaying!” Shalikova raised her voice to just above a whisper, as if shouting in a volume no one would hear. “You didn’t just take my palm and tell me a fortune. I was seeing colors and visions that I can’t place. I wasn’t prepared for any of this! What did you do to me?”

	“I baptized you!” Maryam said innocently. “You said you saw the colors before right?”

	“I did. I saw the colors in the hangar, and in the ocean, and around you once. It was totally random. Now though for some reason, I feel like I can see them whenever I want. Like if I squeeze my eyes just right I’m seeing them around you. It’s not as overwhelming as before, I guess. But I don’t even know what they mean at all.”

	Maryam nodded knowingly, wearing a smile too pleasant for how Shalikova felt in that moment. “You were seeing auras at random times because your special power was on the cusp of awakening. I drew out the power that was struggling inside you, so that you could become used to it, and control it without losing your senses to it. Scrunching your eyes will hurt probably, so try to just focus gently on the colors, or on something else if you don’t want to see them anymore.”

	“I– I’m having a lot of trouble accepting I have a special power Maryam.”

	“Not everyone can see those auras! In fact, I almost thought that I would fail to baptize you, because when I was trying to tell your fortune I couldn’t read your aura, I could barely see anything. Oh no, why are you making a mean face?”

	Shalikova furrowed her brows and closed her fists at her sides.

	“What do you mean read my aura Maryam? You need to back up and explain all of this!”

	“Ah! I will, don’t yell!” Maryam squirmed a little. “Ah, nothing is going like I thought!”

	Seeing Maryam turning white and shying away– Shalikova sighed deeply at herself.

	She tried to control her temper. She had promised to trust Maryam, right?

	“Sonya, please don’t hate me–”

	“Maryam? I–”

	Seeing those gentle eyes filling with fear was mortifying.

	Maryam had promised to tell the truth about her soothsaying. Thinking about it rationally, Maryam had done much more than just tell the truth. Somehow she had shown Shalikova the colors and their insane possibilities, first-hand. She enabled her to control the colors somehow. The more Shalikova thought about it, the more this was a truly radical action on her part, an almost dangerous level of trust that she had given to Shalikova so easily, having not even known each other a month yet!

	Anyone else who saw a Katarran doing these things might pull a gun on them.

	Explaining it to the rest of the crew would be daunting. What if they locked her up?

	Maryam trusted her with this miraculous power. She had gone to Shalikova first– ever since they met.

	“I’m sorry Maryam.” Shalikova said. “I didn’t get how difficult this must be for you.”

	“I’m sorry too.” Maryam said. She turned her gaze to the floor, kicking her feet a little, looking ashamed. 

	“I should’ve explained everything better before I did this to you, but I was–”

	Shalikova walked forward and took Maryam’s hand in her own.

	It was a sudden reaction, and it even startled Maryam a little, but she tried to be gentle.

	In her heart there was soft, warm feeling she was hoping to convey.

	“You were excited to have someone else who knew about this right?” She said. “Someone to share it with you. A partner in crime. I bet you’ve been really lonely, having the burden of hiding this with nobody who understood. And you’ve been having to use this power of yours to survive all this time, too. That’s why you were so keen on me when you first saw me right? You could tell we were alike, even though I couldn’t. So to me this was all really crazy, but for you, it must have meant a lot.”

	“Um. Yes. That’s– you really hit the mark.”

	Maryam turned bright red, staring down at the hand Shalikova was holding.

	There was no reason for Shalikova to be angry at Maryam.

	She smiled at her instead, with the fullest of warm feelings.

	“I’m happy you chose me.” Shalikova said. “But you have to explain everything that you know to me so I can understand. And I need to you to promise me that you won’t tell anyone else about any of this, okay? Tell me, and then I’ll figure out a way to let anyone else in, okay? I don’t want you to get treated like an alien for this. They’ll see and hear it from me first, instead.”

	“Sonya–”

	Maryam stared straight into her eyes, her skin and hair turning ever more flushed.

	Those diaphanous little fins atop her head practically wiggled.

	“Yes! Yes of course Sonya!”

	She smiled more happily than Shalikova had ever seen it.

	Her eyes glistened with tears in the dim monochrome light of the hangar.

	“Thank you! Sonya, thank you so much. You are such a wonderful soul.”

	Shalikova was a bit surprised to see Maryam weeping, but then again, she felt moved too.

	She had spent a lot of time hiding from people’s gazes, fearing what others might notice. How she might be read– when she decided as a kid to get on hormones and transition, that was one thing that led her to see, over time, the gazes of those around her. When she started to stand out as a soldier and a pilot, she saw gazes– admiring where they shouldn’t be, envious in ways she didn’t understand, fawning, self-righteous, critical and two-faced. And she saw herself making the same eyes too.

	When her sister passed away– the change in gazes that had once been unfriendly–

	Shalikova couldn’t stand it. She couldn’t stand having to fear those gazes that were so hard to read.

	Gazes that changed so often; that could catch you off-guard if you were not vigilant.

	Gazes that made her feel so lonely even while surrounded by people.

	Maryam had been hiding from people’s eyes too. She also had to be vigilant and guarded.

	Except with Shalikova. In that sense maybe they could understand each other.

	In this hangar, they turned their gazes on each other and something extraordinary happened.

	Shalikova would not discount it. She would not try to avoid Maryam’s gaze any longer.

	She would not betray the extraordinary trust that Maryam had given her.

	Nor the burgeoning, strange feelings which that trust engendered in Shalikova’s heart.

	She didn’t fully understand it, but Maryam was starting to feel special to her too.

	“Okay. Well. With that settled. Can you explain special powers to me like I’m a little kid?”

	Shalikova said this, trying to shake her own self out of just staring at Maryam’s eyes.

	Maryam smiled.

	“Of course. Hmm. We should start with auras then. So let me see if I remember, um, the way this was explained to me was,” Maryam’s fins wiggled on her head as she fell deep into thought. “Aura is an invisible interstitial, energy, thingy, in the world, and its inert most of the time. Aura is like footprints that sensations of living beings are leaving in the sand of the world.” She looked at Shalikova with an embarrassed expression. “Is this making any sense so far Sonya?”

	Shalikova blanked for a moment. “Um. Sort of. So are the colors and aura, the same thing?”

	“Yep. Technically it’s called ‘Aether’ but when it gathers around a person it’s called their ‘aura’. It changes colors based on how the person is feeling and stays that color even if it drifts away. For a little while anyway. Red and Orange are like anger or hate, Green and Yellow are like anxiety and sickness, Blue is happiness, Purple is like pride, Black relates to death, White aura is like, peace or faith.”

	Shalikova looked around the hangar. Nobody around. The coast was still clear for them.

	“Can you explain to me how you did your soothsaying?” She asked. “What were you trying to do a few days ago when you got the nosebleed? Did that have something to do with the colors– the aether or aura around me?”

	Maryam nodded her head, gesticulating with her tentacles. “So normally, if you focus on people’s auras, you can kind of get a sense of what the person is thinking. It’s not like you can read their minds, unless they’re really simple-minded, and it’s not just because of the color. It’s like there’s also a texture, and you can feel what that person is going through, so you can learn a bunch of stuff about them. It’s different for everyone, some people are really easy to read this way and others are more mysterious. Soothsaying is just a cheap trick to make money; the way I did it was reading people’s emotions to see what they were thinking about and then I told them a fortune based on cold reading coupled with what I learned from their aura.”

	Shalikova tried not to think of it as a violating act– despite feeling immediate misgivings.

	“And with me, you can’t get anything?”

	Maryam ran a hand through her hair, one of her tentacles shaking like a head saying ‘no.’

	“When I tried to read you I couldn’t see any surface thoughts at all, and I thought maybe I had just gotten rusty, so I put more focus and effort into it, but it just made my head hurt.” Maryam said. “That’s another thing about this power, if you misuse it, you can hurt yourself. It’s like trying to twist your leg backwards, but instead of your leg, it’s your brain, or something.”

	“I see. I don’t get it though, you’ve been at this for way longer than me, right? So why wouldn’t you be able to see through me? I should be about as strong as wet stone paper to you. And yet you’re saying I’m unreadable to you?”

	“It doesn’t work like you think.” Maryam said. She smiled, as if amused by the idea. “So, lets call the power by its name– it’s called psionics or psychic power. I had a mentor who taught me about it. Because it is something that can be taught. But of course, not many people know about it. So when someone has a lot of psionic potential, but hasn’t been taught anything about psionics, my mentor called that a ‘seed’. When someone has a natural ability to resist psionics even if they’ve never been taught about it, my mentor called that ‘potential’. What I did to you, she called ‘baptism’ — deliberately flooding someone with aether. It can only be done to people who have some kind of latent psionic ability. Otherwise, they have to study and awaken power themselves.”

	“Psionics, huh? Who was your mentor? Is Solarflare LLC related to them?”

	Maryam started running her fingers through her hair again and averted her gaze.

	“I’ll– I’ll introduce them to you someday, but right now, I’d rather not talk about it.”

	Shalikova nodded. She was trying to be understanding. Maryam was already doing a lot.

	“Sure. No problem. So, this psionic stuff, you say it can be taught, but that people also need to have potential to do it? So even if they don’t know about it, they can have it. So is it like, something you’re born with in your genes?”

	“Sonya, absolutely no.” Maryam replied passionately. “It’s nothing to do with genes.”

	“Huh?” Shalikova was confused by the reaction. “But you said I was a special girl–?”

	“When I say you are special, I do not mean you were born any certain way Sonya! That’s not it at all!” Maryam said. She sounded almost offended by the notion suddenly, her voice distressed. “You were born in a slave state, survived a revolution, and worked hard to be here, on a special mission to save everybody in the Empire! Your willpower and determination aren’t because you were born special, but because you cultivated a special soul in you through your actions.” She averted her gaze, perhaps a bit embarrassed by her own excitement. She rubbed the side of her left arm with her right hand, sighing a little bit.

	“For us Katarrans, it’s tough to escape the idea that you can only do what you were born to. But the Warlords didn’t get born with their fleets and soldiers. You aren’t a Katarran at all and you’re the closest I’ve seen to the gallantry of an ideal Warlord. And I’m not here just because of my birth either. My mentor taught me that, anyone in the world can grow to see the Aether and use psionics; the difficult thing is, what will they do with that strength when they have it? I didn’t do this lightly. I want to help people. And I think you will help and save a lot of people with your power. That’s why I want to help you use it! And I’m glad you want to teach the Brigand about it too! Someday, Sonya, I want everyone to see the Aether! I strongly believe everyone can do it!”

	Shalikova stared, wide-eyed, her heart stirring at Maryam’s grand declaration.

	Without squinting her eyes, she tried to take in Maryam’s aura, to focus and refine it.

	She saw the colors of Maryam’s determination, purple, white, a band of red, a band of black. Pride, euphoria, passion (perhaps not “anger” as Maryam had put it) and that ominous black band, maybe a hint that, whether or not this mission killed her, she was still committed to her goal. Shalikova recalled what Maryam said about texture and she thought she got a sense of purity from Maryam’s aura, like sliding fingers down perfect, crystalline sheets, smooth and unblemished.

	“I understand.” Shalikova said. “I think that would be pretty amazing, Maryam.”

	“I think so too! If everyone could talk like we are right now, and see each other like we see each other, Sonya, I really think that would be the end of wars and killing. We’d all help each other instead of hurting each other. There would not be mistrust or misunderstandings any longer. So someday, I want to help everyone I can, to learn about this power!”

	She had such a sweet expression, for such a tragic idea.

	Shalikova did not want to tell her what she really thought about Maryam’s ambition.

	There was no way that war would end so simply, as long as there were different classes and interests vying for control. As long as there were oppressors and subjugators, and as long as there were revolutionaries and liberators, there would be fighting. Maryam didn’t understand social class and politics. Mistrust and misunderstanding would only be heightened if the idea of psionic powers was revealed to the world as purely true, and if its practice was made known. There would have to be a time, a process, whereby people became psionic, and those who weren’t would be full of the worst distrust and misunderstanding.

	She felt nothing but trepidation at the idea of Maryam becoming a herald for this wild idea.

	As if the future, already chaotic and uncertain, had become more so. 

	Now that Shalikova knew about “psionics” and auras, things already complicated turned ever more twisted in her mind. All she could do in that moment was smile, nod, and silently support Maryam as best as she could.

	“I’ll– I’ll do everything I can to help, Maryam.” Shalikova said. 

	Crazy as it was, this girl had a dream that shone with all the might of her soul. Shalikova found herself moved by it.

	Though anxious, she wanted nothing more at that moment, than to remain at Maryam’s side.

	

	

	“I was afraid that this might happen, I just thought it wouldn’t be so soon.”

	“Quit acting like you foresaw this, it only makes you seem callous!”

	Norn put on a sour expression, while Adelheid looked shocked at how she raised her voice.

	From one of the bunks, Selene watched them, wrapped up in a big bundle of blankets. She had fainted after having her medication administered via emergency injection; before that she remembered completely losing her mind, seeing things that weren’t there, going hysterical. She felt ashamed of herself to be in the presence of Norn in such a state, pale, downcast, hiding in her blankets like a little kid. She had woken up to find Norn and Adelheid sat side by side, staring, staging an intervention.

	It felt like the kind of HR-type meeting the Sunlight Foundation would sometimes do.

	However, with Selene’s bedroom as the setting, it took on a shameful quality. Adelheid had given her a fruit jelly drink pouch, and though she welcomed the brain sugar, she thought it made her look even more immature to be sucking on juice after everything that happened. She felt weak and foolish for having broken down. Despite this, she knew she couldn’t run away or tell these two to go away, not in the same tone that she did to Livia or Potomac. Selene told them what happened.

	Her mirror, the visions, the things she had felt in the aether. She laid herself bare.

	Norn scratched her golden blond hair and sighed in response.

	“You saw a red-haired woman with a horn in the mirror, correct?”

	“Yeah.” Selene mumbled. She sipped her juice pouch.

	She couldn’t read whether Norn was exasperated or worried about this.

	“And a silver-haired Shimii, and a red-haired Shimii. And you felt a quake in the Aether?”

	“Yep.” She finished off her juice pouch with a sigh.

	“Well, I didn’t feel anything in the Aether like you say you did. And I’m not so sure you would be more sensitive than I to the Aether, so I’m going to dismiss that part as just nerves.” Norn said. “As far as your visions, it looks like you’ve already forgotten most of what you saw, and the rest can’t just be prodded out of you. So that’s a line of inquiry dead in the water also.”

	“Even if you read my mind, you wouldn’t be able to see it?” Selene asked.

	Norn was correct– immediately after waking, Selene had the barest memory of what she had seen. At the time, it had felt so vivid, like she was standing between worlds in a way that caused her to panic, that made her body feel wrong. Now all she had was a few details, figures in empty, cavernous space with the barest scrap of their identity. Like a dream only an eighth-remembered.

	But still, Selene always thought Norn had incredible, far-reaching, and unique powers–

	“Reading people’s minds beyond surface thoughts and emotions is nearly impossible. Especially if you care about the state of their mind after.” Norn paused and crossed her arms, her face growing stern. “Believe it or not, I do care about you; I’m here to try to help you get your head on right before we reach Goryk’s Abyss. You need to calm down about that vision of yours.”

	Selene didn’t know what to say to that.

	“Norn, I saw myself in the mirror as a monster. I saw a vision of some place–”

	“You saw a monster. It wasn’t you unless you obsess with it being you.” Norn said simply.

	That was such a nonchalant and dismissive response it shocked Selene’s senses completely.

	“But–” She could hardly believe it. “How am I supposed to feel after seeing that, Norn?”

	“You should take your medicine, get rest, eat regularly, and practice your meditation. You’re unwell.”

	“You’re keeping secrets from me again.” Selene said. She felt her heart sink with defeat.

	Of course– there was no other reason for her to be acting this way. Everyone was lying to her again. All of them were keeping the meaning of this vision from her just like they were keeping her history, her parents and past, hidden from her. 

	Selene convinced herself this was the real issue.

	Norn ran a hand over her face and looked down at the floor, groaning in response.

	Adelheid stared at her then cracked an incongruous grin. “You’re so bad with kids, I can’t believe it.”

	“I never signed up to parent anyone, or to deal with so many brats.” Norn shot back.

	“I’ll never bear you a child. You’ve dissuaded me from motherhood.” Adelheid pouted.

	Norn’s stared incredulously, “Is that what you’re on about now? I’m sterile, so it’s not–”

	Off in their own little world again. They weren’t even taking her seriously.

	She pulled down her antennae into the bundle of blankets with her hands and covered herself in them like a fort, protecting her from this ridiculous exchange. Hiding in a little pocket of shadow with her arms around her knees, exhausted and bitter. Norn and Adelheid’s salacious argument continued in the background for several minutes. For a moment she just wanted to disappear. She did not understand anything. She felt like she was talking past them, and they were talking past her.

	She had been right. Norn fundamentally did not understand what she wanted.

	Because Norn was so strong and so sure, she did not need to think about her past. She was never bothered by her origins. Potomac had compared Selene to other bits of meat goo they grew in their labs, and as far as Norn was concerned this shouldn’t have bothered her. She should have simply tuned it out. But it was not possible– Selene did not have the world in her hands like Norn.

	Norn knew about Selene’s past, but she seriously thought Selene didn’t need to know.

	To her none of that mattered; and now she didn’t know what else was being kept from her!

	All of her life, how many things had she been lied to about?

	“Norn, look, you scared her.” Adelheid said. “Selene, please forgive her and come out.”

	Norn grunted. “I scared her? You’re the one who started publically litigating my fertility.”

	“It’s ok. I’m ok.” Selene mumbled. “You can just leave. I’m full of drugs, I’ll be fine.”

	She heard footsteps approaching and felt a strong hand settle where her head was. Blankets peeled gently from over Selene, and Norn patted down her head, antennae, and all, smiling gently in a way that Selene had never seen her smile. Norn could be cruel and mocking and stern, those were the moods that Selene had seen her in. She couldn’t place this guffawing camaraderie at all. Still, it didn’t feel so bad to have Norn’s hand over head. It almost stilled her heart for a second.

	“You both suck at taking care of adults too, let alone fucking kids.” Selene grumbled.

	“We’re trying! I was kinda hoping you’d think we were funny.” Adelheid said, shrugging.

	Norn’s hand began to rub down Selene’s head more strongly, messing up her hair.

	“Could you stop that? Teasing is the last thing I want from fucking Norn the Praetorian.”

	Selene pushed that hand away, sighing. Her exhaustion was reaching its limits with this.

	“Are you both here to flirt and make fun of me, or are you here to help?” She protested.

	Adelheid and Norn looked to each other briefly, smiling. Norn sat back down.

	“One is part of the other.” Norn said. “Selene, do you think I have no sympathy for you?”

	“Of course you don’t.” Selene mumbled. “I’m just here to kill people for you.”

	Euphrates had told her she was a ward of the Sunlight Foundation. But Selene only identified one possible purpose for her existence. Like the mass-produced lab assistants, she had to have been made to serve them. Selene wanted to fashion herself a soldier, a psionic warrior. She read about military campaigns, marveled at the weapons the Sunlight Foundation produced like their Colombus-class cruisers. When Yangtze made a deal with the Fueller family, Selene was tapped as a pilot the Foundation could trust. That confirmed to Selene what she was to Euphrates and the others. She was a weapon. She was made to kill people.

	“Why would you have any sympathy for me?” Selene said. “I’m only here because of the Jagdkaiser.”

	Norn’s eyes glowed with a red ring around them. She was performing psionics.

	Selene was not scared of it. She could tell Norn was just reading her aura.

	Her innate defenses would have been raised against Norn if she tried to do any more.

	“You think I don’t care because you’re just here to be used by me.” Norn said. “But I was the one who chose you to join the Antenora. You weren’t sent here without reason. I have an agreement with Erich and Yangtze that you specifically would test pilot the Jagdkaiser. And I have an agreement that, thereafter, you would be released from service. To do whatever you want. I chose you, Selene. And I chose you against a lot of resistance from Euphrates. You are here because of me.”

	Selene stared at Norn, eyes drawing wide, render once again stunned by the Praetorian.

	Was this woman not a demon who killed thousands? Where did her interest come from?

	Handpicked by Norn? A deal to be released from service? Why– she didn’t even know–?

	“I don’t get it. I don’t get it– why–? Why would you do that? I’m– I’m nobody–? How did you even know?”

	“How did I know about you? I’d been suspecting you existed for quite some time.”

	Selene continued to stare at the two of them, tears building in her eyes. She shook her head.

	“I don’t understand. What– what’s the point for you? Why would you go out of your way and challenge Euphrates? Why would you agree to release me afterward? I don’t understand! I’m just a random piece of biological equipment!”

	“No you are not. You are a scared girl who is being done wrong in the same way that I was by the exact same people.”

	“So– so what? If that’s what you think then are you turning your back on the Sunlight Foundation?”

	Norn grinned. “The only reason I am ‘helping’ them is to take advantage. To stop them from getting their way all the time. I won’t stand them for them having you, so I took you away. You don’t belong in their silver cage.”

	Adelheid spoke up. “Selene, Norn won’t admit it, but she does care about you.”

	Every word came like a shock, burning through Selene’s sinews.

	She grabbed hold of her antennae, gritting her teeth.

	“Huh? I can’t even process this! Norn the Praetorian trying to tell me she’s always had a conscience and that she’s the good guy? And you think this all supposed to be helping me?” Selene openly scoffed at them.

	Norn fixed Selene with a curiously gentle gaze, another truly mystifying expression.

	“Did you consider yourself for a villain for being at my side?” She asked.

	“Yeah? I’d be really stupid to think I’m the heroine, killing people left and right.”

	Selene bitterly gave an answer right away. Of course they were all monsters on this ship.

	“Killing the people deemed narratively worthy of killing is a time-honored heroic deed.”

	Norn continued to grin, so self-assured that she was right, always with the right response.

	Selene wanted to find some argument to knock down her sophistry–

	–but she couldn’t because she wanted to believe it. Fresh tears streamed down her cheeks.

	“What do you want me to say? You want me to thank you? I won’t.” Selene sobbed.

	Norn returned her scorn with calm, gentle words. 

	“All I want is to give you an opportunity and a future. I have hope that you will continue to fight alongside us Selene, but what I want most is to free you from the Sunlight Foundation’s grip. I would like you to exceed their sick whims. People like us are not wanted by the world. We are used and abused. It is only right that we take up weapons for our own cause.”

	“I’m not like you. I can’t run around thriving on my own stupid philosophy.” Selene said.

	Despite her words, Selene felt strangely moved. 

	No one had ever approached her, trying to give to her anything more than a weapon, an objective, a task to complete or something to master. No one talked to her about her future. No one had told her they had hopes and wishes for her–

	Except, perhaps, that self-righteous bitch Euphrates–

	“I will tell you what I know about your parents, if you promise you won’t chase after it.”

	Norn spoke solemnly. Selene’s gaze shot up from the floor and fixed Norn’s red eyes.

	Was this really happening? Was this really finally happening? Did she hear right?

	“You’ll stop keeping secrets from me? You really will?” 

	Selene started crying even more openly.

	She felt she was prying open her chest and spilling blood out, something inside her hurt.

	“I can’t promise that. I am only promising what we agreed to when you joined me.” Norn said.

	Selene was practically begging. “Norn, I’m going crazy. Potomac compared me to one of those fucking things she put in the Jagdkaiser. I need to know I wasn’t just born from a machine for no reason. I need to know– please!”

	“Then promise me you will take what I say and bury it and live the rest the of your life.”

	“Selene, I’m not letting her walk out of here without saying what she knows.”

	Adelheid spoke up and set a hand down atop Norn’s as if pinning her arm to the bed.

	Norn shot her a sidelong look, and Adelheid instantly lifted her hand with a small smile.

	“I don’t need to get ganged up on.” Norn said. “Selene, please just promise me.”

	Selene didn’t feel in the right mind to promise anything, but she was desperate.

	“I won’t– I won’t try to chase after my parents or do anything like that. Is that okay?”

	“I’ll hold you to it. Remember that the thing I hate most is liars.” Norn sighed deeply. “I was hoping you would forget about it, but if you need this, I just hope it can help you move on. It’s not a nice or pretty story. Prepare yourself for that.”

	There was nothing she could say to that. Especially not in the state she was in.

	So Selene remained quiet, while the blond and the redhead exchanged worried glances.

	“What I’m going to say is conjecture; but I wouldn’t say it if I didn’t have evidence.” Norn said. “‘Anahid’ was Euphrates’ suggestion right? Then she and I must have similar suspicions as to what really happened twenty years ago.”

	“Euphrates said it was a surname that was fitting for me.” Selene said. “I knew it was a clue; but I queried Eden in every possible spelling of that name and couldn’t find persons in the Sunlight Foundations’ records with that name, either first name or surname or even nicknames or codenames.” Eden was a record system in Frederich’s Abyss. Euphrates had designed it, and it contained data, and even the digital memoirs of many Foundation personnel. It was ultimately useless but sparked her quest to know.

	After all if she was the child of people who were struck from the Foundation’s records–

	Could it be that she was not just a science experiment, but someone born for a reason?

	“Eden huh? Forget about that garbage then. I’ll tell you what they’re hiding.”

	Selene nodded her head. Norn was so strong; Eden contained memories of her in it and yet she was apparently not curious at all about what Selene knew about her. To Norn, that past really was dead. After all, in the Eden database, she was always called a name she never used: Cocytus. Perhaps that was the reason that she wanted Selene to forget about her own past so strongly.

	But Selene was sick of thinking of herself as just the product of a science experiment.

	Norn began to unveil the details, while Selene stood in rapturous attention.

	“I’ll refer to the lead scientist in the project to create you as your mother. Her ego definitely would have led her to use her genes to create you. Your mother’s codename was Asan. She believed that psionics was genetic, and that this explained why people with no knowledge of psionics could exhibit different amounts of psionic potential and aethereal defenses. Euphrates and the Sunlight Foundation treated this as a cosmic lottery for hundreds of years, but your mother was obsessed with finding a deterministic reason, and she strongly believed that biology held the secret. She was a complete eugenicist who sought to engineer a human who was born psychic, in order to prove that psionically gifted people had psionically gifted genes to pass on.”

	Eugenicist was a quite unsavory term, but Selene still felt her heart suddenly go aflutter.

	She had a mother– her name was Asan and Selene had been made with her genes!

	Asan.

	A Sunlight Foundation researcher had created her– as part of a special project.

	Selene was taken by the notion. It was so darkly romantic. She saw Asan in her mind, a deathly serious woman who had devoted herself enough to science, at all costs, that the Sunlight Foundation had made her a River and given her the resources to engineer a psionic being. And Selene was the product! She had not just come from nowhere! Now she had a context for her existence!

	Silly as it was, it felt like an empty part of her started filling, like she was more than shadow.

	Norn continued, briefly scanning Selene’s face for an expression.

	“Now we enter into the realm of educated guesswork.” She said coldly. “Your father was probably the Republican agent Samuel Anahid. He worked for the General Intelligence Agency. Twenty years ago, Asan’s project was being run through Bio-Radiance, one of the Sunlight Foundation’s front companies, and it appears the Republicans infiltrated the company to use as a front of their own as well. Bio-Radiance was founded as Rhinea began to liberalize, and Republican sympathy ran high. I can’t speak as to her actual motives for helping the G.I.A in the first place, and I don’t know all the details of the Republican’s infiltration, but I think it’s safe to say she had a close relationship to Samuel and she became part of his plot to murder the Emperor out of the feelings she had for him. Euphrates found out about Samuel and the G.I.A. connection and was desperate to stop it– enough that despite herself, she went out on a limb and reached out to me in the capacity of a Fueller enforcer to investigate further.”

	Selene’s brain lit up– she imagined something devilishly romantic must have happened.

	Never before had Selene thought to herself that she could’ve been a product of love.

	That was the way she was characterizing this web of conspiracies to herself.

	Asan must have used Samuel’s DNA to complete her, to immortalize their tragic love.

	Samuel. Her father; but she didn’t know how to feel about him.

	Selene knew what Rivers were like. She had been a River herself. She knew the culture of the Sunlight Foundation.

	Asan appeared vividly in her head, well-kept, white lab coat, the cutting edge of technology at her fingertips.

	Proud, driven, unwilling to set aside her goals for any reason. Her project, Selene, was her highest expression.

	Rivers did whatever they were ordered; but they also did whatever it took to satisfy their ambitions.

	They were once-ordinary people who were given infinite resources to bring to life their wildest imaginations.

	Despite having never known her, Selene felt she knew Asan, vividly, closely.

	Asan was a figure who made perfect sense, who fit perfectly in Selene’s story.

	Samuel was more of a mystery. Selene could not imagine what he might have been like.

	She wanted to believe that his enigmatic world collided with hers, and the resulting star-crossed love gave birth to her.

	In Selene’s mind, Asan was fast becoming the principal character in her birth– Samuel was already beginning to fade.

	Norn continued despite Selene’s wild fantasizing.

	“I believe Asan must have used Samuel’s DNA for you. But I never got to the bottom of it all. Asan’s actions, and Euphrates’ role in opposing them, ended with me capturing Samuel, incriminating Konstantin’s favorite wife in the murder plot, and neither of them gave up anything, to the last breath. I was no longer in control of the situation after the incident at Schwerin Island. Maybe Konstantin ended up knowing more than me, but it’s impossible to ask him. So we can only guess.”

	Norn turned her gaze away from Selene, as if she were staring into the past itself.

	“So when I say you are not to dig into this Selene, I mean it in the strongest terms. All of your allies will become your enemies if you take your parent’s side. In that tragedy, Euphrates and I were principal actors. Do you want revenge on us?”

	Adelheid stared at Norn in sudden shock. Norn’s eyes remained fixed on the purple-haired pilot.

	Selene shook her head solemnly in return.

	Some part of her had been prepared for what Norn had told her.

	Whether her parents had been heroes or heretics to the Sunlight Foundation–

	Selene had already accepted that if they didn’t exist in Eden’s database, they were probably controversial and dead.

	When she first realized she might have parents at all, Selene worked out every negative emotion she had.

	That process of giving up on ever meeting them, had been done long ago.

	All she wanted was to know. She held no grudges. She had already lived an entire life with feelings of loss.

	“I could never turn against you, Norn. Or Euphrates. Not for something that happened so long ago.”

	Norn looked relieved. Her posture loosened up a bit. “I’m glad. Euphrates should have never told you that surname. Regardless, now you know what I know. I believe you were the result of Asan’s research, made with Samuel’s DNA and her own. I urge you to move on past that and forge your own identity. On this ship, I forbid you to bring up your parents again.”

	Norn turned her gaze on Adelheid. The redhead raised a finger, pointing to herself.

	“Moi? Why are you looking at me?”

	“You’re also another busybody who needs to forget the past. Are we clear?”

	Adelheid rolled her eyes. “Sure, Norn, absolutely whatever.”

	“I’m being serious here, you flighty brat. Set a good example for Selene and move on.”

	Selene was no longer paying any attention to Norn and Adelheid’s relationship theater.

	In her mind, regardless of what she promised Norn, she was losing herself in a flight of fancy.

	Hugging her legs close to her chest, her antennae flicking, a little smile on her face.

	Her mother had made her;

	from a passionate tryst with her father;

	in a quest to create a being born powerfully psionic;

	Selene was gifted! She was special! She was made special! Born into incredible power out of maternal love!

	Every time Selene was given a task or a training to undertake when she was younger, she always aced it. She was an exceptional Diver pilot, she had a unique psionic skill, she was adept in every element of psionics that the Sunlight Foundation had cared to track. Personally studied under the Immortal Euphrates and now chosen of the Apostle Norn. Selene was not nobody! She was special! Powerful and unique! She had been born to a fateful destiny! She was the fruit of the search for psionic potential in the human gene, and surely, that meant her mother had succeeded! She was a genetically psionic wunderkind!

	As if to interrupt her reverie, Norn raised her voice once more.

	“One more thing, about your visions. It absolutely cannot leave this room either.”

	“Huh?” Adelheid said. “Whipping back around suddenly? What happened to moving on?”

	“She wants to know, and I want her to trust me. Be quiet.”

	“Of course!” Selene said, taken in by a rapturous, insane joy. “Tell me!”

	Norn seemed to have noticed her excitement and returned another stern look.

	“You want me to stop keeping secrets from you, right? Then I’ll tell confide in you something that must remain secret. Something you saw. You said red hair and a horn and a white robe that looks fleshy; the woman you described seeing in the mirror has features that recall the Omenseer’s Autarch. Arbitrator II of the First Sphere.” Norn finally said.

	Her voice had gone quite cold as if she hated saying that name.

	“Arbitrator II? Isn’t that Hunter III’s boss? Her remains were recorded in Eden.” Selene said.

	“She is not Hunter III’s boss. I’m Hunter III’s boss.” Norn said suddenly. “And I would strongly encourage you not to believe everything you saw in Eden. Euphrates designed the system, but the narrative within was built over time by Yangtze.”

	Selene nodded. She had no idea what there was to be skeptical about, however. Eden recorded that Arbitrator II of the 1st Sphere was a kind of spiritual leader of the Omenseers. Omenseers were special psionic beings who could navigate photic currents and past Leviathans. They wandered the world and plied their powers in secret, in exchange for shelter and wealth.  

	Arbitrator II’s remains had been used to determine that Omenseers were genetically human.

	That was everything Selene knew.

	“So Norn, if you think I saw Arbitrator II, why would that even happen?” Selene asked.

	“I think that your vision was caused by your stressed-out brain recapitulating all of the traumatic memories you must have seen in the Eden system when you were searching for your past. In short, you had a nervous episode.” Norn said sullenly.

	“How does that explain the two Shimii I saw? And the weird cave they were all in?” Selene said.

	“I bet one of the Shimii was just Mehmed and the other was Faiyad Ayari. Both of them are figures you must have met in the Eden if you know about Arbitrator II. You became so obsessed with your past that you started giving yourself delusions– which I’m sure the Jagdkaiser and your psynadium dosages are only making worse. You need to rest and meditate.”

	Selene nodded obediently. She did not think Norn’s explanation was entirely true. It felt just as much conjecture as anything, but it made more sense than her own personal explanation. For a moment, she had thought she was seeing visions of her own past. But that was not possible. If this was Arbitrator II, why would she be seeing visions of her? She could not place that.

	“If you say so. I promise I’ll rest up and I won’t mention the visions to anyone.”

	That said, she felt a certain sense of relief. She chose to believe this explanation.

	Norn had given her a command. She would follow it.

	And she finally knew about her parents too. Selene Anahid, daughter of Asan and Samuel.

	It felt like the holes in her soul were being refilled.

	Selene Anahid was powerful. She had infinite potential for a glorious future.

	She no longer needed to fear or waver. She did know who she was, what she was born for.

	“I’ll meditate, get my head sorted, and I’ll be ready to sortie again, Praetorian.” She said.

	Selene saluted with a determined expression.

	Norn and Adelheid noticed the change in her attitude. Both of them smiled at her.

	“Fantastic. And what will you do about your past?” Norn asked.

	“I’ll make sure it stays in the past.” Selene declared.

	“That’s what I like to hear. Come on Adelheid, let’s give the girl some space.”

	The two of them stood, each giving Selene a friendly pat on the shoulder before departing. Selene watched them go and watched them shut the lights in her room and close the door. She was in shadow, lying in bed with her blankets over her, dressed in nothing but tight pants and a bra just like where she started the evening, but she felt, suddenly, like an entirely different person.

	Riding the high of a catharsis that she never thought would come.

	She was not nobody; she was not just anybody.

	“I’m the most powerful psychic. Selene Anahid, daughter of Asan,” She told herself, giggling. “My mother made me out of love to prove that psionics was genetic– and did she not succeed? Norn doesn’t know it yet, but–”

	Absentmindedly, she withdrew the cylinder of red matter, holding it up above her eyes.

	Smiling as she manipulated the fluid within. Norn didn’t know; but Selene was unique.

	Maybe she didn’t need to know. It was enough now that Selene herself knew.

	Soon Selene drifted off to sleep, more secure in her own self than ever before– 

	–as the Antenora neared Goryk’s Gorge.

	

	

	 


8.7

	“Okay, so you want to hold them like this–”

	Inside one of the Diver simulation pods, Maryam Karaihalos buckled herself into the seat, while behind her, Sonya Shalikova showed her the controls. It was a fairly tight fit for Shalikova. The Diver pod was realistic in its dimensions, so there was hardly space for her behind the seat. Usually the only thing back there was a slim box containing emergency rations, an air tank, and a mostly useless survival suit. Had Maryam needed any more legroom up front, Shalikova could not have fit behind her.

	Thankfully, Maryam was not especially tall.

	Shalikova reached over Maryam’s shoulder and pointed out the sticks.

	“Each of these controls one of the arms. You can rotate it on the socket, and you can also lock the rotation and you can tilt the stick too, and this will affect the movement of the arms. It’s really unnatural at first but you get a sense for it. As you pilot more you will start to understand the degree of motion the arms have. These triggers are for the weapons, and the grip buttons on the stick can control the fingers in groups. It’s weird at first, but you hardly ever need to flex the digits if you have your weapons. Your issued weapons will be connected to the Diver triggers by the mechanics during dive prep. Oh right, and you can push the stick assembly forward or backward like levers, that controls the leaning of the chassis; down there you have your pedals and they–”

	“I see. I see! I see.”

	Maryam’s eyes lit up with such excitement as Shalikova explained every detail.

	Together they adjusted the cameras and diagnostic screens to Maryam’s liking.

	They tested the pressure on the pedals too. At first Shalikova, once again deceived by Maryam’s outward appearance, wanted to make the pedals more sensitive, as if her companion’s feet were too dainty to have an effect. However, Maryam was actually very strong, and the pedals needed more resistance to prevent her from flooring them constantly without meaning to do so. Similarly, Shalikova had to adjust the sticks on the pod to make them less sensitive to motions.

	“Remind me to readjust all of this stuff for non-cuttlefish use later…”

	“You’re so considerate Sonya!”

	With the controls sorted, and Maryam having been shown where everything is, Shalikova started the simulation. After the start-up screen, they found themselves in the deployment chute of a nonexistent vessel. Shalikova helped Maryam skip the deployment, and the chute deposited them into simulated water without having to open the hatches or wait for pressure to equalize.

	“Ohh, it feels floaty when we sink down.” Maryam said, backing up into her chair.

	In turn her chair backed up into Shalikova. “Careful, I’m back here.”

	“Ah, sorry Sonya! What should I do now, can I start moving it?” She asked.

	Shalikova nodded in the affirmative, leaning forward so she was almost cheek to cheek with Maryam. Maryam engaged the pedals, and pushed the sticks forward, causing the Strelok they were meant to be piloting to charge chest-first, arms at its sides, taking in water through its intakes and accelerating it out of the hydrojets in the back and the legs. The very concept of the Diver’s mechanical movements seemed to inspire fascination in Maryam, who was laughing throughout the demonstration.

	“Sonya! This is so fun! No wonder you signed up to be a pilot!”

	“I didn’t sign up because it was fun! It’s different if someone’s shooting at you!”

	Maryam began to explore the extremes of the Diver’s movement.

	In the middle of a dash, she suddenly let up on the pedals and jerked the controls back.

	Unmoored in the back of the cockpit, Shalikova lurched forward.

	“Maryam!”

	“Ha ha ha!”

	Maryam rammed the pedals and discharged all the fuel-engaged verniers.

	In an instant the simulated Strelok shot straight up like a missile.

	Shalikova was thrown back and up from the sudden changes in direction.

	She came to land back behind the chair, her vision briefly spinning.

	“It’s just a game right? Can I get more fuel for the thrusters?” Maryam asked.

	“We can reset it– if you promise not to burn it all up at once again!” Shalikova said.

	“Ahh, nevermind! Let’s shoot the gun a bit!”

	On the screens, the simulated gloomy ocean lit up as several rounds of simulated 37 mm ammunition detonated in the distance. Maryam rammed the trigger and looked around as if she was expecting something more dramatic to happen than her ammo counter going down, and small explosions to begin blooming nearly at the edge of visibility. The 37 mm AK rifle had some recoil when not held in place with both of the unit’s hands, but nothing the pilot would actually feel.

	“Hmm. That was kinda boring.”

	“We could swap it out for the 76 mm braced cannon or the shoulder gun.”

	“Naaaah. I think I’ll just pirouette a little bit more. Thanks for teaching me, Sonya!”

	Shalikova nearly hit her head on the side of the seat as Maryam returned to her joyriding.

	As an experienced pilot she couldn’t help but notice how unrefined Maryam was with the sticks in her hands. Her movements were jerky, she would lift her feet off the pedal entirely, and when she wanted to move the arms she would move the stick very stiffly as if inputting each movement separately, rather than turning the stick fluidly to achieve complete motions. It had been so long ago since Shalikova had been learning the basics– she couldn’t have remembered if her first outing in a simulator was any better. It brought to mind how far her own skills had come from where she was even at Thassal.

	She breathed out a bit of a sigh.

	Though the world was in shambles, there could be enemies everywhere, and the Brigand was still in the initial stages of its mission, Shalikova felt a certain sense of peace. Maryam was happy, smiling, having fun– they could still allow themselves humanity even in this situation. It felt like a release valve for the tense guardedness and helpless anxiety that colored recent days.

	In a sense, Maryam had already proved herself every bit the VIP–

	—Hmm.

	“Maryam, I have a question. I won’t judge you, okay?”

	“Sure, Sonya! Anything!”

	Maryam let go of the sticks and turned her head to gaze sidelong at Shalikova.

	“You used psionics to trick our agents into letting you aboard the Brigand, didn’t you?”

	Her hair and skin color flashed white as the shock ran through her body.

	Her hands slackened on the controls and her lip trembled.

	“Don’t worry.”

	Shalikova reached a hand down to put it on the controls, over Maryam’s own.

	She was not angry whatsoever, and she wanted to comfort Maryam.

	“When you started saying you were a soothsayer and all that other stuff to me, I kind of suspected it would be something like this. I mean, I couldn’t have known it was like magic from a fantasy story but I assumed you’d turn out to be a swindler– no offense. I don’t blame you– you wanted to go to the Union to get away from mercenary work right? I’m sure tons of people have lied to be smuggled out. I’ll back you up if it becomes an issue. I just wanted to know the truth for myself.” She said.

	“Sonya– thank you. I– I understand that what I did was selfish, I really do.” Maryam said. “I did not think I would end up in a military vessel that had an important mission when I fooled your agent. I thought I would be smuggled out to the Union on an ordinary ship and escape the Empire and live peacefully. But now– I want to help you! I have a lot of information and skills. I feel like this must be the will of God. I have a chance to do good deeds and make up for my selfishness.”

	“The will of God? I guess you really must have been a nun once.” Shalikova smiled.

	“I’m very pious, I’ll have you know. I still pray and read the book every 7th cycle.”

	Maryam smiled gently. Shalikova looked into her eyes and felt contented.

	“Alright. You can play for a few minutes more, then we should go back to the room.”

	“I am feeling tired! I’m all cuttled out.” Maryam yawned, her head fins drooping.

	Shalikova nodded. She felt that a burden had been lifted from her. 

	There were still so many questions to ask, mysteries to delve further into– 

	–but looking at Maryam, she felt satisfied for now.

	When the pair left the simulation pods, they found that they were no longer alone in the hangar. 

	There was someone approaching the pods, who drew back as if himself surprised to see anyone there. 

	Shalikova recognized him– it was Aiden Ahwalia, suited up, hair tied in a bun.

	“Sonya Shalikova. I’m surprised to see you here. You hardly need the simulator, do you?” He said.

	When he spoke, she felt a temptation to try to view his aura, because she couldn’t read his tone. That tiny flicker of thought, that desire, was all it took to switch the auras on as if a lens had flipped over her eyes. Coiled around him like rope or chains of gas, feeling tough and stiff, the aura was mainly green and purple with notes of red and yellow. Pride and irritation, anger, disgust. That sounded about right for him. Shalikova had only ever known him as a loud, inveterate asshole.

	“Or perhaps you do. Maybe the secret to your success has been harsh and intensive training every night– no, wait, I would’ve seen you. Because it’s me who usually comes out here at night to train. Despite how much you all disdain and suppress me, I continue to work so hard. I hope you’re seeing this, acting squad leader! In fact, I invite you to watch me.” He said.

	She did not have the same virulently political disgust that Khadija showed him.

	His conduct during their previous sortie was enough for her to be disgusted with him.

	At her side, Maryam was still all smiles, not a care in the world.

	“Good evening! Um, I don’t know what you meant by all that, but we were just playing around.” She said happily.

	Shalikova raised her hands feebly as if that would have stopped her.

	Aiden raised an eyebrow and looked irritated to have received any acknowledgment.

	“Playing around? Wish the rest of us had time for date night, Acting Squad Leader.”

	His disdainful gaze sized up Shalikova as if he could glean anything from staring at her.

	There was something about his tone of voice which grated on her nerves.

	Even when she couldn’t see his arrogance in the colors, it was plain in his mocking tone.

	“You have no responsibilities Aiden, so I think it isn’t time that’s stopping you from having as much of a social calendar as me.” Shalikova said. “Come on Maryam, let’s leave now. I’m not in the mood for any more tonight–”

	“Wait.”

	Aiden looked over at the pods behind them, cracking a smile.

	“Since we’re all here, how about you and I have a spar in the simulators, Shalikova?”

	“You’re not going to provoke me. Wait for Khadija if you want a response.”

	“Provoke you? Are you so afraid of facing me that you make up excuses like that–”

	Maryam looked between the two of them silently, her skin and hair colors starting to blur.

	Shalikova sighed. She didn’t want to put Maryam in this awkward situation.

	“I’m not afraid of you Aiden, I’m more emotionally mature than you. Good night.”

	Shalikova interrupted him, calmly and coolly as she could. Ayden fumed at her. 

	Ignoring him was both the most offensive and most healthy thing that she could do to him as a leader.

	Khadija always attacked him and insulted him, and it only fed his ego to receive that kind of attention. It only made him more eager to fight back, surer of himself as the righteous martyr. Shalikova had no desire to get caught up in the whirlwind of his personal narrative, especially now that she was acting squad leader. He was just a petulant kid who needed to cool off, but Shalikova was not herself so adult as to become the one responsible for it. She just wanted him to go away.

	Aiden was not going away, however. He had clearly set his sights on her now.

	“So even with two pilots down, you still dismiss me, you won’t let me prove my skills–”

	“You’ve already lost to me just for thinking a duel would prove anything. Good night.”

	Shalikova turned her back on him and began to walk away, dead set on escaping–

	“Don’t walk away from me! How dare you! How dare you treat me like–”

	Aiden stepped in as Shalikova tried to walk past him–

	For a brief instant, she realized, before he moved, that he would try to grab her shoulder.

	Acting almost as if between time, in the interstitial between seconds–

	Shalikova batted away his hand with such alacrity he staggered back in confusion.

	She confused even herself with the speed of her reaction. Maryam had noticed it too.

	Aiden stared at her in a brief confusion, tears welling up in his eyes, his face turning red.

	“Acting Squad Leader– If you gave me a chance– I’d show you–”

	Shalikova was not only irritated, she was alarmed by her own reaction.

	“Aiden, I’m leaving! Just go do whatever you’re up to. Maryam, not a word. Let’s go.”

	Feeling suddenly stressed, Shalikova quickly turned her back again and tried to leave–

	“You–” Aiden grit his teeth, closing into a fist the hand which Shalikova had struck. “All of you are the same! All of you resort to violence because you can’t mount a legitimate challenge! You can’t confront me when I bear the truth except by trying to suppress me! Jayasankarists, this whole ship, you rigged everything, you conspired in the shadows, I’m being unfairly sanctioned–”

	Shalikova could hardly respond to his sudden, loud outburst of politics.

	Then she heard a loud bang in the hangar, the stomping of a thick boot on metal.

	Echoing across the vast space, the sound finally got Ahwalia to stop mid-cry.

	At first she imagined it was Chief Akulantova having finally found them but–

	Instead two women approached. Both were wearing the tight security suits that Klara and Lian wore.

	And both of them were openly armed.

	Across their chests, they had AK-72 personnel size assault rifles hung on shoulder slings.

	Nobody on the security team was so heavily armed, but these two wore their firearms casually.

	“What’s all the racket? You’re lucky Chief Shark’s not the one who found you.” One of the women began to speak with clear irritation in her voice. “Akulantova would actually do something to make you all behave. All I want is for all of you to shut the fuck up– Oh, wait, wait, isn’t that Sonya Shalikova? Sonya Shalikova! I never thought we’d run into each other!”

	Her tone of voice was altered completely when she realized it was Shalikova.

	Shalikova recognized the two women who approached from the adjoining hall.

	One silver-haired woman with neon pink cybernetic eyes, tall and lean with a foxy grin.

	With her, a blond woman with her hair in a ponytail, shorter, skinnier, inexpressive, quiet.

	They were both good looking and fit, older than Shalikova but still young. Maybe Murati’s age.

	“Do you remember us, Sonya?” said the silver-haired woman.

	When the woman got close enough she reached out a hand to Shalikova.

	Shalikova took her hand in both of hers almost automatically. It was– a childish gesture.

	Like they used to–

	Her hand dropped on top of Shalikova’s head and stroked her hair.

	“You’ve grown a lot. You’re just like Zasha– you should be proud. She’d be proud too.”

	Zasha–

	“Stop it.” Shalikova mumbled.

	“Ah, I’m sorry. I’m not treating you like a kid; it’s just my honest reaction.”

	Maryam looked delighted to meet them. “Sonya, are these friends of yours?”

	They weren’t–

	“Friends of my sister.” Shalikova said. “Illya Rostova and Valeriya Peterberg.”

	It made sense that they would be aboard the Brigand. Those two were Union navy elites.

	Out of their cadre Zasha, Illya and Valeriya were undoubtedly the stars, good at everything.

	A Brigand packed with the Union’s elite soldiers had to include them.

	“Valeriya, go on, say something. It’s little Sonya! Give her some encouragement.” Illya said.

	Behind Illya, her shy blond companion Valeriya raised a hand in a half-hearted wave. 

	She then lifted a tactical mask that had been left hanging from her neck back over her mouth and nose.

	“You know how she is.” Illya said, shrugging at her companion’s symbolic self-silencing.

	“I know.” Shalikova said. “What I didn’t know was that you two were marines here.”

	“When Nagavanshi came to get us we didn’t have much of a choice.” Illya said with a wry smile. “Our actual job is surveillance, so we stay in the security room with Syrah. We were covering for Klara and Lian today, and checking up on the cameras while we’re at it. We’d only ever seen you on camera, Sonya! I guess we keep to ourselves most of the time.”

	That struck Shalikova as more than a little strange for a way of life on a ship.

	Shalikova did not want to make Illya’s business into her own, however. It was– too sudden.

	Her heart felt so torn. 

	Illya and Valeriya looked the same as in Shalikova’s foggy memories of their past. She had not thought about them in so long, and now that they had appeared, there was a lot surfacing with them in Shalikova’s memories. They were not at fault– but they were associated with something very painful. Something she did not wish to think about at all. And Illya did not realize this, and of course Valeriya would realize even less. Illya was just being her usual self. Coy and a little too full of herself, but ultimately harmless, and quick to heap praise. Valeriya hiding behind her, inquisitive eyes scanning the surroundings, gently unsmiling beneath her mask of isolation, two inseparable companions missing their third from back in the day.

	Shalikova was already tired and already reeling from feelings she wanted to set aside.

	Why did it have to be them? She had no more room on this night for painful recollections.

	“Secret midnight date with the VIP huh? So proud of our little ladykiller here–”

	“Hey–!”

	Before Shalikova could respond to the joke and try once again to leave, Illya turned to face Aiden.

	He had been standing stock still and Shalikova had not looked his way since Illya and Valeriya arrived.

	“–And who is this with you? Oh! It’s the Ahwalia boy? Did he get jealous of you two?”

	Illya was joking still, but Aiden looked worse than Shalikova had ever seen him.

	His expression came as something of a shock to Shalikova. His aura was quickly filling with red, yellow and a notable band of black. His hands were closed into fists, and he was staring at Illya with an expression that was as hate-filled as those black and red bands of gas coiling around him. They were tightening around his neck, around his wrists and ankles like binding tendrils.

	Something was reaching out to bind him– it felt like the past– overwhelming regrets the texture of broken glass–

	A flash of violence woke Shalikova from her rumination.

	Without warning, Aiden launched forward and tried to punch Illya.

	She stepped back in surprise and this was enough to spare her from the attack.

	His fist swept in front of her chest, but he was taken by a sudden fury and charged anew–

	In the next instant, the buttstock of an AK-72 struck him in the temple.

	He staggered and fell on his back, blood drawing from his forehead–

	Valeriya rushed him, dropping on top of his legs to pin him, and striking him again.

	Two lightning fast, vicious attacks completely subdued him, the buttstock striking his stomach and then his upper chest in quick succession. She then pinned him by forcing the length of the weapon against his neck. Shalikova was stunned. Around Valeriya an entirely black and red cloud seethed. Her once inexpressive eyes were drawn wide, dilated with unrestrained fury. It was impossible to read her expression due to the black mask over her mouth, but her eyes told enough.

	“Target suppressed. Awaiting confirmation to eliminate.” She said in an atonal voice.

	Even Maryam was shocked at the violence. For that demure-looking girl to be so brutal–

	“Oh jeez.” Illya had been as unable to respond as anyone else. “Lerya, stand down!”

	Shalikova remembered, those distant old days with her sister–

	Zasha, Illya and Valeriya were best friends, but–

	Valeriya was always with Illya. She always regarded Illya as her “favorite person.”

	I would do anything for her. Even kill.

	Her behavior was not so bad when Zasha was alive but–

	“Standing down.”

	Obediently, Valeriya withdrew her rifle and stood up as if nothing had happened. In that instant, all of that evil black aura dissipated from her. Her intent changed entirely. Illya took her hand, looked her in the eye and began to gently reprimand her. She understood Valeriya’s needs. With the aura receding, Shalikova’s hazy, mystical thoughts gave away to practical feelings.

	Despite the sheer aggression of the attack, Shalikova could not blame Valeriya for it.

	That being said, she also felt a surging of emotion and a sudden sense of urgency. Had Murati been here she would have made it her duty to be responsible to Aiden, and so, despite her misgivings, when he was dropped, Shalikova rushed to the side of him and knelt down, trying to assess whatever injury was done to him. Maryam joined her, shocked so much her skin went pale.

	Shalikova reached out to him, try to get him sat up– but Aiden struck her hand away.

	“What is wrong with you?” Shalikova said. “You idiot! They’ll throw you in the brig!”

	Coughing as he sat up, Aiden pointed an accusatory finger at Illya, eyes filled with tears.

	“That woman was there! On the day my family was attacked! I saw her kill my mother!”

	Shalikova was rendered speechless. Maryam gasped and covered her mouth in fear.

	“Those eyes! Those cold metal eyes! They were looking down on me then too!”

	Aiden Ahwalia, son of Elias Ahwalia– five fateful years ago, his family had been put under house arrest. 

	Then Justice Minister Bhavani Jayasankar announced a sweeping purge of corrupt and abusive officials in the communist party, aligned with Elias Ahwalia, who had been lying to the public about spending on social projects, the rationing of goods, and other areas of the economy in service to themselves. Shalikova had been in her third year at the Academy, just entering the military program at 18 years. Solstice’s news channels broadcast all of the evidence of the corruption, including lurid details of secret funds and diverted stores of goods and materials. Scores of projects were cancelled that had aimed supposedly to digitize and automate various functions of the economy, build new machines and advanced systems to limit human working hours. Scores more secret projects were revealed that had sucked up the people’s resources. All of it was stopped, all resources reallocated.

	There was a furor in the Union. Popular mobilizations supported Jayasankar’s purge. Troops from outside the Justice Ministry’s ranks almost unanimously backed Jayasankar, including all of the Navy High Command, insuring that civil conflict would not ensue on Ahwalia’s behalf against Jayasankar’s internal troops. Ultimately, Bhavani Jayasankar went on to assume control of the country as a whole when Ahwalia was ejected from office in an emergency all-union retention vote.

	It was impossible not to know this about their history– not to know this about Ahwalia.

	She turned to face Illya with a dreadful understanding of Aiden’s words.

	Her eyes felt painfully warm as she tried to read Illya. Her aura was resisting scrutiny.

	By outward appearance, it was impossible to tell Illya’s response to that accusation. Her expression never changed. She had been frowning because of Valeriya’s actions and continued to do so out of worry for her partner. Clearly her good mood had been dampened by the events, but she didn’t look guilty or boastful or like she had any emotion toward somebody accusing her of murdering their mother. Beyond the bare fact of murdering a civilian, to murder someone’s mother in front of them—

	Shalikova did not want to believe Aiden but in the back of her mind, she simply knew.

	She knew that Illya and Valeriya were soldiers worthy of the special forces.

	The kind that would be invaluable assets, taking decisive actions in a time of turmoil. 

	Illya would carry out any mission. Valeriya would follow her anywhere.

	Zasha too–

	“Illya–”

	For them to be marines on the Brigand, which was full of other elite soldiers–

	The Brigand ferrying Aiden Ahwalia, who had suffered from the coup attempt–

	Shalikova felt a terrible history assembling itself in her mind.

	Illya sighed openly while Aiden continued to blubber accusations.

	“Sonya, you don’t understand–”

	“What the hell is going on here?”

	Joining the ensuing drama, the broad-chested, wide-shouldered, towering figure of Chief Akulantova appeared from the adjoining hall, looking incredulously between the sedate Valeriya, the exasperated Illya, and Shalikova, Ayden and Maryam on the floor. As she stomped forward, Shalikova could only imagine how ludicrous the scene must have looked to the Chief, walking in on her two subordinates, the ship’s most controversial ward on the ground, and Shalikova, who should have been more responsible than this, in the middle of it with the ship’s weird new V.I.P.! It was mortifying– Shalikova remained dead silent.

	“Why is Ahwalia on the floor? Rostova, Peterburg?” Akulantova grunted.

	“Valeriya broke up a fight.” Illya said. “She was way too rough. You know how it is.”

	“It was my fault.” Valeriya said sheepishly.

	“Oh my god.” Akulantova raised her hands to her face.

	“Chief–!” Aiden tried to raise his voice, prompting a coughing fit.

	“Shut up, Ahwalia.” Akulantova said immediately. “Nobody say anything now. Especially not the two of you.” She pointed her burly arm at Illya and Valeriya. “You two have caused me maybe the biggest headache of my career right now. We’re going to have to get statements, file reports, involve the Captain– fuck, I’m going to have to call Syrah here too, I can’t believe this!”

	Shalikova watched security deliberate with a wide-eyed, empty-headed expression.

	It was going to be a much longer night than she bargained for…

	

	

	“Why are you looking at me like that? Never seen me eating before?”

	“I mean. I haven’t ever seen you eating before, that’s true–”

	“Warm food and potable water are preconditions for warfare.”

	“–That’s not remotely relevant to why I’m staring.”

	“Stop staring then. For whatever reason it is. Get some food and sit down.”

	Norn von Fueller pointed to a chair opposite her own in the cafeteria’s rows of long tables.

	Selene Anahid ambled away from the lady (technically, lord) in charge of the ship and toward the self service area. The Antenora had a strangely ordinary cafeteria, with a closed kitchen that cooked two menus a day using typical appliances, and then stocked the meals in a dispenser machine at the far end of the row tables. The food dispensers stocked the morning or evening meal and kept it warm for hours. A touchscreen controlled the machine– a finicky resistive screen that Selene struggled with. 

	It was nothing like the sleek, responsive devices she was used to.

	In addition to the dispensers containing hot meals, there was also a table set off to the side with a case of cold sausages, a tray of hard biscuits, and two automatic drink machines, one of them a kettle for hot pork broth, the other filled with lime water.

	“Um. Hey. I guess I’ll have– Uh– let’s see, what are they actually cooking?”

	Selene scanned the selections on the dim screen, feeling a bit discouraged.

	For the centerpiece staple, there was a cornmeal and oat porridge with bits of meat in it, probably some kind of lard or pork scraps, which tended to be the Empire’s ground meat of choice. There was a dish of Wurstsalat, cut sausages with pickled gherkin, radish and onion bound in an oily dressing thickened with coarse mustard. Black bread and a simple fish soup were also on offer, along with small reusable bottles filled with a mix of coffee and sweetened condensed milk, a limited item on the Antenora.

	Eyeing the available meals, Selene felt rather silly. She wanted to ask for a burger.

	Back in Frederich’s Abyss, machines prepared all the meals at will.

	They would cook practically anything. Selene wasn’t aware how.

	She asked, and food appeared. Whatever kind of food she felt like eating!

	Euphrates and her common companion, Tigris, loved to eat things like burgers and pizza.

	Selene was used to getting her food from a machine at any hour, but she was not used to having her choices limited by whatever had been cooked by a real live human using a limited set of ingredients and then put into the machine at certain times during the day; and she had a somewhat spoiled palate on top of everything else. It proved difficult for her to fill her tray with the day’s meal, even when she could operate the dispensers. There was always a table with plain sausage and biscuits, so for the moment, Selene grabbed bread and sausage, a bottle of sweet coffee, and made the best of it.

	When she returned to Norn’s table, the Praetorian gave her a critical glare.

	“You can’t be serious. Go back there and grab some of the salad at least.”

	Selene stared at her with narrowed eyes. “Huh? But I don’t like pickles.” She said.

	“What?” Norn looked scandalized. “All this time you haven’t been eating the pickles?”

	“Uh, I haven’t, yeah. I said I don’t like them.” Selene averted her gaze.

	Norn dropped her spork and laid a hand over her face in exasperation.

	“I can’t believe you. Do you want to die? When was the last time you ate a vegetable?”

	“There was sausage and peppers for dinner three days ago!”

	“Those peppers are pickled too!” Norn shouted.

	“Oh.”

	Selene did not have a come-back for that.

	Norn stared daggers right into Selene’s eyes.

	“Do you think we live in a palace? Put some salad on your tray this instant.”

	She pointed authoritatively in the direction of the trays again.

	And so once more, Selene begrudgingly took her tray to the dispensers.

	When she returned, she had added a bowl of the salad– and a little bit of porridge in a cup.

	She figured she could cut the salad with some of the porky porridge if it was too pickle-y.

	Selene sat down and stared at her plate and at Norn, awaiting inspection.

	Finally her commander looked pleased with her.

	“Good girl. Pilots need a balanced diet! Especially ones like you.”

	Norn’s plate had some of everything in it, porridge, salad, bread, sausage, fish soup.

	Big appetite for a big personality, Selene supposed.

	Thankfully Norn did not watch her eat. After commanding her to get the salad, she focused on her own plate. Selene noticed that Norn ate fairly slowly and really seemed to savor her food. Did she really like this cafeteria slop? She had heard that Norn had a hard life, so she imagined that maybe Norn savored her food so thoroughly out of fear that she may never get to eat again.

	That was pure speculation, but Selene thought she hit on something deep there.

	Selene picked up a bit of sausage and pickles with her spork and lifted it to her mouth. At first she recoiled a bit at the vinegary dressing, but she was surprised by the taste. Crumbly, meaty sausage with the mellow tang of the gherkins and the sweetness of the pickled radish and onion. Taken apart, perhaps they would be gross, but everything worked together somehow. She did not spit it back out — furthermore, she picked up a second sporkful and chewed it a little bit longer.

	“You’re pinning down your antennae.” Norn said off-handedly.

	“Huh?” Selene raised her eyes from her plate. Norn’s eyes went back down to her food.

	“I just noticed you had them out when we talked in your room, but they’re pinned now.”

	It was true. Selene usually tied them to her hair so they bent down as if part of it.

	“It’s annoying to have them pinned down all the time, but I don’t like them sticking out.”

	“How come? I think they’re kind of cute.” Norn said, pointing her spork at them.

	“Why don’t you swing your tail around all the time?” Selene snapped.

	Norn narrowed her eyes. “Nice joke.” She said dryly.

	“Sorry.” Selene said. She knew immediately she had spoken carelessly and impulsively.

	“I’ll be sure not give you any more fodder for your incredible sense of humor.”

	Norn stabbed her spork into a sausage with great violence and chewed it brutally.

	“Finish your salad, get out of my sight and watch your mouth in the future.”

	In the next instant, a video window appeared on the surface on the table.

	One of the bridge drones appeared on the screen.

	Selene could tell because the officer drones had more elaborate uniforms and hairstyles.

	“Milord, we have detected an approaching vessel. Sunlight Foundation Alonso De Ojeda class Frigate. We believe we’ve detected signs of deployment chute activity under the vessel. In case of Magellan-class Divers, how should we respond?”

	Norn’s eyes drew wide. She stamped her hands on the table as she half stood.

	“What? Tell Samoylovych to deploy immediately. Link me to the ship commander–”

	Another window then appeared beside that of the bridge drone, also on the table.

	This one had Potomac on it. She appeared to be down in the hangar, near a bearing monitor.

	“Norn, this ship is picking me up. You can accept the Magellan that will come out of it.”

	Norn blinked with surprise. “Oh this is rich. Who authorized them to meet us?”

	“I’m leaving, Norn. I’m done putting up with you. I’ve arranged for a tech to replace me.”

	Potomac’s window closed. Norn pounded her fist on the table again.

	“Whatever then! I hate that bitch’s guts. She can fuck off! I’ll kick her out myself!”

	“Milord–” the bridge drone began to ask for clarification, but Norn interrupted.

	“Detain Potomac. Tell Samoylovych to deploy and escort that Magellan in.” She said.

	Norn stood from the table and shot a sharp glance at Selene, who had a sporkful of salad in her mouth from when she was ordered to eat. Selene averted her gaze from the Praetorian, who in turn sighed and bid her to follow. At first Selene did not know what to make of the gesture.

	“Bring your salad plate and eat on the way. Come on. I need you as backup just in case.”

	Need you.

	Something stirred in Selene’s heart, and she bolted up off the table, salad in hand.

	Maybe if she was obedient enough Norn would forgive the slight–

	Maybe she already had forgiven her.

	“Good. Follow me.”

	Norn turned and walked at a fast, confident pace out of the cafeteria.

	As she was commanded to do, Selene followed behind her.

	She was dressed in her pilot suit, but she had no weapons if a confrontation broke out.

	No weapon except her mind– but her mind was unusually powerful, after all.

	Potomac was an Immortal, but Norn was an Apostle, and Selene– she was special.

	“Don’t worry too much. I expect this will be easily handled.” Norn said.

	She must have seen Selene’s expression, deep in thought.

	To try to guard against further assumptions she started eating her salad again.

	By the time they reached the hangar, Selene had an empty bowl in her hands.

	As soon as she could, she handed it off to a drone.

	There was a commotion in the middle of the hangar. 

	One of the deployment chutes was held open with a white Diver half-trapped inside, while Samoylovych’s Jagd started climbing out of the adjacent one to help corral it. Four marines with shoulder-mounted anti-armor missiles were aiming at the captive Diver in the deployment chute. While most ordnance used in the water was purely explosive, since penetrators were not as effective in water as in air, those AP missiles had very small explosive effects and instead perforated armor with a tungsten cored round. This made them safe to use in this situation — they could fire on the Diver without endangering the hangar itself.

	In a corner of the room, Potomac stood with her hands up, eyeing with disdain the group of infantry surrounding her with assault rifles trained. Along with this group, Petra, Adelheid and Hunter III were helping to keep Potomac trapped. Selene was surprised by the efficient response. Norn had only ordered her detained and not mentioned any specifics as to how.

	She supposed Samoylovych and Petra were just doing whatever and going with the flow.

	Adelheid and Hunter III though looked like they had taken good command of the situation.

	“Norn!” Potomac called out. “You know I don’t like fighting! Please call off the goons!”

	“Let her go. If she wants to leave I’m certainly not going to keep her.” Norn said.

	Having arrived at the hangar, Norn eased the tension immediately. All of the soldiers backed off and disarmed or engaged the safeties of their weapons. The white Diver in the deployment chute was finally allowed to rise into the hangar, while Samoylovych took her Jagd to the nearest gantry to be locked in and powered down. Hunter III and Adelheid left Potomac’s side and went to join Norn and Selene. Adelheid let out a long-held breath in relief, while Hunter III looked quite eager.

	“Boss, is it time to eat her yet?” Hunter III moaned.

	“No.”

	Norn patted Hunter III’s head like that of a dog.

	Hunter III pulled her hood up over her head and sat barefoot on the cold floor, sulking.

	“I saw her eyes light up.” Adelheid said. “Really briefly though.”

	“Could you tell what she was doing?”

	Adelheid shrugged as if that wasn’t her problem.

	“I’ll set her straight. Selene, you go check on the pilot of that Magellan.” Norn said.

	Selene nodded her head.

	While Norn and Potomac commenced a loud, circular argument, Selene walked away.

	In the middle of the hangar, the incoming Magellan-class Diver had been left stranded atop the deployment chutes without a gantry to hold on to. Selene had seen Magellans before — she had trained to pilot Divers using one. Going from that to piloting something like a Volker would have been a nightmare, but the Jagdkaiser was a decent upgrade from any other available mecha.

	Still, Selene had a fondness for that white and blue Diver in front of her.

	The Magellan’s body plan was like a Volker if it was done right. 

	Rather than simply round like a Volker or rough and angular like a Union Strelok-class, the design of the Magellan class’ body was all sleek beveled edges and complex surfaces that gave it a truly futuristic look. The upper body had round pauldrons and a rounded “neck guard”, with arms that could slot into the flanks of the body for improved hydrodynamics. Rather than trying to mimic a helmeted human head like a Volker or Strelok, the design had 360 degree armored “mono-eye” orb head that rotated on its own axis, allowing for a “main camera” with incredible vision supported by a few auxiliaries on the body.

	Meanwhile the legs were thick, triple-jointed with an integrated water system with flexible channels, allowing for natural adjustment of the angle of the leg jets based on movement of the whole leg, allowing more precise lower thrust and quicker changes in direction. On the midsection, the pilot’s pod slotted between the chest plate and skirt, a loop of convex armor covering the gap. On the back, there was a standard magnetic strip and the hands could accept a variety of weapons.

	While there were four traditional hydrojets, two on the legs and two on the back, there were also wake-jets on each shoulder. Like the Jagdkaiser’s jets, these were self-contained propulsion pods that accelerated water through themselves like a hydrojet but were lighter and more efficient, using a bladeless turbine– something about salt ions and heat and agarro-conductivity, Selene didn’t know all the details. Euphrates certainly made it sound impressive and it supplied all the Jagdkaiser’s thrust.

	It was the pinnacle of Sunlight Foundation engineering, taking the crude concept of the Divers other nations produced, which grew out of labor suits and overblown dive bells and bathyspheres, and removing all limits to production, using only the most advanced materials and the most fit-for-purpose design methods. Or at least, that’s something Tigris once said to Selene.

	When Selene stopped at the side of the Magellan’s kneeling leg, the convex armor ring in the middle expanded sideways, opening to reveal the entrance to the pilot’s pod. From inside the machine a young woman in a blue and white jumpsuit climbed out. The woman had her back turned; Selene’s eyes were immediately drawn to the definition of her shoulders beneath the tight jumpsuit, and a bushy tail with dark-brown fur swaying anxiously as she dropped down from the midsection of the machine.

	“I was expecting a bit of a warmer welcome. That Jagd scared the daylight out of me!”

	She turned around and nearly ran into Selene, who had wandered closer to the pilot pod.

	“Watch where you’re going!”

	Selene put her hands to her hips, while the pilot withdrew a step.

	“Ah! Sorry! I’m a little clumsy getting off these– I still feel like I’m in the water for a bit.”

	“Get yourself together already! What are you doing here?”

	Selene looked her up and down.

	She was a young girl, maybe even Selene’s age, slightly shorter, with lean, muscled arms and shoulders, a bit of chub, a slightly wider pelvis. She had a soft rounded face that was framed with wavy brown hair, and thin-framed white glasses perched on her small nose. Atop her head she had two dark-brown, furry cat ears with visible white fluff. Her expression was strangely shy, almost withering under the disdainful look Selene gave her as she looked her over top to bottom.

	Quite demure and gentle for that solid-looking body that she had.

	Her suit covered most of her, but Selene noticed her fingers were subtly segmented.

	Very thin grey gaps were visible, minute separations in the artificial skin.

	Her eyes, too, were clearly cybernetic, with concentric cool green rings over baby blue.

	“My name is Dunja Kalajdžić!” She said.

	After a moment, she stiffened up and her eyes drew wide, staring dumbly at Selene.

	“Ahh! No, no, no, forget that! I meant to say Neretva! My name is Neretva!”

	A dramatic twitch worked itself out through her tail as she corrected herself.

	Selene narrowed her eyes at her. “Okay, Neretva. What are you doing here?”

	“I’m– I’m just a mechanic, here to replace Madame Potomac on the Jagdkaiser project! We’ll be partners– I mean we’ll be working together now, pilot! Rest assured that I have read all the appropriate technical manuals and memorized all of the equipment needs! I know I can’t measure up to an Immortal, but I did train under Lady Hudson!” Neretva cried out.

	Selene ignored most of the blathering and focused only on what mattered to her.

	“So Potomac is taking this thing back out?” She said, pointing to the Magellan.

	“That’s the idea. Ojeda frigates can’t handle shuttles.” Neretva said. She looked around the hangar in confusion. “Ah– forgive me, I don’t know the whole situation, but I was told there would be a Jagdkaiser Type II to service here. I see a Type I over there that looks like it took a few lumps– and there’s some Foundation compression crates all the way over there–”

	“You’re in luck!” Selene said, her voice taking on a cruel tone as she found another way to make sport of the shy mechanic. “You’ll be getting so dreadfully hands on with the Jagdkaiser Type II, in that you’ll be assembling it from scratch, because we don’t have any gantries to put it in. You’ll also be disassembling my Jagdkaiser Type I as well! Have fun!”

	Neretva stared at her with nervous eyes. She then fixated on Selene’s antennae within her hair.

	“Oh, are these the interfaces– you clipped them down–”

	She reached out a hand absentmindedly to Selene’s head. Trying to touch her–?

	“What do you think you’re reaching for? Creep!”

	Selene batted her hand away and Neretva blanched in response.

	“I’m sorry! I wasn’t thinking! I’m really sorry, your antennae are part of the equipment–”

	“Go to hell! Norn, I’ve got your stupid pilot here, she’s fine! I’m leaving!”

	Hands balled up into fists at her sides, Selene tossed her hair and turned her cheek, leaving Neretva by the side of the Magellan with an aggressively brisk walking pace. She was met halfway by Norn, escorting Potomac to the Magellan class. With one look, Norn got Selene to stop and join them briefly. Potomac had her arms crossed and was looking away from everyone around. It appeared that those two had come to a final understanding and were no longer on cordial speaking terms.

	They barely wanted to look at each other, it seemed.

	“Selene, got anything to say to this gasbag before we get rid of her?” Norn asked.

	“Hmph!” Potomac made a noise to protest but did not follow through with words.

	Selene stared at Potomac only briefly before deciding. “I have nothing to say to her.”

	“Selene, I hope you won’t become embroiled in this woman’s warpath, for your sake.”

	With only those words, Potomac advanced past her and Norn, past Neretva.

	She climbed into the Magellan-class Diver and plunged into the deployment chute.

	Soon, she was gone. Neretva took her place and quietly resumed work on the Jagdkaiser.

	Of course, the Antenora hardly felt bereft of Potomac’s presence in the ensuing voyage.

	There was no friendship to be had with her; and Norn just had one less person to fight with.

	Briefly, an Immortal of the Sunlight Foundation had graced this vessel. But like the rest of those ancient conspirators, she left no mark, and took with her all that she had learned and done. Euphrates once extolled to Selene the virtue in not interfering with the world, but Selene knew it for what it was. It was the selfishness of a woman who toyed with the world only for her own use.

	“It’s the luxury of all those freaks to live like that. I won’t follow them.” Selene mumbled.

	With a sense of surreal non-absence the Antenora’s course for Goryk’s Abyss continued.

	

	

	“Zdravstvuyte! May I come in?”

	“High Volgian is fully unnecessary. Come on in.”

	“Well, I don’t get to use it very often at all. Warm greetings, First Officer, Science Officer.”

	When the door the medical bay opened, a cheerful, blue-haired woman with very intricate eyes appeared to greet Murati and Karuniya in the ancient Volgian tongue. The Union had a very strong Volgian character, but High Volgian was hardly used, and certainly did not carry the cultural importance that High Imbrian did for Imperial subjects. Nevertheless, the perfect pronunciation made an interesting first impression. Murati found herself thinking that high language must have been the kind of pursuit that occupied the spare time of an intellectual woman like Dr. Euphemia Rontgen of Solarflare LLC.

	Now Murati’s next question was: what did this passenger want with me?

	It was very early in the morning. The Medbay was quiet, the lights dim, Doctor Kappel had not even been in yet for the morning checkup. She had stayed up late checking up on and treating Aiden Ahwalia, who had been the victim of an altercation and now occupied the third bed in the room, bruised but ultimately still whole, resting peacefully after being given a strong painkiller. Sameera had been awake overnight due to the commotion and so lapsed into a deep sleep at this hour.

	Murati had been asleep for most of it, due to her own strong dose of painkillers.

	She had learned of everything that happened when Karuniya had appeared with a sweet cornmeal porridge and a cup of broth to feed her that morning. Karuniya had learned of the events from Braya Zachikova, who had found out in her capacity as Electronic Warfare Officer by readingthe incident logging without permission. Those two were working together on some project.

	“For some reason Aiden confronted one of the surveillance room girls.” Karuniya said. “It got ugly. They’re intelligence officers who aren’t good at handling security situations safely, not like Klara and Lian are, or even Chief Akulantova herself. I don’t know why they were patrolling, maybe Klara and Lian were overworked. But anyway, it got out of hand and one of them absolutely thrashed Aiden. Honestly, that kid had it coming, if you ask me. He gets on everyone’s nerves and acts so arrogantly.”

	Murati sighed deeply. “I was afraid it’d come to that. I’m just glad it wasn’t Khadija.”

	“Ah, I suppose that’s true. You’d have been the one filing all the incident reports then.”

	“Worse. If it happened last night, it would be Shalikova dealing with the paperwork.”

	It was at that point that Doctor Euphemia came to visit without prior warning.

	Murati was decently informed about the nature of her presence on the Brigand. 

	She was a private science theorist working for an Imperial company who had become stranded after a failed excursion to the Goryk Abyss deeper into the gorge. It was the duty of all sailing ships to conduct rescue if they found civilians in danger. This was a maritime honor that no decent ship would ignore, so they rescued the Solarflare crew. But of course, there was much more to it than that. Euphemia and Theresa were apparently frequent employers of mercenaries, and the Brigand was doing business in that capacity in the hopes of acquiring some extra supplies. It could be a good scheme — if it ultimately paid off.

	Certainly, Euphemia did not fit Murati’s picture of an avid underworld player.

	“The Captain gave the green light for me to visit, on the condition I agreed not to pry into the particulars of the Brigand’s origin. She happened to drop the surname ‘Nakara’ in conversation, you see, and I wanted to see the child of Kauthik and Lakshmi Nakara. This is quite a chance meeting. Perhaps there is indeed wisdom to what a certain Daksha Kansal believed about people.”

	Murati and Karuniya looked at each other in disbelief as Euphemia spoke.

	Neither interrupted her, despite how long-winded she was getting.

	“I was also informed the Science Officer would be taking care of Nakara, so I will defer to the two of you if I should be allowed to stay or leave.” Euphemia finally said, bowing her head in deference to the pair.

	“Of course you can stay.” Murati said. “But– you sure know a lot of meaningful names.”

	She was hesitant. 

	Her heart lit up when she heard the names of her parents spoken, and that of the first Premier of the Union, Daksha Kansal. Of Kansal much had been said and much had been written but Murati had so precious little about her parents. In the early Union, the sermons of communism which united the rebels were mainly oral in nature, and her parents had little time to write. They deferred to the teachings of Mordecai, and on writings Kansal had published before her exile explicitly for the dissemination to prisoners and slaves. She knew that her parents were also prolific activists and writers. She was old enough to understand they led dangerous lives in the Empire that ultimately led to their exile and enslavement in the Nectaris Ocean 23 years ago.

	But those writings they did in the Empire, and those actions which they took, stayed in the Empire if they had been recorded at all.

	In the Union’s archives, other people’s words extolled the virtues of the Nakaras among many other names in the early revolution. Their own words and own voice were hardly represented in those archives. Murati did not believe there was anything about this that was deliberate or malicious. Her parents had died to Imperial forces in battle near the end of the Union’s revolt. They had been busy with commanding and organizing people. They had the responsibility of commanding the Union’s first dreadnought. They didn’t have time to write theory or to pen memoirs before they were taken.

	It was a tragedy of history, not some kind of conspiracy.

	Deshnov had believed it was a conspiracy– but Murati knew better than that.

	He was, after all, for all his virtues, an Ahwaliaist, and Murati was a Jayasankarist.

	They had their separate biases and that was fine–

	Despite the rationale, despite the logic, however, Murati still lived with a lingering doubt.

	Who were her parents, truly? Were they simply and vaguely, nothing but ‘heroes’?

	So when Euphemia spoke those names, she had begun to hang on every word.

	Like that curious little girl searching desperately in the archives in Solstice again and again for any sign of her own history. Suddenly, a piece of that history hitherto unseen had walked in. Murati did not know where to place it. 

	And she didn’t even know whether she could trust it.

	After all, who was Euphemia Rontgen?

	“How did you come to know her parents?” Karuniya asked.

	God bless her– she had overcome Murati’s hesitations for her.

	Euphemia smiled, calmly and pleasantly, as if they were sitting down together for a warm cup of coffee on a peaceful day. “So to preface, I didn’t know them personally, but I am familiar with their work and I was well aware of their exploits through Daksha Kansal. Only a few people know the name Nakara in the Empire, people who had been involved in the old academic and labor movements. But for some the name ‘Nakara’ gave hope for change to an entire generation of reformers in the Empire. Many of whom only came to find their reform in founding the Union and have yet to export it back to their old home.”

	The idea that her surname was famous to anyone in the Empire made Murati nervous.

	“I suppose I should conceal my surname to avoid any odd questions then.” Murati said.

	“Like I said, only a few people would know nowadays. Almost everyone who was involved with them back in the day would end up exiled or worse.” Euphemia replied. She looked amused at how Murati recoiled, but the Lieutenant was being practical. Euphemia should not have come to know they were all from the Union just from hearing a surname, that would have been brutally awful opsec. “Do you have any questions about them? Or about Daksha Kansal?” She said.

	“Should I have any?” Murati said. “I know they were organizers in the Empire. They were deported to the Nectaris colonies for inciting riots. That’s not mundane, but it’s also not a great secret. How much more is there to know?”

	That was a fact that always plagued Murati’s attempts to uncover her family’s past.

	What questions do you ask to get beyond the most superficial facts?

	Euphemia sat back in one of the free chairs and smiled knowingly.

	“Well, firstly, young lady, they would have blanched at having their project reduced to ‘inciting riots.’ They organized mass activities with students and workers, and ultimately strung together networks of solidarity that almost lead to the Empire’s first General Strike. It was the threat of a massive stoppage of work, premised on punishing the failed promises of the Fueller Reformation, that got your parents exiled. It was not just riots. Once upon a time they resisted the idea of rioting in fact.”

	Euphemia spoke with the cadence of a lecturing professor, long-winded and self assured, her cybernetic eyes scrutinizing Murati’s face for reactions, a little smile creeping as she spoke and as Murati stared speechless at her. This description did make it seem like her parent’s activity was far wider and grander than simply burning a few government offices in North Bosporus. Murati briefly looked to Karuniya to gauge her reaction and found her wife-to-be similarly stumped by the doctor.

	“By trade, your parents were oceanologists.” Euphemia said, continuing unprompted. This got Karuniya to widen her eyes further. “This afforded them the pleasure to travel all over the Imbrium Ocean, which is something not many get to do. In our time, most people are bound to their station and maybe a few neighboring ones. Your parents made many connections, and studied a lot of theory that they then spread. They formed a network, a fabric between many far flung organizations and interests: because they believed that Oceanology had to be sociopolitical. To save our Ocean, to protect our resources, to sustain our lives and livelihoods, we had to completely change not just environmental policy, but our modes of production and social organization. Like Daksha Kansal, they believed that humans who had become individualized, needed to communalize to survive.”

	“My parents became Mordecists because they wanted to protect the Ocean?” Murati said.

	Her voice sounded more skeptical than she wanted but– she had never known this.

	In her mind her parents were materialists– not idealists like her beloved Karuniya.

	Oceanology was important– but it was an animal and chemical science, not a politics.

	“What an interesting response!” Euphemia said. “Does it strike you as a contradiction?”

	“Topics like this are my constant battle with this narrow-minded woman.”

	Karuniya cracked a grin and rubbed her elbow cheerfully against Murati’s shoulder.

	“Listen to her! Oceanologists can be very politically conscious!” Euphemia said, putting on a similar face.

	Two of them, Murati thought. Now there were two of them ganging up against her!

	“Oceanologists are constantly swearing as if ocean salinity numbers are some form of divination of where we are as a society and that all production and consumption should veer dramatically to protect corals and leviathans.” Murati said. “But if the two of you accept that Mordecist organization of production and society are correct and superior then we finally agree on something, and I can’t fault whatever alarmist nonsense has led you to that conclusion.”

	Murati didn’t actually believe what she herself was saying to such a harsh degree.

	She just felt defensive, and it made her want to contradict the two of them.

	And what she felt was a gross mischaracterization of her positions on Oceanology.

	“She’s just going to stubbornly quote the Union’s environmental policy at you next.”

	“Ahh, she’s so unlike the stories of her parents! She’s so much more like Daksha Kansal!”

	Euphemia and Karuniya seemed to reach a silent understanding to make sport of Murati.

	So Murati’s response to them had completely backfired. She was in the nest of two snakes.

	“Are you having fun?” Murati snapped. “Let’s get back to the point. I was a little kid when they passed away. In the Empire I only remember them leaving through a door and coming back in through another. I didn’t even get to go to school because we kept going from place to place and they were always out. So thank you, Doctor Euphemia Rontgen. I now know that I was entirely wrong in my conception of them, and that they were not the militarists I thought they might be.”

	“Oh Murati, don’t be sore.” Karuniya said. “I think your parents sound wonderful!”

	“Of course you would.”

	Murati felt strange. It was, in a sense, as strange as she had felt about almost dying in battle.

	She felt nothing. So her parents were pacifist idealists who wanted to “save the Ocean.”

	Murati herself didn’t really put stock in such things. 

	She was a materialist, some would call her a militarist in bad faith, even. She believed firstly in promoting the power that humans had collectively, through the sharing of their resources, through the improvement of their systems and tools, through the things they could build — and the forces they could muster, and the enemies they needed to destroy. 

	Things like the condition of the waters or the affairs of animals were purely secondary concerns to her. 

	She saw them as something apart and distracting from human events.          

	So what? That was frustratingly mundane. To find out her parents were just big dreamers.

	“Were you expecting me to reveal a big secret? Like maybe you’re the heir to the Empire? A secret princess who was spirited away at birth and could return to claim the vacant throne? But who has instead been enlightened by mordecist communism to bring revolution? Perhaps you’ll develop secret magical powers too? Quite romantic!”

	Euphemia smiled broadly and indulged in a little chuckle.

	She really had a way with people; it was like she could read Murati’s thoughts.

	And then say the most annoying thing possible.

	“This is nice, you know. To bequeath a legacy to someone, however mundane.”

	She gave Murati a fond look that the latter was not willing to receive.

	“I’m glad you’re enjoying yourself.” Murati said. “So my parents were boring–”

	“–Murati!” Karuniya interrupted as if scolding an unreasonable child.

	Murati did not pause. “–So what about Kansal? What was their relationship like?”

	“Daksha Kansal was their enabler. She knew them far better than I.” Euphemia said. She continued to speak with gentle eyes gazing as if past Murati, delivering a lecture but not necessarily engaging the audience. “If your parents were the heart of the operation then Kansal was the fist, maybe the knife or the gun. She grew to love styling herself an adventurer and a rebel, an international woman of mystery juggling many conspiracies, but in reality, by trade she was a neurobiologist radicalized by the Empire’s racist politics.” She paused for a moment as if falling deep into remembrance. Perhaps she could see Kansal in her mind’s eye. Murati could as well. Her brown and white hair tied up in a bun, her pristine uniform.

	“Even Kansal was not just a plain militarist. She had an interesting belief which she infected your parents with.” Euphemia continued. “Remember when I talked about individualism versus communalism? Kansal did not just believe this in a political sense. She thought that there was a way of thinking, not just in the sense of political theory, but biological theory– literally a mode of thinking which had been lost to individualism and which had to be reclaimed via communalism. A brain chemistry that humans were developing in the tight, desperate quarters of underwater life and that could unite our society.”

	How was she supposed to respond to complete pseudoscience like that?

	Was this really still the same Daksha Kansal she was talking about?

	“You’re telling me she believed a bunch of quackery too?” Murati said.

	“But what is quack-ish about it? Isn’t it a beautiful thing to believe?” Euphemia said. “Isn’t it lovely to think that humans are destined to reach a communal enlightenment that will elevate not just their material conditions, but the very way we think and communicate? Whether or not it be empirically proven, it reflects optimism and a great love of people.”

	“Murati’s rarely this entrenched in materialism versus idealism as she is today.” Karuniya said with a hearty, mocking sigh and a quick, dismissive wave of her hand. “Please forgive her, good Doctor. She’ll be less grumpy when fed.”

	“What do you want me to say?” Murati protested. “Do you believe that nonsense for a second?”

	“Well, not necessarily.” Karuniya said, with a little shrug and a mischevious little smile. Which she now turned on Euphemia instead. “That is a pretty out-there thing to claim about the first Premier, doctor. Other people on this ship might pick a fight with you for acting like Daksha Kansal, the great liberator and founder, was actually a weird religious freak.”

	Euphemia winked at them. “But why does a band of mercenaries care so much about it?”

	Karuniya covered her mouth in shock.

	“Hah, don’t worry. I’m not blind, but of course I’ll keep my suspicions to myself.”

	“As long as you’re professional about it.” Karuniya sighed.

	Murati forgave her wife’s carelessness quite easily. 

	It was clear that Euphemia had them figured out from the start. If she walked through the hangar even once she must have realized it, and she and Theresa were supposedly helping with the repairs, so the fact that the Brigand was full of Union personnel couldn’t be kept strictly secret. Clearly the matter of what Euphemia knew about them was being handled by Captain Korabiskaya and Commissar Bashara in some way and Murati had to trust them. That was not at the forefront of her mind. 

	Daksha Kansal still was.

	This idea of hers– did she really believe something so near mystical in nature?

	Mordecai argued for communism from a material standpoint: economics and structural organization.

	This idea that human brains were undergoing a change was purely idealist.

	Did Dakshal Kansal really hold that conviction so deeply it led her to fight for liberation?

	When did she, Murati’s parents, lose these ideas and take up the practical fight in the Union? 

	Did they ever?

	“What about you, doctor? Do you believe Kansal’s ideas? Or my parent’s ideas?”

	Euphemia smiled at her. “I don’t necessarily believe it. But it roused their spirits. The road that began with those ideals ended in the liberation of a nation of slaves and the downtrodden, which even today is an inspiration and refuge for dissidents; so can you truly criticize them for being idealistic? Their convictions helped them repel the world’s mightiest nation.”

	Murati kept quiet. 

	She knew all of the story after her parents and Kansal, along with a few others like Bhavani Jayasankar and Elias Ahwalia, ended up in the Nectaris colonies together and began to organize the exiles and the enslaved. She assumed this was part that Euphemia would know less about. Murati now knew a bit more about the origins of some of these people– that their ideas were not as straightforward as they had been presented to her. They had taken their own journeys to arrive at the conclusions reached in the Union. Perhaps– perhaps that was beautiful in some way. Murati struggled to see it as Euphemia did, however.

	“What was your relationship to Daksha Kansal?” Murati said. “You said she knew my parents and helped them when I was a kid. You don’t look so old as to have been a peer to her so long ago, that woman is probably pushing her sixties.”

	“I’m older than I look, and I’m not afraid to admit it.” Euphemia said calmly. “Daksha Kansal and I used to be colleagues, though not in revolution. The Captain gave me assurances that my past would not pried into, so I will leave it at that. And then I won’t ask you how you went all the way to the colonies two decades ago and are all the way out here again.”

	“Fair enough. Thank you for telling me so much about my parents.” Murati said.

	“It’s truly my pleasure.” Euphemia said. “Daksha Kansal once believed that all of us were linked together, drawn together, by a force that was the sum total of all of our wills acting in concert. She compared it to a current. Whether you believe in that, or god’s will, or destiny, or dumb luck– I think our meeting was serendipitous, and I’m happy we got to speak, Murati Nakara. You are not a princess, but in my opinion, you are someone whose life was begot and protected by many bright people, and that is more special than any sort of heredity. Your parents were normal people — but they were passionate folk with hopes and dreams.”

	She reached out a hand to Murati, and Murati reached toward her and shook with her.

	Karuniya reached out as well, and Euphemia shook with her afterwards.

	“I am scarcely worthy to say such a thing, but if you’ll indulge me, I think your parents would be very proud of you.” Euphemia said. “And not out of pure sentimentalism. I think they would have cheered the person you became.”

	She waited a moment, as if to see if Murati would react harshly and stop her.

	Again, Murati simply didn’t know how to respond.

	It was something she had no feelings towards now.

	As a teenager she had cried her eyes red many times over her parents.

	There was no pain left there. There was little elation. “Normal” was a good way to put it.

	Euphemia fixed a soft, admiring gaze on her. “Older people burden the youth with the idea that our experience was easily arrived at. We appear before them, fully formed, and even without us knowing it, we pressure them into growing up without teaching them the method behind our struggles. I think your parents would be proud that you have grown to be able to argue against their ideas. They would never want you to imitate them; they would want you to build your own convictions.”

	“Thank you.” Murati said. It was all she could say. What else did one say to such a thing?

	“When we make it to the Imbrium, I will return what effects I have of the esteemed Premier and the two revolutionaries that she fostered, to you, Murati. You are the correct keeper to preserve what is left of their pasts.” Euphemia said.

	Murati blinked. “I– I don’t know what to say. I didn’t imagine there was anything left.”

	“The Empire has tried to overwrite them in history, but the truth is not so easily buried.”

	“Did her parents entrust you with something?” Karuniya asked. “What is it? Writings?”

	“I was not entrusted with anything. However, as the one who they left behind, I felt it was my duty to preserve their work in the Imbrium. I saved writings, memories, curios.” Euphemia said. “You won’t find big secrets there though.”

	“Right.” Murati said. “But we’ll be able to confirm what you’ve said, in their own words.”

	Reading about her parents, in their own words, their own voices.

	Murati felt a renewed surge of emotion that she had not expected. Her feelings were twisted every which way.

	Euphemia nodded her head. “As a scientist, I don’t speak without having access to evidence, you know?”

	“I really don’t know what to say. Or what to feel, right now. Thank you, Doctor.”

	Murati sighed deeply. It was only the first thing in the morning, but she felt quite tired.

	There was a lot of disorganized thoughts swirling in her head about all kinds of things.

	But there was no point in asking Rontgen more — not if they would get the primary sources.

	“They would be proud of you, Murati. Don’t let their ambitions interfere with your own.”

	Euphemia stood from the chair she had taken beside Murati’s bed. Easily and mysteriously as she appeared, the doctor left with barely a wave of the hand. Karuniya looked at Murati and rubbed her shoulder in solidarity, but Murati could only watch the wake of her lab coat and wonder. How much more had this woman seen? In that old life cloaked in youth– how much did she know?

	

	

	By the late afternoon, work on the Brigand had been completed ahead of schedule. Layer by layer the breach on the port-side near the prow, caused by the Iron Lady’s powerful 200 mm twin cannons, had been repaired. There were still electrical systems that were offline and needed to be physically reconnected. Tests would be needed to ensure the C6 block and other access ways connected to it could be used again safely under the correct pressure, by people unprotected by suits and without air tanks. But the hole was plugged in and the armor in that sector could withstand gunfire and the stresses of ocean travel once more.

	And travel it did. Soon as the repairs were completed and hull’s exterior integrity verified, the Brigand undocked from the small substation on the edge of the abyss and gently traveled into the open water around it, performing a few circles over the station to test worthiness. While Kamarik coddled the ship back into its course, the crew got ready to leave Goryk in the past and begin the next leg of their journey into the Imbrium Ocean. Ulyana Korabiskaya felt relieved to be moving again.

	“It’s not the prettiest reconstruction, but I’m pleased with the work we could do under these circumstances. Out in the middle of the ocean with only our tools and some elbow grease! It’s exhilirating to be able work up a sweat again!”

	Theresa Faraday smiled with satisfaction. She arrived in the main hall dressed in a form-fitting mechanic’s scuba suit, which would be worn inside Labor armors or pressurized dive suits by sailors, in the same way pilots wore tight suits. Under one arm she had her helmet, and there was a small air tank on her back. Her red hair had been collected into a functional bun. She had gone out to work with the sailors. Ulyana initially thought it would make unnecessary trouble with the Chief Mechanic, Galina Lebedova, since they had read Theresa as someone prideful who would want to micromanage repairs, but Theresa showed humility–

	“I’m not here to lead anyone’s projects. I just want to work like everyone else!”

	And like everyone else, she worked. She installed and welded composite panels and steel supports, she replaced ducting and nitrogen tanks. Along with every other sailor, she heaved plates into place until the armor over the breach was as thick and perfectly joined as the untouched hull. She worked fast, efficiently, with more strength than her slim frame seemed capable of.

	More than anything, this willingness to work elevated Ulyana’s opinion of her.

	Euphemia Rontgen also seemed like a pretty harmless person. Acting the jovial professor, she had dropped in on Murati and had a conversation that Karuniya Maharapratham described as quite entertaining. Later, the good doctor joined the Commissar on the bridge and shared news about the Imbrium. She seemed willing to cooperate beyond anything Ulyana expected of her.

	Their bodyguard Laskaris just sat around and read magazines on her portable terminal.

	Ulyana started dropping her guard around the Solarflare group. They were agreeable.

	She would have to take charge of finding them real lodging soon.

	Maybe Fernanda and Alex could be moved to one room so the doctors could have beds–

	However, as she began to contemplate such things, the doctor conveyed a personal message.

	Theresa Faraday wanted to talk to her alone in one of the meeting rooms.

	“I want to show you something I discovered.”

	When Ulyana arrived at the meeting room, the doctor stood in her scuba suit holding a small segment of armor plate, taken from the materials which were brought out of storage. The Brigand was a unique vessel, and as such it had a large stock of its own spare parts. While they had a capacity to manufacture new parts themselves, in a pinch they had to rely on the materials already stored. Theresa brought her attention to the object, but it was just one of the surface armor plates, colored rusty beige.

	When the Captain began to show obvious confusion, Theresa flipped the plate horizontally.

	Now Ulyana could see the sections that composed it. Still nothing worth talking about.

	“I wouldn’t know what it’s made of.” Ulyana said. “It’s not a technical detail we have any access to. Armor composition is kept secret by the factories isn’t it? So if you work with these materials doctor, you’d know more than me.”

	“I guess I do then. So let me say first: this is not a normal piece of plate.” Theresa said.

	She ran her finger along the flat sides of the plate. Where it would normally be welded.

	“This is in fact an extremely rare form of composite plate. It has layers of alloyed metal, military grade, and a layer of complex nanoceramics. I would expect this from a high-end military vessel and won’t ask how you acquired this material. There are also layers of depleted agarthicite plate, very fancy. Even more unexpected however is that at a molecular level, low grade agarthicite has been ferrostitched into the plate. This piece of armor, Captain, is agarro-conductive. Watch this.”

	Theresa set the plate on the meeting room table and withdrew a tool from a bag she had brought with her: it was like a forked prod hooked up to power block. Ulyana assumed this was Solarflare LLC property that was loaded up with the rest of her and Euphemia’s effects. Ulyana had never seen anything like it, but she wasn’t a materials scientist. There was a handle on the side of the tool that engaged the electric current, perhaps by physically sliding something between the battery and the prod– 

	–in Theresa’s hands, it looked like she was holding a very weird firearm.

	One that glowed dimly purple, a color Ulyana had come to associate with nothing good.

	“Doctor, what is that? What are you doing? Explain yourself this instant.”

	Ulyana raised her hands defensively in reaction to the tool. Theresa blinked at her.

	“Huh? No! It’s perfectly safe! This is just an agarro-electric catalyst, for ore reactivity–”

	“It’s a reactor tool?! Does it have agarthicite in it?!” Ulyana started shouting.

	“It’s totally safe to use outside a reactor testing scenario! Just stop freaking out and look!”

	Before Ulyana could stop her, Theresa pointed the thrumming tool at the armor plate.

	For a moment, Ulyana felt her entire body tighten, her stomach squirm, awaiting a bright purple sphere to separate every atom in her body and turn the Brigand into two perfectly sliced halves of a ship. Eyes drawn wide she watched the prong touch the armor plate– and saw a tiny purple spark fly out that singed a tiny hex-shaped burn into the table, about the width of a finger.

	Theresa then shut down the tool and tossed it casually behind her as if was made of trash.

	“It tried to annihilate it! So I was correct!” She said cheerfully, throwing hands up.

	Ulyana took several steps into Theresa’s personal space and grabbed her by the shoulders.

	She started shaking Theresa’s body vigorously in a fit of nervous passion.

	“Next time you will explain what you are doing clearly, you psychopath!” She shouted.

	The Captain could have almost cried. She really thought this woman had killed them all.

	“Ahh! Fine! Fine! Let me go! It was my fault, I’m sorry!” Theresa protested.

	Once Ulyana had sufficiently vented her anger at the Doctor, the conversation resumed.

	“This type of prod is used to test agarthicite before it is used in reactor cores. You can tell whether the rocks have a useful life ahead of them by the reaction. As you saw that piece of plate reacted very minimally to the prod: it’s low reactivity agarthicite.” Theresa said. “To put it simply, this is just one plate the size of my head with very little agarthicite content, and the agarthicite being used in it is really cheap and bad. You’d have to drop a station on it to get it to implode, it’s useless in reactors, so most of the time, only miners are relieved when they smack it out of its little osmium nest in the continent wall. That being said, because it doesn’t implode if you just look at it funny or tune a magnetic field wrong, it is used for batteries and electronics. Its use in this plate is really novel though — it forms a channel with the other plates around it, across the entire outer hull.”

	Ulyana followed along as best as she could. So far everything she said made logical sense even without the context of the Doctor’s knowledge. Certainly Ulyana knew that agarthic material was used in electronics and Diver batteries, and she knew the term “depleted agarthicite” was used for a somewhat common type of alloy made up of crushed non-reactive cores within a composite alloy plate. It was not just the extremely dangerous energy source that thrummed demonically in their reactors.

	That being said, she also knew the material in batteries and electronics didn’t glow.

	It didn’t annihilate anything, not even a finger’s width. Otherwise it wouldn’t be used!

	That purple glow as a tell-tale sign that something was about to get burned in a hex pattern.

	Or entirely obliterated, turned to dust in a perfect circular hole.

	“So you’re saying that low quality scrap agarthicite is part of the composite for our armor.”

	Theresa sighed. “You should be much more surprised than you are!”

	“Like I said, a ship’s crew isn’t told what the hull is made out of, we don’t need to know.”

	At no other time in her life had Ulyana cared what the hull of a ship was made out of.

	Fundamentally she did not understand why this was anything more than minutia.

	“Fair enough. But as a soldier, you should know this: I think there’s probably a device on the ship that can make the entire armor reactive. If that was the case, you could use it to help deflect munitions from the hull. Think about it, if the entire hull repels an incoming shell, for example, and annihilates it and all the chemical that is trying to explode against it. Just think!”

	That sounded far too convenient to possibly be true. Ulyana was instantly skeptical.

	“How would you know about such a system if you’ve never seen this before?”

	“I have professional experience with such things!”

	Ulyana fixed a sharp gaze at Theresa. Was this capitalist trying to sell her something?

	Theresa crossed her arms and put on a smug little grin.

	She made a gesture as if to toss her own hair, but she had it in a bun, so she tossed nothing.

	“My better half theorized such a system ages ago!” She declared, with a proud little smile. Ulyana crooked an eyebrow. Did she mean Euphemia Rontgen? She was speaking so casually and looked so happy to have said such a thing, that Ulyana wondered about their relationship. Theresa did not seem to notice Ulyana staring and continued. “It has no civilian applications! Because it would only be useful for ablating direct attacks by munitions. If a leviathan smashed into your ship it would just suffer a lot of hex-shaped burns and continue smashing the ship. Furthermore a purely defensive system is not interesting to military minds, who don’t so much care about the survival of crews as the potential offensive power that can be extracted from each ship.”

	Theresa ran a finger up against the bridge of her nose as if adjusting nonexistent glasses.

	“And even worse,” she resumed speaking with almost no pause between, “making so much composite plate with agarthicite in it, even the cheapest lowest quality agarthicite, is incredibly expensive and would require extensive connections to suppliers of raw Agarthic materials, who in the Empire are all highly regulated. So it’s not something Solarflare is in a position to do, but it is interesting. Seeing this plate, I immediately became curious who built this ship; but I won’t pry into it.”

	Theresa was not the only one now curious about the Brigand’s origins. 

	They had already identified dummied systems before. Zachikova had been trying to test and write software to use them, but they were focusing on only a handful of discoveries that seemed like they had practical applications. Could this defense system be part of that too? Were there more hidden modules? Ulyana sighed inside. None of this was disclosed to her. How many more experiments were covered up within the bowels of this ship? Did Nagavanshi know about all of this nonsense?

	She was mildly frustrated. They would need help figuring it out. Zachikova could not do so alone. So would she have to ask Theresa and Euphemia? Their relationship was cordial and they had business arrangements, but there were many secrets between them, and Ulyana felt hesitant to be the first one to reveal any of what went unspoken in their negotations. 

	She hoped their party would acquiesce first.

	In the middle of all these personal deliberations, Ulyana found herself interrupted.

	She expected to be able to press Theresa a little further but the ocean currents brought something their way.

	“Alert Semyon! Alert Semyon!”

	Red lights began to flash in every room. It was just like when the Iron Lady attacked.

	In place of the klaxons that felt like they should be blaring, was Semyonova’s voice.

	“Unguided missiles detected off the starboard side! All personnel to alert semyon!”

	Ulyana ran to the bridge without thinking any further, leaving Theresa Faraday behind without a word.

	How could it possibly be, the instant they entered open water again? An attack already?

	On the monitors in the halls, the profile of a ship appeared: an Imperial Ritter-class Cruiser.

	“Shit.”

	It was the only response the Captain had to the sight as she hurried down the hall.

	When Ulyana rushed through the door to the bridge, she found both Marina McKennedy and Euphemia Rontgen standing near the door, staring at the Ritter-class on the main screen. It had apparently been identified; it was broadcasting an IFF. Several secondary screens showed trajectories of missiles and camera feeds of the flak response from the Brigand. Semyonova was in the middle of broadcasting the alert, while Fatima was concentrating on the sonar. Fernanda and Alex in the gunnery section were looking at each other in disbelief, the two most prone to panic in the bridge, while beside them, Kamarik kept the ship steady.

	Everything was in chaos, but everyone was doing their individual jobs.

	Nevertheless, the captain’s job was to immediately turn that panic to purpose.

	Ulyana quickly took her place in the captain’s seat, alongside Commissar Aaliyah Bashara.

	Her Shimii companion fixed her a gentle look and seemed glad to see her.

	Trying to seem confident, Ulyana winked at her.

	There was a battle to fight, so once again the Captain had to look gallant.

	“Gas gunners! Look lively! I want a truly brilliant flak barrage!” Ulyana shouted.

	Aside from the description of the enemy ship, projections on the screen showed the gas guns taking out incoming missiles.

	At the fore of the Bridge, the gas gun operators were the most frantically active people in sight.

	Hundreds of rounds of 20 mm ammunition peppered the surroundings from remote controlled flak turrets.

	Small explosions began to blossom harmlessly dozens of meters from the Brigand’s starboard.

	The shockwaves caused the ship interior to stir ever so lightly. Ulyana could feel it in her chest.

	“We’re keeping the initial volley at bay. At least it’s only one enemy.” Aaliyah said, exposing a momentary hint of relief.

	“For them to come out swinging like this, they must have something to do with Lichtenberg.” Ulyana said.

	“Vessel identifying itself as Antenora.” Zachikova said above the din of activity on the bridge.

	Her words were a little slow and slurred. Her mind was still out in the water, still mostly in the drone.

	“Stay in the drone, Zachikova, we’ll need it out.” Ulyana said. “Fernanda–“

	She was trying to move quickly between orders, switching instantly into her Captaining style–

	–until she was interrupted by a panicked voice that rose even higher above the rest.

	“No way! No fucking way! It can’t fucking be! Not now!”

	Ulyana turned her gaze back to Marina McKennedy. 

	She stood, lips trembling, staring with wide bloodshot eyes at the screen.

	“No, no, no, please no–“

	“McKennedy? What’s–“

	Ulyana almost reached a hand out– then recalled Marina’s trauma and retracted it.

	The G.I.A. agent’s eyes were fixed on the screen, tears building, her whole body shaking.

	“Norn.” Marina said, her voice filled with despair. “Norn the Praetorian.”

	Euphemia Rontgen stared at her in disbelief and then snapped her head toward the screen too.

	It was the first time Ulyana had seen the doctor look shaken.

	And it was the worst she had ever seen Marina break down.

	Soon Ulyana would come to understand the meaning of those reactions and the depth of her bad luck.

	Just as the Brigand made itself ready to leave– 

	–the Fueller family flagship Antenora had finally arrived at Goryk’s Gorge.

	

	

	 


8.8

	This chapter contains a scene with uniquely graphic violence. Discretion is advised.

	“What do you know about Norn von Fueller?”

	Before they boarded the Antenora, Gertrude Lichtenberg had convened a private meeting with Sieglinde von Castille. It was not atypical to discuss conditions and protocol differences between ships when transferring personnel, to avoid committing any faux pas, and with someone as high profile as Norn von Fueller, it was an even greater necessity. The way Gertrude looked into Sieglinde’s eyes when she asked her about the Praetorian, however, spoke to a different and greater urgency than normal. 

	Sieglinde had not been too surprised to learn of their relationship.

	There was a lot of gossip about the Praetorian after all.

	But what was the truth? From someone who knew her more than passingly?

	Seated around a meeting room table, the two of them conversed eye to eye.

	With a locked door behind them, and all cameras and recording tools shut off.

	“We worked together once.” Sieglinde said in response to the Inquisitor’s initial question.

	“Are you at a liberty to describe in what capacity?”

	Sieglinde found no need to hide anything from Gertrude. None of this was any secret.

	“Lord von Fueller was dispatched by the Imperial Peership Office on behalf of the Emperor himself, upon the deaths of my parents, when I went on to inherit their assets.” Sieglinde said. “Because I am an only child, and involved in the military, and the Castille family possessed significant wealth, the Peership Office worried that there would be a feeding frenzy of lower nobles competing for Castille properties and holdings if I were to be killed in action as things stood.”

	“I was not aware that Norn– I’m sorry, I meant Lord von Fueller–”

	“You don’t have to correct yourself. I’m well aware of your familiarity with her.”

	Gertrude seemed briefly at a loss at Sieglinde’s response.

	“I had to learn the etiquette of the Imbrian nobility, but it’s all just for show. Please continue without interruption. I don’t want you to coddle my sensibilities. I am just a soldier on this ship.”

	“Right. Then sure, I’ll call her Norn. At any rate, I was unaware she worked for the IPO.”

	“Lord von Fueller was an enforcer, a bannerwoman; she managed whatever affairs the Fueller family needed her to manage. I’m sure that the many nobles she killed and dispossessed played some part in her wise and knowledgeable management of my case. Through her I was able to sell off extraneous possessions in an organized fashion and donate the money to charity, as well as develop a plan for my wealth to be donated or auctioned for charity in the event of my death.”

	Gertrude looked downcast. “I suppose at this juncture, those plans are null and void.”

	“Indeed. I had property in Rhinea, the Palatinate and Skaarsgaard. I assume it is all out of my hands, and that the Castille’s famous castles will go on to house soldiers for warring factions instead of needy women and children.” Sieglinde said. “Such things are out of my hands. I prefer to focus on what is directly ahead of us. So tell me, Inquisitor: what do I need to know about Lord von Fueller to work under her command? After that incident with Järveläinen, I don’t want any further conflict with her ranks.”

	Gertrude told her a few brief and important lessons she learned about the Lord von Fueller.

	Sieglinde would go on to confirm the Inquisitor’s account aboard the Antenora herself.

	“The most crucial thing to understand about Norn is that there is nothing she hates more than liars. That doesn’t prevent her from lying, withholding information or speaking half-truths if she needs to, but she doesn’t really make a habit of lying. She’s blunt and straightforward in personality. She hates liars and she has a natural ability to detect lies. She doesn’t care about dishonesty, if you flatter her she will enjoy it, if you libel her she won’t care. But lying to conceal something will get you killed.”

	“So if I have any ulterior motives then I would best tell them to her face.”

	Sieglinde had said that with a note of sarcasm but Gertrude took it dead seriously.

	“She would honestly appreciate it. She would not even consider you a threat.”

	“How can you be so sure?”

	Gertrude sighed. “You’re going to think I’m crazy; but please don’t judge me for what I’m about to tell you. You have to know, and you can be as skeptical as you want to, but I speak from my own experience. Norn helped me in an affair that demonstrated how powerful she is. What I’m about to say, I don’t say frivolously, and I don’t say it to aggrandize her. It’s the absolute truth.”

	“After a delivery like that, I’m afraid I couldn’t judge you if I wanted to.”

	What could she possibly be leading into with that dire expression?

	“Norn has some kind of ability to control people. A supernatural ability.” Gertrude finally said. “It’s not just that she is intimidating or that she commands imperial authority. Everyone who succumbs to this ability becomes unnervingly loyal to Norn. They act mostly like normal people, but they will drop anything to follow Norn’s commands. A lot of the Antenora’s crew will be like this. Those who aren’t are people she can’t or doesn’t want to control this way. Maybe people she trusts; maybe people who are more useful outside her total control. I don’t know. And that’s just the tip of the iceberg.”

	Sieglinde’s eyes drew wider as Gertrude spoke, with dire certitude, about literal magic.

	“When she becomes angered enough to commit violence, Norn–“ Gertrude saw the look on Sieglinde’s eyes and paused for a moment, self-conscious of how this was all sounding, but she closed her eyes and continued. “Norn can move faster than can be seen by the naked eye. She can also manipulate objects from afar. There’s more but I will leave it that. Norn has some kind of power, I’ve seen it.”

	“Next you will tell me that she is a Katarran too.” Sieglinde said.

	“Like I said, you’re welcome to believe whatever you want. Just be on your best behavior.”

	Her voice took a dark turn and her eyes bore a slight but growing malice.

	“I apologize.” Sieglinde said, calmly and with poise. “I will– I will keep what you said in mind.”

	Having been with Gertrude for several days, Sieglinde had characterized her as a woman of dark and fitful passions, whose moods seemed as errant as the tides. Sometimes she had to be managed carefully in order to work well with her. Sieglinde had her own storms, but she felt she could work with Gertrude by practicing a conciliatory attitude. Despite this, the turn in the conversation was difficult to navigate.

	Although she had seen Gertrude be both a cursing fiend and a contrite maiden, Sieglinde had never seen her so superstitious. She knew Gertrude respected Norn von Fueller, but now she felt like Gertrude revered her. Like some kind of deity with whispered attestations to her great feats. 

	Or perhaps like the leader of a cult.

	“Tell me more about the Antenora’s crew, Inquisitor.” Sieglinde said. “Those people she brought aboard. I’m curious about their relationship. They seemed like a motley group to follow someone as elite as Norn von Fueller, who could have had her pick of the Empire’s best soldiers to follow her. If we are pinning our hopes on them as our trump card to rescue lady von Fueller, I need to know.”

	Gertrude smiled a little bit for the first time in the conversation.

	“Those are the Empire’s best soldiers.” She said.

	Sieglinde supposed enough people had died by now to pass on such a title to this crew.

	But she had personally seen far greater heroes than these come and go.

	“Say that I believe that. How were they assembled? How does one earn the Lord’s grace?”

	“I believe Norn values people who demonstrate an ambition to attain power or to commit violence.” Gertrude said. It was a curious response that made Sieglinde raise an eyebrow, but the Inquisitor said it without hesitation. “It would not be a stretch to say she collects people who interest her. I am only guessing her criteria, but she took me under her wing, so I can’t fault her taste in companions.”

	“Fair enough. I can’t say I would criticize her for wanting an Inquisitor on her side.”

	Around the Empire, the ascension of Gertrude Lichtenberg some three or four years ago to the office of High Inquisitor had set off a firestorm of gossip in the private chambers of the nobles. 

	On the heels of a conflict between Norn von Fueller and the High Inquisitor Ludwig von Brauchitsch, Gertrude’s star began rising. Even as a noble with high standing in the army, Sieglinde had never learned the full details of what transpired. She simply put together the pieces. Brauchitsch and Norn butted heads publicly over a snap investigation into the Heitzing Officer Cadet School, and in the ensuing year, Brauchitsch would go on to lose a steady trickle of subordinates to undisclosed events, and with them went his standing in the court, culminating in the Emperor personally insulting him.

	Along with the steady fall of Brauchitsch came the steady rise of Gertrude Lichtenberg, who would go on to briefly serve as a branch Commissioner of the Ministry of Justice in Heitzing before soaring in rank to the High Inquisitorship that Brauchitsch would go on to lose. Heitzing being the seat of power of the ruling Fueller Family and their esteemed Praetorian, it was easy for everyone to connect these events. However, the nobles had respect, and a certain exotic sexual fascination, with the swarthy and gallant Lichtenberg, perfect in etiquette, swift in justice, a child of the Imperial Guard whose parents died tragically defending the royal family. So the gossip around her was always glowing.

	It was this history which accounted for Sieglinde’s earlier comment to Gertrude.

	She understood quite well the nature of Gertrude’s relationship to the Fueller family.

	In fact, Gertrude’s seeming obsession with Elena von Fueller filled a missing piece of the story.

	Sieglinde felt she now understood in full, the dark passionate theater of Gertrude Lichtenberg.

	“Is there anything else you would like to know? I don’t want you to be surprised.”

	Gertrude interrupted Sieglinde’s train of thought.

	For a moment, the Baron wished she could simply have tea with Gertrude.

	Maybe give her advice from experience about duty and passion–

	But Sieglinde was around Gertrude’s age when her own future became immovable.

	“Where would we slot into the rank structure of the Antenora?” Sieglinde asked.

	“Norn is something of an iconoclast. As such the organization of her ship is unorthodox. There are a lot of highly skilled people on the Antenora at any given time who would have some degree of friction with each other and the world at large if Norn didn’t manage them. Norn is the center, and her officers orbit her exclusively. I believe the two of us would simply be another of the powers that would be hers to command. Don’t expect a tidy chain of command in there. Just do what you are told.”

	“Understood. That’s all I needed to know.”

	Gertrude nodded her head. “Then as soon as the Grenadier is loaded in, we’ll depart.”

	Sieglinde nodded back. “Am I dismissed?”

	“I have one more thing I wish to say to you, in private, for our confidence only.”

	“Speak your mind, Inquisitor.”

	Gertrude gave her a suddenly grave look.

	“After our affair here is resolved, I think you should go with Norn.” She said.

	Those words caused the Baron’s heart to shudder with surprise and even a hint of fear.

	Sieglinde crooked an eyebrow. “For what reason would I do such a thing?”

	“Do you have any other place to go?” Gertrude said softly.

	“Have I displeased you?”

	“Of course not. This isn’t personal, you should know that!”

	“Then please explain your reasoning, Inquisitor.” Sieglinde said.

	“You and Norn may be more alike than you think.” Gertrude said. Her words were going from honey to vinegar quite quickly. “Baron, I don’t have a grand ambition. I am confident that Norn will find Elena and bring her back to me. Once she does, I just want to keep her safe and bide our time. You, meanwhile, are an incredible warrior searching for a cause. I saw the justice in your eyes when you confessed to killing those Volkisch turncoats. If you want to purge the Empire of this rot, Norn will crusade with you. Norn’s list of targets for her vengeance should neatly coincide with your own.”

	“You really think that is all I need? Targets for vengeance?”

	“You’re raising your voice to me. Are you offended?”

	“You’re the one becoming upset. I just want you to mind your own affairs, Inquisitor.” 

	Sieglinde fixed a sharp look on the Inquisitor, and her words took a sharper tone as well.

	Gertrude’s own eyes narrowed, her expression darkened. She scoffed, her passion fully aroused.

	“Fine. Then– just shut up and don’t question Norn! Follow your orders so we can get Elena back.”

	Her storming out of the room neatly tied up their final hours together on the Iron Lady.

	Sieglinde did as she was instructed. She remained quiet.

	When they transferred over to the Antenora, and in the days after, she kept to herself.

	The Antenora was any other military ship. Sieglinde had been in practically dozens of Cruisers. Her last ill-fated ship had been a Ritter-class with a very similar interior plan. Food was much less fancy than on the Iron Lady, the living spaces were adequate, and there were a few recreational facilities like a gym, a media lounge with films, and a social area with game tables. Everything was just a bit more cramped than in the wildly spacious dreadnought, but livable. It was as much a home as any other metal hull.

	Sieglinde kept to herself.

	She went to the hangar when she was called to standby.

	She ate her meals quickly and quietly and spent much of her time in her own room.

	While making the rounds, she confirmed many of the things Gertrude told her.

	At first, it was difficult to believe. But the crew was indeed acting just a bit odd. Sieglinde had been impressed by their professionalism, but it was an inhumanly unrelenting professionalism. The Antenora, Sieglinde realized, was like the hive of Norn the queen bee. Most of the crew would be unfailingly in the same places at the same times, day by day, to the point that they felt more like part of the equipment than people. There were perfect cycles of activity. Inhumanly perfect cycles.

	Then, Norn had a bout with the mystery woman who worked in the hangar, Potomac.

	Suddenly she bared the icy fangs of a power Sieglinde could hardly believe existed.

	As instructed, she said nothing. She made no remark and did her best to show no reaction.

	At the same time, it was impossible for her not to consider what it meant.

	Were there more people with powers like this?

	Did Norn have anyone outside this ship under her control to suit her purposes?

	Their frequent rendezvous with mysterious engineering vessels caused her great concern.

	What kind of conspiracy was Gertrude asking her to overlook?

	“Samoylovych.”

	One afternoon, Sieglinde was on standby alongside Yurii Samoylovych, a long-haired and well-manicured lady Loup in a pristine uniform who was the most frequent standby pilot for the Antenora. Usually the Antenora put either her or Sieglinde on standby, never both, but as they were nearing Goryk Gorge and expecting some kind of presence there, Norn put both of them on standby for the entire day. Sieglinde decided it was a good opportunity to pick the brain of someone else on the ship, since they were both standing around near their mecha on the hangar floor with no other officers around.

	“Samoylovych, what is your opinion of the Lord von Fueller?”

	“Nice to meet you too.” Samoylovych replied with a cocky voice.

	These were the first words exchanged privately between the two of them.

	Sieglinde knew that this was a provocation however and did not further play along.

	“I’ve only a passing affair here. I just want to know what you think, in good faith.”

	“Need I have an opinion?”

	“I can’t imagine someone to whom this vessel seems normal in any way.”

	“She is right in front of you.”

	Samoylovych raised a hand to her chest as if to acknowledge herself.

	She then settled back against the leg of her Jagd and winked at Sieglinde.

	“Baron von Castille, we don’t all have the privilege of skepticism. For many of us, life itself is inexplicable and our answers are incomplete. The Loup of the Kashak host– hell, all Loup for that matter– are a deeply religious people. People who believe in a creator God who made this world the way it is. The Shimii, too, are deeply religious and superstitious. Even among the secular, there is a lot of superstition and magical thinking. There are stories about explorers who ventured into the hollows of the planet and returned with great treasures. The legends of Nocht the First, founder of this nation, are entwined in fantasy. And these are things recorded on computers just hundreds of years ago.”

	“I understand your point.” Sieglinde said. “You needn’t elaborate any further.”

	Samoylovych had referred to it as a privilege, and in some sense it was.

	Sieglinde could be this skeptical because she had the comparatively secular life of a noble.

	As one of the powerful, she could look down in disbelief at the fantasies of the masses.

	And she did look down on it, reflexively, without self-awareness.

	To think that a world confined to metal stations in the sea could host such blind mysticism!

	Now, however, she was staring that mysticism in the face.

	Something about it unnerved Sieglinde, clawed at her, tore gashes inside her brain.

	These were not just orthodoxies of control, crafted to perpetuate authority.

	Norn was not a metaphor, or a deified ruler like Nocht the First.

	She was real; and she was really tearing reality apart right in front of Sieglinde’s eyes.

	Her brain could not stop reading it as a conspiracy. As a great lie told boldly in front of her.

	Every time she allowed herself to feel vulnerable about these events, a million feelings burst forth. All the violence Sieglinde had committed– was it for nothing? Was it for a hidden agenda? How did she know she was not under some thrall right now? What was the extent of Norn’s power? Were there people even more powerful than her? Why was the Imbrium now in complete chaos then?

	What else was real? What was truly false? 

	Could she have any say in the matter?

	“As long as I can look forward to a filling meal and a beautiful woman in my bed, I don’t need to ask any questions that might put my job prospects in jeopardy.” Samoylovych added, perhaps noticing how sullen Sieglinde had become after her last speech. “Speaking of– if you’re having trouble acclimating to the ship, I wouldn’t mind helping you relieve some stress. I do love women bigger than me. Makes the conquest all the more fulfilling.” She turned a lascivious grin on Sieglinde–

	–and Sieglinde turned the other cheek to it, bodily rejecting the offer.

	That idiotic, crass, offensive request brought Sieglinde back to her infuriating reality.

	Samoylovych shrugged. “You can find my room easily whenever you feel antsy.”

	The nerve of that woman! For someone who was always being waited on hand and foot, Samoylovych was acting rather forward and the offer embittered Sieglinde. She was nowhere near so desperate for a partner. The Baron had given very little consideration to ‘her type’ and it had been years since she last had sex, but Samoylovych certainly was not compatible. For one who had disowned the noble’s etiquette, she still felt quite a sore spot at being asked for something so personal so easily. No woman who devoured life so easily could understand her– several times Sieglinde had thought the only way she would marry was to someone she knew to be in as much pain as her, or worse.

	An insane thought, perhaps, but it was her only response to the pressure to marry.

	“I would never. I would never! How dare you? Who raised you to be like this? Learn some self control before someone is forced to teach you! Turn your libido on that simpering friend of yours!”

	Sieglinde responded with a venomous screed, her fist closed hard.

	Samoylovych laughed gently and jovially, slapping her own knees.

	“Petra? Absolutely not! She’s like an annoying little sibling! No! You are awful, Baron!”

	At that precise moment, red lights began to flash in the hangar, interrupting the scene.

	Sieglinde could hardly believe the timing.

	“An attack?”

	Adelheid van Mueller’s voice sounded over the intercom as if in response.

	“All forces to combat alert! We’re intercepting the Pandora’s Box over Goryk!”

	Sieglinde felt a sense of dread suddenly wash over her as the bearing monitors updated.

	Pandora’s box. Gertrude’s mercenaries — and Elena von Fueller.

	Given everything was on her mind, could she go out there again and fight?

	She looked up at the Grenadier which had been entrusted to her.

	For Lichtenberg’s evil passions– or Norn’s unknowable violence–

	With the doubts lingering on her mind?

	“Well, looks like I won’t get a chance to win you over. Take care, Baron!”

	Samoylovych winked at her as the mechanics powered on her Jagd and the hatch opened.

	“Baron von Castille milord, we’re powering on the Grenadier.”

	At Sieglinde’s side, Norn’s brainwashed mechanics began to work on her Diver too.

	A voice sounded, reverberating through the wickedest parts of Sieglinde’s own heart.

	You’ve done as much killing for much less of a reason, Red Baron. You can’t atone for it now. Your future is decided, and the blood won’t wash from your hands even if you turn back now. You can’t escape this.

	You can’t escape your own actions, much less those of Norn von Fueller.

	Lips trembling, gulping through a dry throat, sweating, her skin brimming with anxiety–

	Sieglinde von Castille slowly, silently, climbed inside the Diver and prepared for battle.

	This was just another part of a destiny that seemed ever more inevitable, immovable.

	

	

	Volleys of 20 mm gunfire from the Brigand repelled two dozen incoming missiles.

	While the Brigand defended itself it also righted its course, pointing its armored prow toward the incoming Antenora. It was detected about three kilometers away from Goryk’s Gorge by its use of an active sonar pulse, likely in an attempt to image the surroundings of the gorge. Once the Brigand’s crew detected the sonar waves, the computer registered a high probability that they had been successfully imaged and identified, and the incoming missiles confirmed as much.

	The Brigand responded with its own sonar pulse, which gave away its position.

	But it also revealed the Antenora completely, leaving no doubt as to the ship’s class.

	Ritter-class were the most modern Imperial Cruisers according to Union intelligence. They were sometimes referred to as the “sword-class” Cruisers because of their shape. Their pointed prows and long, angular hull, along with the scabbard-like fins and flared rear “winged” armor protecting the jets, made the ship silhouette resemble a sword. Its armament was top of the line, boasting a twin-barrel 150 mm turret, along with a suite of light coilguns and gas guns, and multiple launchers that could fire torpedoes and missiles. It had a complement of four Divers, with a fifth and sixth in storage. This was the Irmingard equivalent of Cruisers, a serious, state-of-the-art main combatant in any fleet.

	“We’ve also got a Cruiser. If they want to slug it out, we can punch back just as hard.”

	Ulyana Korabiskaya felt bolstered by the Brigand’s initial performance.

	However, they had only surmounted a volley of unguided missiles.

	There would be more in store, including the enemy’s Divers.

	“Kamarik, set a course that takes us around the Antenora’s flank if necessary, but for now, just inch forward to communication range.” Ulyana ordered the helmsman. She then turned to her communications officer. “Semyonova, send an acoustic message to the Antenora. I want to talk to their commander. I would very much like to confirm whether it’s related to Lichtenberg at all.”

	“Yes ma’am! I’ve also got Shalikova on for you! She’s preparing the Divers to sortie!”

	Semyonova passed a video window from her station to the Captain’s terminal.

	On it, Shalikova’s unmistakable indigo eyes were fiery and focused, her pale hair tied up.

	She was dressed in her pilot suit and contacting the bridge from the hangar.

	“Good readiness, Acting First Officer!” Ulyana said. “What’s the situation?”

	“Khadija and Valya are deploying first ahead of us, so we have rapid response if needed. We’re affixing the anti-ship pack on the Strelkannon and I’ll deploy in the Cheka with it once it is ready. Sameera and Murati– well, you know. Aiden Ahwalia is apparently on his way here too.”

	Ulyana nodded. Shalikova spoke with confidence, taking matters into her own hands. She didn’t even look tired. “I’m leaving all Diver-related decisions to you, Shalikova, make it work.”

	“Then, ma’am, I have to add this. We have Marina McKennedy’s S.E.A.L ready as well.”

	Beside Ulyana’s seat on the bridge, Marina stood with her back to the wall, one hand covering her eyes, breathing heavily. She was in no condition to fight. Upon hearing the name of the incoming ship, the Antenora, she began to babble a name, “Norn the Praetorian” and broke her composure entirely. It was the worst breakdown Ulyana had ever seen out of anyone in her command in a long time.

	“Shalikova, I don’t think–”

	“No. I heard everything captain. I’ll go. I can’t be here when you negotiate with her.”

	Marina slowly stood herself up to full height and forced herself to salute Ulyana.

	Ulyana wanted to say something. To stop her– to try to sympathize in any way.

	There was clear pain behind the inexpressive face Marina turned to her.

	Norn von Fueller had never personally participated in the Empire’s campaign against the Union twenty years ago. The Union had intelligence that she was an enforcer of the Fueller family, a sort of bodyguard and right-hand woman for the Emperor, but that was it. Intelligence about her skills and capabilities was vague. For Marina to react so adversely, they must have shared a dark past. In Ulyana’s mind, she had already formed a link between Marina and Lichtenberg, so if Marina had such a reaction to the Antenora, then Norn must be linked to the Inquisitor as well. This was all part of Lichtenberg’s chase.

	This was all very bad news– but they could only play the hand they had been dealt.

	Ulyana felt if she prevented Marina from going out to fight it would only insult her.

	She had made a decision. Whether it was impulsive or not, Ulyana had to trust her.

	“Marina, please take care of yourself out there and come back alive.” She said.

	“Quit worrying about me. I’ve survived much worse than this.” Marina replied.

	“I’m just glad to hear you have an intention to survive.” Ulyana said.

	Marina smirked, just a little bit. “Like I said, you have nothing worry about. I’ll see you.”

	She turned and left the room. Her running footsteps could be heard when the door shut.

	Ulyana turned back to Shalikova, who had been hanging on the video call.

	She could only pray that Marina would be okay.

	Though she was a loud and offensive person, Ulyana had to protect everyone under her command.

	Ulyana had already seen too many of her crews die in her lifetime.

	Sometimes, however, all she could do was have confidence in them.

	So she purged her doubts and put on a confident smile for her officers.

	“Sorry about that, Shalikova. Marina is on her way.”

	Shalikova nodded. “Ma’am, I’ll be sending Maryam Karahailos to the bridge when I deploy. I– I wanted her to be safe in the command pod, rather than down here where something could happen. If you will allow that I would be grateful. She absolutely won’t get in the way, I promise.”

	“I’ll keep your girlfriend safe, don’t worry.” Ulyana responded with great delight.

	The young pilot’s eyes shot wide open, and she raised her hands and flailed defensively.

	“What?! No, it’s not like that–! You’re misunderstanding–!”

	Ulyana cut off Shalikova, ending the call with a smirking expression.

	Aaliyah stared her quizzically from the adjacent chair, having seen and heard it all.

	“I’m happy she’s found someone worth coming back alive for.” Ulyana explained.

	“We should all be so lucky as her.” Aaliyah said, shrugging, her cat-like ears twitching.

	“Indeed. Commissar, let us once again walk into hell for this precious crew, hand in hand.”

	“Of course, Captain.”

	Aaliyah closed her eyes and nodded her head solemnly.

	Ulyana knew that her Commissar understood at least some of the subtext of her words.

	Despite the situation, her mood had livened just a little after Shalikova’s request.

	When she saw how Maryam took to her, Ulyana’s romantic side started to hope.

	To see that dour and standoffish girl living life after everything she had been through–

	–It made Ulyana’s focus tighten. She had to surmount this. To give everyone a future.

	“Captain,”

	Euphemia Rontgen waited for the Captain and Commissar to turn their attention back to the main screen before interrupting. At that moment she approached the captain’s chair and stood beside it opposite the Commissar, to Ulyana’s right. There was an additional seat there that could be pulled from the wall, and Euphemia sat down there, and wiped her hands over her lap as if clearing settled dust.

	“I have dealt with the Fuellers before. I might be able to get us out of this.”

	“If the person on the other end allows us to get out of it.” Ulyana said.

	“Do you agree to my presence? My fate is tied to this ship now. I want to help you.”

	“I suppose it couldn’t hurt.” Ulyana said. No reason to leave cards on the table now.

	She looked over to Aaliyah for her opinion. Her Commissar seemed untroubled.

	“You’re right, it couldn’t hurt. Maybe Solarflare LLC can pay for clemency.” Aaliyah said.

	“Norn von Fueller, if it is her, won’t be swayed by money.” Euphemia said.

	Ulyana blinked. “Then what would you even say to her?”

	As far as she knew all Solarflare LLC really had going for it was money and supplies.

	“We have history. I think I can appeal to her better nature.”

	“What? The better nature of a Fueller? Well. I won’t hope for a miracle.” Ulyana said.

	She would allow Euphemia to join but she had no illusions as to their situation.

	In Ulyana’s mind all she could do was confirm the vehemence of their enemy.

	Negotiating would be extremely difficult.

	Moments later, Semyonova spun her chair around to face them again.

	“Captain! The Antenora responded. They’re connecting to laser via the Goryk relay.”

	“So they know about that, huh? We’ll connect too. Have Zachikova guard the network.”

	“Yes ma’am!”

	“Put their commander on my screen when we have a connection.”

	Ulyana waited, taking in a deep breath of stale smelling air, feeling acutely every little itch on her body, every hair out of place on her blond head. Talking to Lichtenberg had been touch and go, but this time she might be negotiating with the Imperial royal family, not just an overdressed thug. Those moments while her screen had nothing but connection diagnostics scrolling on them filled her with dread. 

	She feared as if there was something, anything more that she could do that she wasn’t, as if the seconds she spent staring at the screen could be dooming them all, the same way that the moments spent stuck in the substation had been enough for the enemy to catch up. The silence, punctuated by her officers working at their stations, was the tensest she had felt in years. She felt helpless, useless–

	Deep breaths. She collected herself. Everyone was depending on Ulyana Korabiskaya.

	After this was over, she could have a hearty cry in her own room.

	She purged herself of emotions and waited until there was a picture on her screen.

	“Greetings. Ulyana Korabiskaya, I presume?”

	The woman on the other end had a fairly deep voice, but with smooth enunciation. 

	Her appearance was a bit more casual than Ulyana expected. A fair-skinned woman, with blond hair in a simple ponytail with short bangs and sidelocks that hid her ears. She wore what looked like a simple red camisole and pants, along with an open coat, half blue, and half green with gold trim, bearing, on the left, a series of gold embossed lines that seemed to mimic the circuitry on a semiconductor.

	Her eyes were starkly red. Ulyana felt fixed into place by them, as if she was nervous to make any kind of movement that they could see. Though slight of figure, the presence of the blond woman on the other end of the call came through immediately and starkly, commanding all of her attention.

	Ulyana felt as if there was an imperceptible weight around herself.

	As if she had crossed into a room with a thick, palpable fog that resisted every movement.

	Awash in some invisible scrutiny. She felt more conspicuous, more watched, more known.

	For a moment, she thought she could understand the terror that Marina felt.

	Norn von Fueller.

	Her very gaze had a pressure that was indescribable.

	“I am indeed Captain Korabiskaya. Your reputation precedes you mi–, milord.” Ulyana said.

	That was one thing she did know– proper titles. She was almost caught right off the bat.

	“Captain Korabiskaya, I am not one to dwell on pleasantries. Let me be clear and blunt, and get to the point quickly, out of respect for you and what you’ve already been through.” Norn said, raising a dismissive hand. “I feel that I have amply demonstrated that if I wanted to, I could take apart that overgrown can of sardines that you and your mercenaries are huddled in and extract just the one person I’m interested in while the rest of you die. I want you to surrender immediately.”

	Ulyana felt something in the back of her head.

	There was a sharp and sudden pain as if a nail was digging into her skull.

	She couldn’t help it and flinched, unable to conceal it.

	Just as quickly as it came, however, the pain was gone. Flinching was all she did.

	“You’ll forgive me, Norn von Fueller, if I don’t find unguided missiles that impressive.”

	Despite the pressure she felt, Ulyana managed to find a little humor to try to throw her off.

	On the other end, Norn smiled. Not just a smirk or a little grin but a rosy, wondrous smile.

	As if she had bore witness to something breathtakingly beautiful.

	Ulyana could not place her sudden cheer.

	“Interesting! Interesting!”

	She crossed her arms and sat back. Now she was grinning to herself.

	“I can see why you gave Inquisitor Lichtenberg so much trouble. Yes, you are not just a baker’s dozen of mercenaries, or else you would not have been able to fend her off like you did. Very well. Let us not mince words, Captain Korabiskaya. I know you are holding the Imperial Princess Elena von Fueller on your ship. Whether you were contracted to take her by a third party, or she herself escaped to you for some reason– the story doesn’t matter to me. Work for me instead. Hand her over.”

	There was nothing Ulyana could possibly say to something that sudden and that insane.

	She had never been prepared to come to an arrangement with Norn von Fueller. 

	Because she believed that the target of Gertrude Lichtenberg’s hunt was Marina McKennedy, Ulyana knew that giving her up was impossible. Not only because of the relationship between the Republic and the Union, and not only because of the honor that a Captain owed the members of her precious crew. Where it pertained to an intelligence asset like Marina, it was impossible to believe that the Empire could act in good faith. She could never trust Norn’s word. That being said, the appearance of handing over Marina could have been used to gain an advantage, to lay a trap, to buy time or to sneak away.

	Such plans were predicated on them having what the enemy wanted in the first place.

	Ulyana felt an icy chill stab deep through her chest.

	None of her plans could possibly work if the enemy believed that what they had on hand–

	—was the Imperial Princess of the entire fucking Imbrian Empire!

	Something like that was inconceivably urgent! There was no possible negotiation around it!

	A nervous smile crept up on Ulyana’s lips. She could not conceal it. She tried to play it off.

	“Milord, I believe I do not fully appreciate your humor.”

	“You made verbal sport of my young, awkward subordinate, Captain, but I’m not like her.”

	“I guarantee you I am not playing games. I am more serious than ever. You are mistaken.”

	“My patience is running very thin, Korabiskaya. I will gladly pay triple, or even four times, whatever amount of funds you were promised, in any media that you desire. Gold, supplies, marks, bonds, fur rugs from real wild-grown bears from Thuringia’s eighth station. I have, Captain, a near infinite power to fulfill your wildest dreams, or kill you in the most brutal, painful, and evil ways that you could possibly imagine. I want your life, Captain, its up to you whether I own and cherish it, or crush it in my hand.”

	Norn held out her palm and pointed a slender finger into the middle of it.

	No matter how many gestures she made, however, Ulyana was unprepared for the situation.

	“Of course, milord.” Ulyana said. “I’ll hand her over, if you–”

	“Don’t lie to me, Ulyana Korabiskaya.” Norn raised her voice. “You can’t conspire against me.”

	Ulyana found herself thrown off-balance.

	Yes, she had indeed been conspiring.

	She had to conspire– because it was impossible to surrender what she didn’t have!

	“Norn von Fueller, we are innocent of the deeds that you unjustly ascribe to us. You have absolutely caught the wrong ship. It is ludicrous to think that a group such as ours could have possibly taken your Imperial Princess! It is my understanding that she was supposed to have perished in a collapse over two weeks ago! Isn’t that right? Have you any shred of evidence that we could have her?”

	This was news that Aaliyah had learned from her time in Serrano station.

	Marina had confirmed it too in one of their meetings about recent events.

	Ulyana was taking an entirely different tack than she intended with Norn.

	She was trying to tell the honest truth and swear the innocence of their crew.

	And Norn was quite obviously unconvinced by it.

	“You told Gertrude Lichtenberg you had her.”

	“Gertrude Lichtenberg was speaking euphemisms. We have a VIP — she is no princess!”

	Norn scoffed.

	“I know you have her, Captain, because I know that you spoke with her.”

	“How could you possibly know that?”

	“Her voice is reverberating among your surface thoughts as we speak.”

	“Excuse me?”

	Ulyana was completely losing her cool. This was insane– farcically insane!

	“Captain, allow me, please.”

	From off to Ulyana’s right, Euphemia Rontgen suddenly peeked into the video call.

	Norn began to stare intently as soon as she saw that hint of blue hair and teal eyes.

	“Euphrates?” She asked suddenly.

	“Euphrates?” Ulyana asked back.

	“Quiet, Korabiskaya. Turn your monitor to face her, this instant.” Norn grunted.

	Her voice took on a new urgency. She was rattled for the first time.

	“Listen to her for now Captain.” Euphemia said.

	Ulyana stared between Norn and Euphemia Rontgen with increasing confusion.

	There was nothing she could do but play along.

	She shifted her monitor– such that Euphemia could be seen but she was still in the picture.

	That way she could continue to watch Norn.

	At her side, she glanced to see Aaliyah’s reaction, but the Commissar shrugged helplessly.

	This was moving out of their control quickly. Ulyana hoped Euphemia could do something.

	“It is you.”

	Norn put on a much different smile for Euphemia than she had for Ulyana before.

	Cold, cruel, amused, arrogant.

	For her part, Euphemia’s own softly smiling expression did not change upon meeting Norn. She had overcome even that briefest moment of concern Ulyana had seen in her eyes when she first heard the word Antenora. Having spoken to Norn now it was impossible to believe that Euphemia– Euphrates–? could possibly appeal to her “better nature.” Norn’s expression made this especially clear.

	“It’s been a long time, Norn.”

	“Incredible. It really is you. All of my troubles have ended up in the same ugly hauler.”

	“Why are you after Elena von Fueller? Duty to your family?”

	“Duty to my people, writ large.”

	“So you don’t believe she died.”

	“That’s neither here nor there, Euphrates.”

	“Then I can’t confirm or deny the location of your princess, Norn. You’re right, it’s irrelevant.” Euphemia said calmly. “You see, these people are working for me now. Our existing agreements extend to them. I would offer to turn myself over to you in good faith, but I want to get my money’s worth out of them. So I would appreciate it if you ceased hostilities– if they do have the Imperial Princess aboard, which I highly doubt, I will do what I can to see her to safety when her business is concluded.” 

	Norn turned a sharp-toothed grin on her.

	“We can all get what we want here, Norn.”

	“Euphrates–”

	There went that name again! Ulyana felt frustrated. Rontgen was hiding far too much!

	“Euphrates, Euphrates, Euphrates.” Norn shrugged mockingly, flashing a grin. “Seeing you among those hapless mercenaries confirms my suspicions. From the instant I saw you on this screen. Did you know that I met with not one, but two Sunlight Foundation vessels on the way here? Did you call for assistance when you became stranded? Why was I told to go to Goryk’s Abyss with no mention of rescuing you? Why didn’t an Alonso De Ojeda class come fetch you? I wonder, I wonder.”

	Ulyana briefly glanced at the doctor to see if Norn had gotten under her skin.

	She was not successful at first– but that changed very quickly as Norn spoke.

	“Euphrates” looked surprised. As if there was a dawning realization on her face.

	As Norn said more and more proper nouns known only between them.

	“If you were sent to rescue me, then it is no longer necessary.” Euphrates said.

	Her jaw was set. She was clenching her teeth.

	“Rescue you? You’ve been abandoned, Euphrates. Face it. I’ve got you now.”

	Norn smiled viciously.

	“Norn, I’m pleading to the decency that I know you have, don’t do this–”

	“This is the part where you beg for your life, Euphrates. See if it will move me.”

	Ulyana sat in her chair staring at Norn and “Euphrates” in utter disbelief.

	It was almost dreamlike what a sudden, inexplicable turn the negotiation had taken.

	She felt like she was hearing a conversation in Shimii Fusha or in High Elvish.

	To Ulyana these were all euphemisms, but Norn and Euphrates understood each other.

	Euphrates let out a deeply held breath, her hands balling up into fists on her lap.

	“Norn, if you’re set on revenge then go after me alone. Don’t involve these people.”

	“I have all the power Euphrates, and I’m setting all the rules. I don’t hear you begging?”

	Norn sat back in her chair, craning her head on one fist. Perfectly composed.

	Euphrates fixed her with a smoldering stare. 

	A gaze full of desperation.

	There was more emotion in those eyes than Ulyana saw her express since they met.

	For a moment no words were exchanged. They were just two people staring at one another.

	The Bridge fell so silent that the void in the sound itself felt palpable.

	Ulyana was still trying to process what they were talking about previously–

	Then Norn flinched on the screen, brought a hand up to her forehead clearly in pain.

	Euphrates did the same–

	–And the video cut out to a black screen. Sound off. Norn was gone.

	Suddenly and without warning.

	“What? Semyonova–!”

	The Captain had scarcely called the name of her communications officer, when the bright blond girl whipped back around on her swiveling chair looking like she’d seen a ghost, pale as a sheet, her hands trembling. “I don’t know what happened, Captain! Everything was fine until now! I’m not seeing any disconnection requests logged on our end, but the channel just closed!”

	Ulyana immediately suspected “Euphrates” had something to do with it.

	Maybe a remote disconnection– with the implants–? She turned to accuse the woman of foul play, but when she did, she found “Euphrates” slumping forward, clutching her face. Blood trickled down her fingers. Her entire body was shaking. Ulyana laid a hand on her and there was no acknowledgment.

	With one exchange of gazes she had fallen, unresponsive, and hemorrhaging.

	“Call Kappel now! Right now!” Ulyana cried out.

	Aaliyah shot up from her seat and rushed to Euphemia’s side as well.

	Captain and Commissar grabbed hold of the doctor, peeled her hands from her face–

	Immediately, blood, so much blood, from her nostrils, her mouth. Ulyana was speechless.

	Euphemia shook as if freezing, her breathing was ragged, her eyes crawling into their sockets.

	“Call Kappel for god’s sakes!” Ulyana shouted. “And tell Shalikova to deploy! Right now!”

	Negotiations were over– and Ulyana could not possibly understand how and why.

	

	

	Norn had both Euphrates and Ulyana Korabiskaya practically groveling in front of her.

	She had been so excited — Euphrates! Euphrates had suddenly appeared before her!

	Gertrude’s plight almost entirely vanished from her mind. This was the real prize!

	Ever since Potomac had told her about Goryk’s Gorge, Norn had thought about this outcome as a distant possibility. Euphrates was always going after nests of abyssal denizens, and Potomac was no fighter. If she was sent anywhere near the Abyss of Goryk it would have been to report on the activities of someone like Euphrates to the Sovereign. Yangtze knew that Potomac was with Norn– so any mission she sent Potomac on would include Norn by default. Now Norn had a picture of the situation.

	Either Yangtze was foolish enough to think Norn would just pass up an opportunity to get rid of Euphrates, or she was foolish enough to try to take advantage of Norn’s killer instinct to purge her. Norn had heard there was friction within the Immortals. Potomac being trusted as Yangtze’s right-hand woman was enough by itself to prove a rift between Euphrates and Yangtze. She never would have thought that this might lead to Euphrates falling so squarely, so helplessly into her grasp.

	Norn had no intention of rescuing Euphrates. And she would not let her escape.

	She would extract her from the Pandora’s Box and pop her head like a balloon.

	A fitting first step in her vengeance. Unlike Potomac, Euphrates was unaffiliated with Eric.

	She was alone, apart from all her defenses, out of communication with Yangtze.

	In one moment, Norn was practically savoring her triumph–!

	In the next, she found herself in some dark place full of swirling aether.

	Without warning, without explanation, the Brigand and the Antenora vanished.

	“Euphrates?”

	It happened faster than a blink of her eyes. Before the instant where her vision went dark as the eyes shut, and the instant where they reopened again, she had already seen the darkness creep at the corners of the visible world like a snapshot of paint streaming down a wall. She felt a pinprick of psionic shock that her prodigious psychic defense battered down– but before she could confidently say she had repelled it, she found herself dragged into the aetheric current and brought out of the material world.

	She was more annoyed and confused than she was alarmed at first.

	How did this happen? An Apostle was nearly immune to mental attacks.

	Even Mehmed had failed to alter her behavior or corrupt her senses, so how did this–?

	“It’s not an attack. I’m inviting you here to settle our differences.”

	Before her appeared Euphrates. That blue hair, those blue eyes, her butch mode of dress. It was unmistakable. Norn wanted to think at first she had blinked into existence, but she came to realize that Euphrates had always been there. Euphrates, and the glass-like floor upon which they were both standing, amid the dim void surrounded by the current of dull colored aether like the eye of a storm. They had both been in this place, and in the material world. This was their minds meeting, nothing more.

	Norn narrowed her eyes and crossed her arms. “Good job Euphrates. I have hardly explored the currents, hardly ever seen this place. You’ve had many years of a head start on me in Clairvoyance. I commend you for exploiting this weakness and being a temporary inconvenience. There is nothing to discuss. I am going to return to the material world and kill you. You’ve only yourself to curse for this fate.”

	Euphrates turned a look of gentle contrition on her that Norn despised immediately.

	“All I want is to talk Norn. I don’t want to inflict any more violence on you.”

	“When we last met, Euphrates, I still had hope in something. Twenty years ago. You have found me now at my most corrupted. I can think of nothing else than how much you’re responsible for this.”

	“I know. I secretly hoped the Fueller Reformation would succeed and you would forget your vengeance.”

	“Excuse me? I can’t believe you would even dare to say something so facile to me.”

	“I know that simple contrition won’t suffice, Norn. That’s why I am here now.”

	Her face was calm. Her expression toward Norn looked– resigned.

	Her hand was trembling as she ran it through her hair.

	Standing there in her white coat, her shirt and tie and dress pants.

	“Norn, you’re right to hate me. I was the one who found you. So I’m the one responsible for everything you have suffered until now. I have regretted everything that happened between us for years. I know there is no way to expiate except to accept whatever punishment you desire, but I can’t let you endanger those people, not on my behalf, and not on Elena von Fueller’s. What you are now is not the result of their actions. I have brought you here to punish me, Norn. You can scar my soul in any way you need.”

	“You’re lying.” Norn said.

	Norn hated liars. Nothing infuriated her more.

	Lying was an exercise of power. It belittled the recipient and aggrandized the speaker.

	Everyone who knew about her powers assumed Norn could only read people psionically.

	Nobody had ever realized that, perhaps, Norn knew a liar when she saw one, because of how much she had been lied to, abused, exploited. How much of her life was shaped by the lies told to her and how much proximity she had to liars. And in turn, how much those liars had belittled, underestimated, and humiliated her through the act of their lying. Liars were easy for her to spot. If she knew someone well enough she could always tell if they were lying. She could tell someone was lying through social cues, physical cues, information disparity– Norn wasn’t just reading Euphrates’ aura.

	She knew that Euphrates was lying because of all these cues. Because–

	“You did this to Mehmed.”

	Over forty years ago, during Mehmed’s Jihad, Norn and the Immortals of the Sunlight Foundation had confronted him at the height of his power, when he was perhaps the most psionically gifted individual to have ever lived on Aer. Despite his power, skill, and unmatched understanding of psionics, in the end, Norn and Euphrates withstood him. It was Euphrates who stood by Norn in the final reckoning.

	Norn felt her chest squeeze with the sudden, furious realization. 

	She had become Mehmed.

	Euphrates had done something to her. Some kind of psionic trap in the aether current.

	She could suppress people by casting them into the aether somehow–

	This was how she weakened Mehmed enough for Norn to kill him.

	Euphrates shut her eyes and bowed her head, her shame accepted and laid bare.

	“You figured it out. I brought you into this space to keep you from hurting the Brigand. But I was not lying about my intentions. As I accepted a punishment from Mehmed, I accept a punishment from you.” Euphrates said. Her tone of voice was unnerving, infuriating. That sadness with which she spoke, that pity. “I cursed you with my knowledge and led you to be used by Yangtze, because I was too naïve. I didn’t see the Eighth for what she had become. The same thing happened to Mehmed, so I took–”

	“Shut up! Shut up! You still don’t understand anything!”

	Norn’s voice reverberated across the void.

	The Praetorian trembled with fury, radiating her sheer seething anger.

	Euphrates’ aura shrank as Norn’s furious cloud of black beset her like a tempest.

	“You brought Mehmed here and he was killed Euphrates! He was killed, butchered, his body was used by Yangtze the Eighth for all manner of horrendous things, his blood begot a child who must now live with being born of a dead tyrant! You think letting him punish your soul in the aether makes up for that sin? Do you really, truly, believe that your affair with Mehmed was settled like this?”

	All of that fake pity and self-aggrandizing grief faded from Euphrates’ eyes.

	Panic, the panic that came with being bludgeoned by an unwanted truth.

	That was what Norn wanted to see from her. To rattle her, to win the war of wills over her.

	Mehmed could still move in the material world when Euphrates suppressed him. He had been slowed down, he had been clearly struggling under psionic attack. But as an Apostle, as the greatest of the Apostles, even at his weakest he was deadly strong. Norn had seen it face to face as she fought him to a standstill, as she brought him low. She could also escape from this trap.

	When she escaped, she would give Euphrates the justice she had earned.

	Euphrates was just using psionics. Her body could not withstand an infinite amount of the psionic feedback it would take to hold Norn down. As they spoke, Euphrates’ material form must have been suffering unimaginable pain to sustain the two of them in the Aether against their will. This was an incredible feat of mental power, but it had to have its limit. And when Norn escaped, she would command the Antenora’s attack, and Euphrates would cease to exist in any world.

	In any psionic engagement, certitude was power, and doubt and fear created weakness.

	“Norn– I– There’s nothing you want from me except my death, is there?”

	Norn didn’t answer that pathetic whimper. Her silence spoke loud enough as a response.

	Everything Euphrates had done to her could only be paid with her death.

	“Death is the only thing I can’t give you, Norn.” Euphrates said, voice near bereft of breath.

	That should have been a statement which was filled with defiance. Yet Euphrates looked at her with panicked eyes, the tears starting to stream down her cheeks. Her body was shaking, her gaze barely holding Norn’s own. So little composure, but the space had not yet broken down.

	Norn could not place that reaction.

	“How shameless can you be? Are you trying to stoke my sympathy?”

	Euphrates hugged herself and fell to her knees in front of Norn.

	“I can’t expiate with my death, Norn. I can’t be cleansed by death. I’ve replayed this encounter in my mind so many times, but death is the one thing I feared you most desire, but I can’t give you that, Norn. You can’t kill me. It’s been tearing me apart for years. I want so badly to release you from all of the pain that I have caused you, to allow you to lead the life you should have had. My interference ruined you and brought so much violence to this ocean; but I can’t do anything about it. I can’t satisfy you.”

	“What the hell do you mean–? No– you can’t be serious–”

	Norn stomped forward, grabbed Euphrates by her coat and lifted her up.

	Euphrates made no attempt to resist, to struggle or fight back. Her feet weren’t kicking.

	Her hands weren’t striking. Her eyes were barely meeting Norn’s own.

	Norn had her completely under her power and yet the space was not breaking.

	Why wasn’t she free of Euphrates’ power? She had broken her completely, and yet–

	“No.”

	A bitter, skeptical laugh escaped from Norn’s lips.

	Her mind was running over an extremely horrible and pathetic possibility.

	She knew that Euphrates was ageless, but–

	“No, no, no. You’re not seriously– you’re literally saying–”

	Norn’s eyes went wild. Her thinking became fogged.

	In a violent impulse she seized Euphrates’ head and twisted it with all her fury.

	Brutal strength issued a horrific cracking sound–

	Neck snapped, the whole vertebra, sinews, and muscle tore–

	Euphrates fell limp and hit the false ground of the void–

	–head hanging like a bag of meat where Norn’s hands tore it.

	She watched the corpse speechless.

	Everything blurred from the mind fog of unreality. 

	Euphrates was alive.

	Alive.

	Glassy dead eyes staring far-gone but;

	Red rings;

	Psionic sight self-puppeteering;

	Shaking arms rigid like a doll’s reaching;

	Head snapped back into place like pushrod into hole;

	Coughing breath reconnected to the windpipe like completed circuitry;

	Blood spilling where neck muscle and bone tore and scarred refilling new skin;

	ALIVE.

	Watching as the hands worked dead. Unable to accept–

	Norn;

	laughing;

	shaking;

	seething;

	crying;

	To the colors of creation she had spilled red, brown, black and bile.

	And yet–

	Euphrates was alive.

	There was no believing what she had seen. And yet the truth came to her lips quite simple.

	“You can’t die.” Norn said, her voice trembling.

	She reached out a hand toward Euphrates’ shaking blood-soaked body and sent a psionic pulse through her that popped her organs in her chest like bubble wrap. One after the other psychic hands pinching her heart, lungs, kidneys, stomach into boiling blood. Her corpse rattled, gore and spit spilling from her mouth, flailing like firecrackers from the force of her insides liquifying. Norn thrust her hand forward again and again and again like she was feeling the recoil of a firearm and Euphrates’ battered body with its helpless expression of death accepted each and every cruel blow like she was nothing.

	“You’re not resisting! Resist it goddamn you!”

	Norn shouted herself hoarse as the blood pooled in the eye of the storm.

	Euphrates came to fall on her side, her arms still capable of enough motion to hold herself.

	Fetal, ruined remains curled up.

	In moments, her chest was rising and falling.

	Blood gurgled in her throat when breathing resumed.

	There was a guttural noise escaping her windpipe along with a gulp of gorey vomit.

	There were holes cut into her shirt where rib bone had shredded out at acute angles.

	Norn watched them recede as if her violence was playing out in reverse.

	“You won’t release me.” Norn realized. “Because holding me won’t kill you.”

	The Founder of the Sunlight Foundation who relinquished her dream to Yangtze the First.

	She was not only ageless.

	Norn had underestimated her, gravely, vastly, underestimated her.

	Euphrates could be uniquely certain of her fate. She could not die.

	Certitude was power in the mind. Just as her soul would not die, her body could not.

	“Mehmed could still act in the material world when you were doing this.”

	Norn still had to be able to influence the material world. Mehmed had done it.

	She waited for Euphrates’ body to heal enough for her to speak. She picked her up again.

	“Say something.” Norn demanded.

	Holding Euphrates by the throat which she had not seconds ago completely shredded.

	“Our hearts want to connect, Norn. That’s why I can bring you here.”

	Her voice was rough. Her blood-stained lips curled into a little smile.

	“Ganges’ childish philosophy.”

	Norn put a hand to Euphrates’ forehead, ignoring her weak, pleading gaze.

	Frost began to creep across Euphrates’ skin, bruising her, turning her purple and ghost white. Every bit of sweat and blood on her was turned into a needle that drove into her skin and released more fluids for Norn to freeze. She was in her sinews, sending cold-burning agony into her core. 

	Her eyes crawled back up her head, choked sounds of pain animal and automatic–

	She was not resisting.

	Euphrates had truly given herself up for punishment. For anything Norn could do to her. She stood holding Euphrates’ once-dignified form now frozen stiff in her hands. The closest thing Euphrates had to a soul was in her grasp. She felt nothing hurting it. She could not possibly have been satisfied.

	This was not any kind of vengeance. It was not any kind of closure.

	There was great certitude in what Euphrates did. A complete, unimpeachable finality.

	There had to be a way– there had to be a way to break free of it.

	Norn pored over everything she knew about psionics, the mind, the aether.

	“Our hearts want to connect, you said?”       

	Norn formed a conjecture in her mind. As soon as she did she tried to be certain of it.

	She scanned around the void trying to thread the colors with her eyes, to follow the currents.

	This was not a space in which only Euphrates had control.

	Where she had brought her was a communal space, viewed in a way to unique to psychics.

	Without vision, it still existed, in the back of everyone’s mind, in the core of everyone’s heart.

	All of the colors around her represented the sum total of humanity.

	Emotional footsteps which had left pain and elation imprinted onto the fabric of reality.

	This was a unique place with unique possibility.

	In this place, it was not only Norn and Euphrates who existed.

	Their currents were the ones closest, most connected, but they were not alone.

	“Ganges would have you told you. No matter where you go, you can never be alone.”

	Norn focused her psionic vision to the fullest extent.

	Inviting that hated swarm of aether that threatened to overwhelm her senses.

	Inspecting with keen detail the feelings that swirled around her. 

	She felt the chains of her myriad connections that Euphrates represented–

	Anger;

	Pain;

	Betrayal;

	Entwining her and Euphrates in thorns which had driven Norn for years and now bound her.

	Mehmed had been trapped by these thorns too. He could still move despite this.

	To the very end, Mehmed had resisted. Resistance was his strength. His certitude.

	It led to his death.

	Norn was not Mehmed. She had neither his prodigious ability nor his all-abiding ambition.

	But just as Euphrates had something Norn lacked, Norn had an advantage Mehmed failed to accrue.

	Taking a deep breath, focusing all of her might and power–

	Driving away the fear that crept in her heart as she felt the upswell of humanity–

	She let go.

	She let go of the grudge that tied her to Euphrates.

	She let go of her guardedness, of her reticence, of her insecurity, of her need to have control.

	She looked upon those scars in her heart as past things, as flesh wounds closed.

	She let go of position.

	From standing upright and separate amid the stream of humanity.

	Norn fell through the makeshift ground that held her and Euphrates level.

	Falling into the current of all the sinews which bound her heart with others.

	As certain as she could ever be that there was one heart that would accept her desire to heal.

	Her desire to be free. A unique possibility in this realm.

	Falling–

	And letting herself be filled with thoughts of a red-headed young woman’s childish grinning.

	Of the look of understanding that those green eyes gave even to the darkest of Norn’s colors.

	Adelheid van Mueller.

	The woman to whom Norn had sworn her life.

	Her gaze, her touch, her smell, the deepest depths of her being enveloped the falling Norn.

	For the first time since she was introduced to the cruel Imbrium, she felt something close to bliss.

	

	

	 


8.9

	While Norn began speaking to the enemy commander, Adelheid sat next to her with an active terminal and oversaw their preparations for battle. She had cameras on the hangar and logging on the mainframe for all the work done at the bridge stations. There was not much that she needed to do, because the crew was so efficient and disciplined. She thought she might at least have to yell at Selene or Samoylovych, but the two of them, Petra Chornyi and the Red Baron were ready to deploy the second Norn commanded it. Turrets were ready, torpedoes had been loaded. The Antenora was primed for battle.

	Norn’s Magellan was also assembled, serviced by a crane rather than a proper gantry.

	“Are you really going out there?” Adelheid had asked, prior to the hostilities.

	She was already concerned the instant the sonar pulse came back with an imaged ship.

	So before battle was even joined, the anxiety was clear on her face.

	“I have no intention to deploy. Yangtze and Potomac can go fuck themselves.” Norn said.

	Adelheid’s eyes drew open in surprise. She had nursed a fear of Norn fighting personally.

	“But I thought you were going to get Elena for Gertrude too. It’s not just them.”

	Norn nodded solemnly. “That is Gertrude’s business. I plan to send her out to complete it.”

	“You’re right.” Adelheid said, feeling relief. “You shouldn’t be responsible for any of this.”

	“You really do understand me better than anyone, Adelheid.”

	Norn gave her a gentle, confident smile and stroked a few locks of Adelheid’s hair.

	Seated side by side on the bridge of this ship with had committed so much violence.

	That firm hand caressing her lifted Adelheid’s spirits just a bit. Her heart felt warm.

	“If this ship really did that much damage to the Iron Lady, it must be dangerous.” She said.

	“I know.” Norn said simply. “But Gertrude will have no better chance than this.”

	“Right.” Adelheid replied. “We’re probably better armed than the Iron Lady overall.”

	“There’s my adjutant sounding like all of those battle analysis courses she aced.”

	Norn returned her attention to the main screen, still stroking Adelheid’s hair with affection.

	“I can’t fight everyone’s battles for them. I refuse to be used like that anymore.” She said.

	Miming Norn’s words, Adelheid replied, “Now there’s the rebellious Praetorian I love.”

	Adelheid had been with Norn for over six years now. Their relationship was only slightly younger than their acquaintance. She had been on the receiving end of Norn’s speech about opportunity; but Adelheid refused to use her. Back then, she felt strongly that she wanted to prove her own power.

	And she had succeeded in her goals, despite everything that followed.

	With a lot of Norn’s help that had ultimately been freely given.

	She had gone on many voyages with the Antenora since then. It never got easier. Adelheid was not someone who was used to fighting. Even if Norn ended up essentially bullying and toying with the opponents they were usually given, she was still nervous. She kept it under control. She was not so stupid as to act out and become a liability if it would put Norn in danger. So when it came time to fight, Adelheid set everything aside and played the dignified adjutant as best as she could.

	Adelheid stole a glance at Norn while she was speaking.

	She seemed to have everything under control. She always did. She was strong.

	That strength which had held Adelheid firm, had freed her, had given her new life.

	But Adelheid knew that too many people relied on Norn, viewed her only as a weapon for their ends. She could never fool herself into feeling that Norn was invincible. Because she understood Norn more than anyone. Norn would falter someday. She couldn’t hold the world on her shoulders all alone.

	So she worried. Whenever they fought, she pined anxiously for everyone’s safety.

	And she did her best to be ready to support Norn on the day her strength was questioned.

	Once the Pandora’s Box opened negotiations, Norn instantly demonstrated her superiority.

	She looked like a goddess to Adelheid. A shining being not from this world.

	Ulyana Korabiskaya was a looker herself — maybe Adelheid had a thing for blondes — but nobody could match how incredibly hot Norn was when she took control. They had watched footage of the discussions between Gertrude and Korabiskaya so Norn knew to expect a few attempts at second-rate fast talking from the mercenary commander. Adelheid knew Norn would try to influence the enemy captain psionically and end the conflict easily, so she “flipped” on her psionic vision.

	Focusing on the aura of Korabiskaya and Norn, she saw the brief contest that ensued.

	However, the outcome was not what she predicted.

	Korabiskaya resisted; she had some potential.

	Not enough to fight back. Norn had simply stopped, rather than being actively countered.

	When it came to psionic mind games, Adelheid knew the basics.

	If Norn couldn’t control someone immediately, it was unlikely to be worth bothering with.

	So the discussion continued.

	“Euphrates,”

	Adelheid felt a chill when she heard that name.

	Euphrates was an Immortal of the Sunlight Foundation.

	And foremost among the people Norn wanted to revenge herself against.

	While she didn’t lose her cool, Adelheid could tell that Norn was immediately altered.

	As soon as she saw Euphrates, a violent red band began to widen across her aura.

	“Agh!”

	Then in the middle of the conversation that she appeared to be dominating–

	Norn raised her hands to her face, flinching as if in pain.

	Shaking briefly, drawing back against the seat.

	And coming to rest, as if sleeping.

	Video connection to the Brigand cut off.

	Immediately, Adelheid concentrated on the aura around Norn, switching on her “sight.”

	White–?

	All of her aura had become a pale, soft white. Black was death– what the hell was white?!

	How had this happened?

	She whipped around to the adjacent station and shouted at the drone. “Communications, send orders to the hangar to deploy Selene, Samoylovych, Chorniy, and von Castille at once!”

	Negotiations were over. Whether or not the Pandora’s Box was even truly aware of what had happened, a situation like this could only be dealt with by defending themselves militarily. When there was tension, they could not afford to leave an opening just to appear magnanimous. Adelheid knew enough about war to assume the Pandora’s Box would try to exploit this event.

	But what had happened? How could she help Norn?

	Euphrates was an Immortal, psionically powerful. Adelheid turned to face Norn again and took her into her arms, shaking her, trying to wake her. Her body was still warm, she was breathing, and there was no bleeding or other signs that she was psychically exerting herself. Adelheid knew that mental psionic attacks were extremely difficult, and the most easily resisted by gifted psions. She suspected Euphrates must have attacked Norn but how? What exactly did she do to Norn?

	She could not panic. Despite everything– Norn was depending on her!

	“Hunter III! Come here! Something happened to Norn!”

	Though she understood psionics differently, Hunter III was more powerful than Adelheid.

	She could see and understand things Adelheid did not. Maybe she would understand!

	“Whatcha yellin’ about? Huh? What happened to the boss?”

	Hunter III shambled to Norn’s seat with a drowsy expression, her skinny arms hanging at her sides. She pulled her hood off her white hair and set her bright eyes on Norn. One slender ghost white finger rose to poke the praetorian in the cheek. Upon touching her Hunter III immediately seemed to realize something was wrong, like a dog sniffing an intruder, and her eyes went red, she was using psionics herself.

	“Huh? Her brainself is gone. Who did that?” Hunter III said.

	“Brainself? What the hell are you saying?”

	Adelheid yelled; and Hunter III was so taken by Norn’s condition she didn’t yell back.

	Hunter III looked around the room with her glowing eyes. “Her brainself’s off swimmin’ somewhere–”

	From beneath her hooded robe, a stubby tail became suddenly erect.

	“Adelheid, she’s lookin’ for you! You gotta do somethin’ to reach back out!”

	Hunter III turned innocent eyes and a calm expression on Adelheid–

	–as if she was supposed to understand what she meant!!

	Adelheid was about to start shouting back at the little fish-tailed runt–

	But she did start feeling something–

	–as if there was something carried on all the tiny sounds of the ship, the clicking on keyboards, the hum of the air system, the very subtle vibrations of the floor panels, the rustling of synthetic cloth. She could hear something else, distant, whispered, in the coalescing of all the noise around her. As if spoken between syllables of every voice, an enunciation in each button press, a sigh in the ventilation. 

	Had she been anyone else, with less experience in these matters, she would have said it was the stress and muted panic of the moment that was cause these hallucinations around her.

	Norn had taught her about the powers of the mind.

	About the meaning behind the colors that she could sometimes see people give off.

	She looked at Hunter III briefly and saw the shades of her, blue and green and thin black.

	She looked down at her own hands and saw the multitude of muddled colors of her own.

	She looked at Norn’s pale white aura that had begun expanding, thinning, wafting.

	Reaching.

	Focusing on the color she reached her own hand down to Norn.

	Approaching the white fog which had come to enshroud her lover and carried her sensation.

	Her fingers crossed some kind of threshold and color diffused across the white cloud.

	Adelheid felt like she had punctured a membrane. There was a brief, tactile resistance.

	One final push and her hand finally touched Norn’s skin, felt the warmth of her.

	And transferred the warmth of her own touch to that skin.

	Adelheid saw a flash of something in her mind.

	Images, sounds, feelings, years of information compressed to a flash.

	There was no possible way that she could understand it. All of it was gone in an instant.

	Not even the barest scraps of a dream remained of it.

	In that instant of fleeting hallucination, when Adelheid’s eyes blinked–

	Norn’s eyes opened. Their gazes met. For a moment, neither of them said a word.

	Her eyes had red rings around them, but they followed movement, they were aware.

	Her lips spread very slightly to speak–

	Adelheid interrupted immediately. She threw herself atop Norn, silently weeping.

	Norn’s arms wrapped firmly around Adelheid, embracing her tightly.

	“I knew I could count on you.” Norn said, stroking her hair.

	Adelheid separated herself, grabbed hold of Norn’s shirt, fixed her a serious look.

	Norn’s eyes had red rings around them. So there was still in danger.

	“What’s going on?” Adelheid asked. “Your eyes– you’re still doing psionics.”

	Norn looked surprised to hear this. She looked around the room in confusion.

	“Her brainself is still kinda gone. I can kinda feel the veins though.” Hunter III said.

	She started wandering around the room like a dog following a trail. Incomprehensible.

	Adelheid could not see whatever it was they were both following or searching for.

	She felt frustrated at her own lack of power– but at least Norn was here.

	“Norn, what’s happening? How can we help?” Adelheid asked, still tight on Norn’s chest.

	“Euphrates dragged me into the aether current. I’m not sure exactly what she did so I can’t explain it. I think I’m puppeteering my own body right now.” Norn said. “I can sense through the currents by using Adelheid as an anchor, but it’s hazy. I need to find a permanent solution, but for right now, we need to capture the Pandora’s Box. I’m putting Gertrude in command of the Diver attack. First–”

	Suddenly she grabbed hold of Adelheid by the collar and tie–

	–pulling her into a deep, forceful kiss.

	That instant of dominance, the taste of her tongue– it almost knocked Adelheid senseless.

	When their lips parted, Norn had a grin on her face and some of Adelheid’s lipstick as well.

	“All you need to do is stay by my side and believe in me.” Norn said. “Do you understand?”

	“Y-Yes. Master.” Adelheid said. “I’m yours to command.”

	Norn grin turned into a gentle, praising smile just for her. “Good girl. Let’s get them.”

	

	

	“Master, I don’t understand.”

	Time was of the essence. A combat alert had been put into place. 

	Samoylovych and the Red Baron were already deploying, as well as Petra Chornyi. Selene just had to know whether or not the Jagdkaiser should have a cartridge loaded, other than that she was good to go. Enemy activity was starting to pick up, with the sonar operators picking up the tell-tale sounds of the Pandora’s Box preparing its chutes to deploy Divers. The Antenora was rushing into battle.

	From the hangar, Gertrude Lichtenberg called the bridge to speak to Norn.

	She knew that they did not have a lot of time, but she needed to know why she was being ordered to deploy in the Magellan. Without her acquiescence, the machine had been assigned to her, and its weapons, a 30 mm autocannon ballistic shield and a vibrosword, had been prepared and linked to it. Norn’s crew had beckoned her into the machine– and it nearly caused her panic.

	“I thought this machine was for your own use.” Gertrude asked.

	On a terminal in the hangar, Norn and Adelheid appeared on video seated side-side.

	“Potomac didn’t chain it to my leg.” Norn said. “I’m assigning it to you. It’s an effective piece of equipment and you are more than capable to operate it. Or have you forgotten how to fight for yourself after all these years leading phalanxes of ambulant body armor into battle?”

	Gertrude chafed at the criticism. She knew she couldn’t get offended at Norn, however.

	Trying her best to moderate her tone, she began to reply, “I sought out your assistance–”

	Norn then interrupted immediately. “I’m giving you an opportunity, the best opportunity you will ever have, to rescue princess Elena from those mercenaries. If you truly believe in this endeavor and you want to see it through, then you will take responsibility for it. I never once said that I would go out and personally fight these mercenaries in your stead, Gertrude Lichtenberg.”

	“Master,”

	Gertrude was practically gritting her teeth. Her heart was pounding so hard she felt it right in her veins, the rush of blood to her extremities had become a palpable drumbeat beneath her skin. Her whole body was tense, she felt like she could hardly move or speak. She had assumed that Norn would use her powers to rescue Elena easily from the Pandora’s Box. She had been so sure that she could seize victory if Norn was leading the charge to finally crush that damnable ship once and for all.

	Now her long fantasized victory was thrown into complete chaos.

	“Gertrude,”

	Norn interrupted again. A cruel grin spread across her soft face.

	“Perhaps I am being too harsh. Here is my offer then, Gertrude. Only for you, a precious student, a part of my legacy. I will save Elena von Fueller on the condition that she be turned over to the Fueller family’s stewardship immediately. I will control all of her affairs personally from the moment she returns to this ship. Now if you rescue her, of course, you’ll become her steward.”

	She clapped her hands together with satisfaction, evil red glinting eyes scanning Gertrude.

	Gertrude felt her heart sink.

	All of this time, she had also fantasized about being the sole steward of Elena von Fueller.

	Never once did she think Norn would push the idea of returning her to the Fueller family.

	Norn knew about Gertrude’s deep-seated passion for Elena.

	Gertrude could not lie to her. And Norn had demanded to know when they met. More than anyone, Norn von Fueller understood the lustful covetousness that really drove Gertrude Lichtenberg to action. She knew how much Elena meant to Gertrude and she had already, several times, pulled strings so that Gertrude could inch closer to the storybook ending she desired for her and Elena. For Norn to then make this impossible, cruel “deal” was to say in many, humiliating words that Gertrude had no choice but to deploy and fight instead of Norn. It was to make her command utterly absolute.

	In this single moment, Gertrude’s dreams could crumble right in front of her. All of her work, suffering, sacrifice, all the begging and cheating and the corpses she climbed– for nothing.

	“I am not merely doing this to be cruel to you.” Norn said.

	Her fists closed at her side, Gertrude felt like a child being scolded.

	“You say that master, but this may be the cruelest thing you’ve ever done to me.”

	“I’m giving you a choice, as I’ve always given you.” Norn replied, more coldly.

	Gertrude openly gritted her teeth. “You know this isn’t a choice! You’re manipulating me!”

	“Really? A coattail rider like you, and you believe I’m the one being manipulative?”

	“Master,” Gertrude clapped her hands together. “I’ve always respected you, so please–”

	She was getting ready to beg. Getting ready to drop to her knees right on the video feed.

	“Stop being such a coward, Gertrude! You need to man up, this instant!”

	It was not Norn who spoke then.

	Adelheid interjected suddenly, in a way that completely chilled Gertrude.

	Her eyes looked as imperious as those of Norn herself. A disdainful glare, and sharp words.

	“Don’t you realize how cruel you are being, begging Norn to fight this battle for you?” Adelheid shouted. “Don’t you see the company that puts you in, don’t you see how sound like all of the other evil cowards who only see her as a weapon? Don’t you see that Norn wants to give you the power to take Elena away with you? Gertrude, if you can’t even defeat these mercenaries, can you possibly defend Elena from the Volkisch movement, the Royal Alliance, Veka or Millennia Skarsgaard? How can you survive all the schemes that Norn has shielded you from and continue to be so spineless? Do you want to hide behind other people forever, or do you want to be able to take control of your own damn life?”

	Adelheid practically shouted herself hoarse. There were furious tears in her eyes.

	Gertrude stood speechless. She almost wanted to cry herself– she was so stunned.

	All of the begging and sniveling that she had done to wear her grandiose uniform.

	Not just Norn, but Dreschner, Ingrid, Sieglinde, even Elena herself–

	So many people had rescued her across her life, so she stood half a chance of reaching this moment, of reaching the cusp of having the love of her life in her grasp, where nobody could take her again, where they could finally stand together until death. That storybook ending she wanted ever since she was enchanted by those beautiful indigo eyes as a small child. Gertrude was not so deluded as to think she had ever boasted prodigious personal strength, she knew, acknowledged, that she had begged and scraped and needed intervention and serendipity to survive to where she was and yet–

	She had never felt so seen, so seen and found pathetic, found to be truly what she was.

	Another soul had never struck a blow so chillingly powerful to the edifice of her person.

	And for it to not even be Norn, but Adelheid, that bratty girl perpetually fixed in her orbit.

	For those words to cut as deep and hard as they did. Gertrude was left reeling, shaking.

	She could have taken the scolding if it came from Norn– but Norn hardly made a gesture.

	It had been Adelheid, of all people, who had cut her down to the bone instead.

	Had she been told of this event without experiencing it herself, Gertrude would have laughed.

	Now in the moment all she wanted to do was cry, but she fought back the tears.

	“Thank you Adelheid.” Norn said. “But that’s quite enough. Gertrude, your decision.”

	Even if her heart was full of trepidation, it was impossible to object. Gertrude was trapped.

	All of her rebelliousness was destroyed. Adelheid was completely correct about her.

	Gertrude had run too much, hid too much, begged, and bartered too much by now.

	There was always going to be a battle she would have had to stand and fight through alone.

	She thought when it came she would be prepared for it.

	Instead she was a shuddering mess. In tears, her skin shaking over cold-feeling flesh.

	Pathetic. She was pathetic, powerless, useless, a coward, a craven half-wit schemer–

	“Gertrude, I need you to do this.” Norn pressed her. “But more than that: you need it too.”

	Gertrude raised a shaking salute. Norn and Adelheid were right. 

	She needed to do this. There was nobody to champion her. Gertrude had to fight herself.

	“Gertrude Lichtenberg, deploying in the SF-07 Magellan.” She said.

	Steeling herself to put on the most dignified response that she could muster.

	“Good. Show them your strength, High Inquisitor.” Norn said.

	Gertrude bowed her head and severed the connection. When she turned her back on the terminal, her cape fluttering behind her, feeling the weight of the black and gold uniform and the tall hat on her head, Gertrude felt like nothing so much as an imposter. She had been exposed and could no longer run away. All she could was convince the world that she had any power at all in her own self.

	

	

	Maryam Karahailos stepped off the elevator to the Brigand’s upper deck with her hands behind her back, her head bowed, and the chromatophores in her skin and hair dull and dark. She felt her brain fog over with worry, her skin feeling tight with tension. The Brigand was embroiled in a dangerous situation, and her beloved Sonya had taken charge of her unit and deployed for battle. Watching them go, even a girl as supernaturally gifted as her felt completely helpless and useless in this situation.

	When it came to fighting a battle like this, the Apostle of Air was completely useless!

	She did not want to trouble Sonya, so she did not insist on staying in the hangar.

	Soon as Sonya got ready to leave, they briefly held hands, and Maryam made for the bridge.

	“As long as you’re safe, I’ll have peace of mind.” Sonya said.

	“You’ll definitely come back, right?”

	“Of course. I still have a lot to learn from you.”

	Their final exchange, out of earshot, before Sonya told her to depart and ran to the mecha.

	Maryam sighed deeply.

	She had spent so much time with Sonya lately, it had been such a blessing!

	Now she was gone, and Maryam might never– no she couldn’t even contemplate that!

	It broke her heart to even consider it!

	Moping to herself, she ambled without enthusiasm down the hall.

	She stumbled upon a commotion.

	Out in the middle of the hall, someone had been set down on the floor. There was a woman looming over her on the ground — that doctor with the colorful hair, Kappel. Alongside her were the two women Sonya had introduced to Maryam last night: Illya Rostova and Valeriya Peterburg. As soon as Maryam approached, Valeriya seemed to notice, and immediately lifted her mask over her nose. 

	She tugged gently on Illya’s sleeve and pointed behind them at Maryam.

	“Run along to the bridge, we don’t want too many people getting in the way here.”

	Illya was firm but not brusque. Maryam had not intended to stay in the hall but–

	She noticed the blue hair and blood-soaked white coat of the woman in Kappel’s care.

	Euphrates– no, Doctor Euphemia Rontgen, she was calling herself.

	On the floor, unresponsive save for recurring bloody coughing, streams of blood down her nose, convulsions infrequent enough that they startled Maryam as she stared. Her eyes were blank, like the cold gaze of a corpse. Kappel had brought her out to the hall, took her pulse, checked her breathing, injected her with a drug, but she seemed helpless to provide first aid in this situation.

	“She’s breathing, heart’s normal, the portable scanner shows nothing ruptured.”

	Maryam stared in confusion. People spoke but the voices made no sense to her.

	All of the blood, and the way her body would sometimes jump without stimuli, it was surreal, the smell of bloody iron and gauze, but not just that, not just the physical things– all around Euphrates a black cloud thicker and denser and darker than any Maryam had ever seen shrouded her until her physical body seemed almost an outline beneath its fog. Death, death, death, death was everywhere, the smell of rot, the texture of flayed flesh, the taste of blood, it clung slick like slime to the body and yet–

	–she wasn’t dead. Was she? She couldn’t have been.

	Maryam could vaguely see the sinewy outer edges of her aura.

	Not dissipating from distance to the body, but reaching out, flowing.

	The Aether Current– all of that darkness was spilling out into the aether current.

	Maryam realized that Euphrates’ condition must have had to do with psionics, but–

	“Hey, aren’t you going to the bridge? We don’t want people loitering around.”

	Illya, clearly nervous at the unnatural sight playing out behind her.

	“I– I’m sorry. I’ll keep going. It’s– it’s a lot of blood. Sorry.”

	“I get it. The Captain and the Commissar are awaiting you.” Illya said gently.

	Maryam did not know how to feel and what she should do.

	Euphrates had been a teacher of sorts to her, a mentor. Self-described and self-imposed.

	She felt a sense of great trepidation when she found “Euphemia” embroiling herself in the Brigand’s affairs. They acknowledged their familiarity in front of the Captain and the crew but did not reveal the truth about their association. Euphrates was an Immortal of the Sunlight Foundation, a conspiratorial group that Maryam had joined and briefly worked within — all Apostles held a high and respected rank in the group, even if they did not want to, so Maryam found refuge with them.

	While Euphrates taught her many things about herself and about psionics–

	Maryam could not help but hate the selfish way that she behaved. To believe that you were helping the world solely by advancing knowledge and technology, but that the ethical response to conflict was to retreat from the world and hide your knowledge and technology from them; it was anathema to everything Maryam wanted to accomplish in the world. She could not abide any of it.

	So if Euphrates was dying, what should Maryam do? How should she have reacted?

	Mourned? Seethed? Intervened?

	Maybe the world would have been better without Euphrates in it.

	With a deep breath followed by a heavy sigh, Maryam started walking past the scene.

	And stopped right beside Doctor Kappel, fists shaking at her sides.

	“I– I can help!” Maryam shouted suddenly, unable to abandon her gentle nature.

	Doctor Kappel looked up at her, blinking with confusion. She fiddled absentmindedly with some of her blue hair and got some blood on it. Behind her, Illya looked annoyed and Valeriya turned the other way to avoid the scene. The doctor looked pale as a ghost, practically in tears, her hands were shaking on the portable medical computer in her fingers. “Maryam Karahailos? How can you possibly–?”

	“Please don’t ask me about what I’m about to do! I’ll explain everything later!”

	Maryam dropped to her knees next to Euphrates’ body and held out her hands.

	Her eyes felt hot, and she pushed her senses out to the air around her.

	Just as she had shown Shalikova before a globe of air gathered quickly in her hands–

	–and then dispersed.

	Illya’s, Kappel’s and Valeriya’s hair blew suddenly as if there was a strong breeze.

	All of them watched, dumbfounded, as the air became a visible glow around Euphrates.

	Molecular Control.

	Air seeped its way through Euphrates’ skin, into the tissues, sinews, into the blood.

	Her gentle touch glided over wounds, through spilled blood and ruptured vessels.

	While Maryam’s intellect and will traveled through the muscles, to the marrow, to the brain.

	She caught the briefest glimpse, the most fleeting intimation of Euphrates’ intentions.

	Norn von Fueller– Somewhere Euphrates was dueling the mighty Apostle of Ice–

	Her body was here, however, in great, roaring agony–

	As she tried to sew back tissues that bled indefinitely, as she tried to mend bones that broke forever and muscles that tore repeatedly, Maryam realized suddenly why Euphrates’ body was not dying. Life blossomed inside of her abnormal body every time a cell met death, like a big bang of genetic rebirth recreating the universe of Euphrates with every stroke against her skin and every twist against her bones. She was like a cancer infinitely fed of herself, and Maryam could hardly comprehend where the energy came from to sustain her. She realized in an instant how vastly old and hurt this body was.

	Glimpsing for less than a second the thousand-year history of Euphrates–

	From Maryam’s gentle lips ripped a wail of agony.

	She fell back from Euphrates’ body, from Kappel and Illya who tried to reach out to her, shuddering and shaking on the floor with the horror of understanding. Her head felt split open with pain, and she held herself as if trying to squeeze numb all of the burning in her sinews. Even for an Apostle, where she had delved, what she had touched, memories of cells with infinitely long telomeres–

	Psionic feedback ripped through Maryam’s entire body. She was not powerful enough!

	“Maryam! Oh my god–!”

	Illya rushed to the side of the girl clearly in pain, tearing open a plastic-bagged first aid kit–

	Suddenly everything began to shake.

	That first aid kit hit the floor and the security officers nearly fell with it.

	Dr. Kappel grit her teeth and clung on to a handhold in the wall near the Bridge door.

	Lights flashed in and out in the hallways for a few seconds before stabilizing.

	“It’s started!” Valeriya said.

	“Shit. This one’s going to be really serious huh?” Illya replied.

	She helped Maryam to settle on her side and injected her with a punch tube from the first aid kit. Psionic feedback was already subsiding, and the painkillers flooding Maryam’s body had little to do with it, but she felt her head clearing and peace returning. Those instant, eldritch images that had terrorized her neurons for a split second were gone save for the leftover anxious tension under her skin. The world, which was still spinning around her, overcome with disorienting color as she lost control, came into sharper focus, slowly, like a picture on a faulty screen coaxed into mechanical clarity.

	“Maryam, please say something. Shalikova’s already upset enough with me as it is.”

	Illya laid a comforting hand on Maryam’s shoulder, as if nudging her back to life.

	Joined by Valeriya, who knelt beside Illya and offered her own silent support.

	Maryam promised not to make trouble– she tried her best to sit up and acknowledge them.

	She thought of saying something but– It was not Maryam who raised her voice to speak.

	From the lips of the presumed corpse came the smallest, weakest of pleas–

	“Tigris– please–”

	“She’s speaking?! Security, call Syracuse, we may be able to move her to operations now!”

	Doctor Kappel looked as shocked as she was elated to see a sign of consciousness.

	Euphemia Rontgen– no, Euphrates, slowly sat up, trying to speak.

	Through a trickle of blood and vomit escaping from her throat.

	With eyes glowing bright red, tears steaming into wisps of vapor as they were shed.

	She reached out to the sleeve on Kappel’s coat and tugged weakly on it.

	“Theresa– Tigris– please bring her–”

	“Tigris? God help me, what is happening on this ship?” Kappel whimpered.

	In that instant, there was another sudden quake all along the ship again as if in answer.

	

	

	“Don’t try to be a hero. Stay in the back and offer fire support. You got that?”

	Shalikova was unused to being the tough CO in a group. She was almost always the quiet workhorse who did everything she was ordered to do without objections. So it felt strange to be in the position of having to tell a contrite Aiden Ahwalia that he was on the team, for now, and that he was going out into battle. And then to have to try her best to smash down the glint he got in his eyes after.

	“Of course. Of course.” He said. “Thank you for the opportunity.”

	“You really shouldn’t be happy we’re in this position.” Shalikova sighed.

	Behind her, the deployment chutes for Khadija and Valya were being drained. Both of them had gone out first. A wise decision– Khadija would have certainly had something to say about Aiden’s inclusion. She was hopefully professional enough not to complain once Aiden was actually outside with them. It was a dreadful situation to be in. Two of their most accomplished pilots in their last sortie were out of the fight, and the enemy was likely to be armed to the teeth. These weren’t just going to be patrolmen haphazardly thrown into battle. The Antenora was the Fueller flagship, part of the former ruling dynasty.

	Shalikova imagined royal knights who trained constantly to protect the imperial family.

	Complete opposite of the ragtag group she was working with.

	But all she could do was believe; believe in her comrades and do her best.

	Murati would have said something like that.

	She would have also had a more complicated plan, perhaps.

	“Our goal will be to distract the enemy while the Strelkannon gets into position. Between the Strelkannon’s anti-ship package and the Brigand’s weapons we should be able to overwhelm the Cruiser. If we can’t sink it, we’ll hopefully do enough damage to force a rout. You need to be ready to retreat at any point we find an opportunity to run. You got that? Don’t be a hero, Aiden.”

	“Don’t worry about me! I won’t do anything foolish.” Aiden said.

	His tone was much more compliant. 

	Not only because he was finally getting what he wanted and being allowed to pilot, but likely also because of the beating he took and the subsequent dressing down from the Security Chief. He had a bruised neck and a bandage on his forehead where Valeriya had stricken him. Nothing broken, nothing he couldn’t sleep off. Otherwise Shalikova would not have had any reserve pilots to draw upon now, except maybe asking if Valeriya and Illya could be lent to her from security. 

	She knew those two could pilot well.

	“You’ll be with her.” Shalikova said. “But you follow my orders, understand?”

	Beside the spare Strelok which had been assigned to Aiden, Marina’s S.E.A.L was set up on a gantry. It was a little rounder than a Strelok here and there, attesting to the Republic’s higher capability in precise machining, with rounded off edges and a beveled, semi-oblong body. They attached the backpack lower, and the entire mass was just a bit squatter in profile. This was the legacy of the combat data which had been given by the Union to the republic. They made a slightly prettier and stockier Strelok.

	It would do as well enough as any of their machines in the right hands.

	Shalikova would just have to trust Marina McKennedy’s skill too.

	When Marina appeared, Shalikova took Aiden to her side for a quick introduction.

	“McKennedy, this is Aiden Ahwalia, he’ll be providing fire support for you.” She said.

	Aiden waved half-heartedly.

	Marina nodded her head. “Okay, I’ll paint targets if I need him to coordinate.”

	“Good call. Aiden, shoot what she’s shooting at, and we’ll get through this.”

	Shalikova patted Aiden in the back, trying to be a bit chummy.

	Murati did that sort of thing much better– she couldn’t help but compare herself.

	She then hurried back to the Cheka, set up next to the Strelkannon, ready to deploy.

	On either shoulder, the Strelkannon was set up with a six-slot rack for 88 mm light torpedoes.

	Rybolovskaya would in addition be deploying with a 50 mm high velocity cannon.

	This was essentially a Diver “sniper rifle,” firing supercavitating two-stage projectiles.

	But because the Diver and its pilot could hardly “see” to the full range of this weapon, it would be up to Shalikova or the rest of the team to paint digital targets for the Strelkannon to fire upon. They had all been equipped with laser effectors on their Diver’s gauntlets for this purpose. They could also use these to help guide the torpedoes she would be firing. Their entire gambit was based around supporting this one platform. Murati might’ve balked at having such a stark failure point.

	Murati was not here, however.

	Shalikova was doing her best with the weapons and tactics she knew. This kind of thing was bread and butter for pilots, but the Academy must’ve taught it to her because it was effective.

	Right? She wished the little nagging voice in her head was more supportive.

	She raised a thumbs up to Rybolovskaya, who nodded and descended into her cockpit.

	Shalikova then started to climb into her own.

	Murati’s Cheka was quite an imposing monument in the hangar, at least for Shalikova’s eyes. Climbing onto its dark painted body, subsuming herself in that sleek, modern hull, it put into stark relief that she was being asked to take on far more responsibility than she ever had. For years she had been piloting Streloks as a cadet and then as arguably a professional. This design bore resemblances to the mecha she had been piloting all of this time, but it represented the turning of an era also. This machine, if the Union survived long enough, would probably supplant all of the machines Shalikova piloted.

	Just as she, and Murati, and all of them, were being asked to follow in the footsteps of the previous generation of the Union’s warriors and ultimately supersede them. Khadija was among the Brigand’s pilots, sure, but other than her, Shalikova felt, for maybe the first time, the absence of veterans, of the old revolutionaries, and the placing of weight on her slender shoulders alone. When Murati could not lead them, she had been chosen instead. A mere girl barely into her twenties.

	ISU-100 Cheka. For the workers’ revolution!

	Shalikova closed the cockpit and watched the Diver’s computer boot up.

	A thousand generations reside in you.

	That was the final part of the boot-up message before her cameras came online.

	“You don’t have to keep reminding me.” She mumbled.

	She took in a deep breath and let it out. She grabbed hold of her control sticks.

	In the absence of that tenacious generation which brought liberty to the Nectaris Ocean, it would simply have to be her and her peers who continued the fight for freedom. There was no one else here that could protect the Brigand, and she would be damned if she let everything fall on poor Khadija, who had suffered so much, and Murati, who was always throwing herself in death’s way for them.

	For Zasha’s sake too. She– she didn’t die for nothing.

	“Big sis– the road we chose just keeps getting more treacherous, huh?”

	Shalikova put a hand to her heart, and for the first time in a long time–

	–remembered Zasha’s face, her words, her encouragement, without crying.

	For her sake. Shalikova had to be soldier Zasha dreamed of being but could never become.

	To protect the work of all of those generations who resided in her–

	–and now, she who resided in Shalikova too.

	Below her, the engineers released the Cheka from its gantry and unlocked the power plant.

	She hefted up her rifle and stowed a folding sword and a grenade on her magnetic strip.

	The voice that left her lips was stronger and firmer than she could’ve imagined.

	“ISU-100 Cheka, Sonya Shalikova! Deploying!”

	When she dropped into the water, her hands were at the controls, her eyes on the cameras.

	Her initial fear and trepidation left her as the ocean surrounded her hull.

	“How is it looking out here?”

	Beneath the ship, Khadija and Valya had been standing guard, moving just enough to keep up with the Brigand as it began to turn in on the Antenora’s flank from over a kilometer away. The Strelkannon dropped down with her, and Aiden’s Strelok along with Marina’s SEAL dropped shortly after. Shalikova synced the final up to date algorithmic prediction of the surroundings that she would get to her dive computer and cameras, getting a sense of the terrain beneath and the waters around them. 

	She noted the position of Zachikova’s drone near the ocean floor below, trailed closely by the Leviathan she had discovered. They would be connecting to the drone for laser communication and alternate sonar positioning, since the drone had a complete sonar kit and their Divers did not possess one.

	“They’re starting to make a move.” Khadija said over the acoustic comms.

	Shalikova adjusted herself to face the Antenora’s direction.

	Advanced soundwave detection from the drone’s instruments passed to her computer, alerting her that there was indeed movement from underneath the Antenora, and the general direction of the movement. A tight formation was headed their way. All around her the ocean was murky, brown dust floating in near black waters, but she could trust the instruments to see where her eyes could never.

	“Form up around the Strelkannon. I’ll take the lead– Marina and Aiden hold the rear!”

	“Aye aye!” came the voices on the communicator.

	Like a cluster of missiles hurtling out from beneath the ship, the Brigand’s divers charged out into the open water to intersect their counterparts. Positional data from the drone sent and received with a slight delay every few seconds, and at the speed they were moving they would find and confront the enemy group in forty or so seconds. Shalikova took the lead, Khadija and Valya beside her.

	The Cheka was a dream to pilot, completely smooth, responsive, fast.

	She must have had at least eight knots advantage on the Strelok.

	I can do this–

	“One of them is breaking off! I’m intercepting!”

	Seconds later, Aiden suddenly swerved away from the formation.

	“Aiden, what? Stop right now!”

	Shalikova chastised him, then received the update from the drone.

	One of the enemy mecha had torn away from their formation too.

	It was clearly a trick! They didn’t know what kind of enemy it was!

	“Don’t chase after it! Aiden! God damn it!”

	“That little fucking worm! He’s going to get slaughtered!” Khadija cursed.

	“Khadija, quiet and take the lead! I’ll go after him!”

	Shalikova tore from the lead of the formation and charged to the flank as well.

	There was no objection. She was the squad leader and they had their orders.

	She was furious but she couldn’t let Aiden be killed no matter how foolish he was acting!

	Once they got back she would punch him in his stupid nose, but for now she had to save him.

	Aiden had quickly vanished into the marine fog, but Shalikova could catch up. The Cheka was faster than his Strelok. She could still create an opportunity if she could take out the enemy’s flanker with Aiden and then turn this stunt into their own flanking attack. In mere seconds the battle would be joined by the main group, so as she hurtled into the open ocean at their left flank, Shalikova kept the time in her head and prepared her weapons, knowing that she would soon catch a glimpse of the enemy–

	“AHH–!”

	A guttural, horrified scream from Aiden sounded through the communicator.

	Outlines came into view through the biomass and the dark waters lit only by floodlights.

	It happened in an instant–

	Horns, a great dark body like a demon, claws, and shimmering, evil red eyes.

	Aiden’s assault rifle floated down toward the seafloor with the Strelok’s hand attached.

	Firing into nothingness as the hand was severed before he could attack.

	He swung his sword at the demon but its glowing claw seized his entire arm.

	When he screamed Shalikova could hear the wailing alert sounds from inside his cockpit.

	His arm tore off along with the water intakes adjacent to the joint, causing his hydrojets to seize up, and the demon let the mass of his machine float uselessly away as if it was done playing with the carcass. Its horns glowed with a rainbow gradient that trailed across the body like faint outlines of the veins beneath skin. Shalikova saw dark armor and a snout-like head, felt the palpable heft of its body–

	No, not its body. Not anything physical. Those waves were coming from the pilot.

	Around her was a mass of red and black color with a spreading band of purple.

	Furious killing intent and a sense of warrior’s pride.

	Shalikova’s eyes drew wide and her breathing caught. She raised her assault rifle.

	She could hear a laugh– a girl’s uproarious laughter at her own superiority.

	Her eyes, even through the water and the machines, she thought she could see–

	–a girl like her? Long-haired, golden-eyed, in a pilot’s bodysuit, too young–

	Oh? What’s this? Another helpless rat took a wrong turn in the maze?

	Shalikova blinked, and the machine turned and charged as if propelled by billowing cloak of water.

	In the next instant, the clawed metal horror descended on her quicker than its bulk suggested.

	She reacted with alacrity, drawing back, avoiding the first attack of the enormous, vibrating, superheated claws. Opening the vortex of destruction which inexorably drew the currents of these generational peers. Out of every possible enemy released from the bowels of the Fueller flagship’s collection of monsters, Shalikova had now come face to face with a terror that shook the deeps with its alien power.

	The Antenora’s Jagdkaiser Type I fixed its eyes and those of Selene Anahid on Shalikova’s own.

	

	

	 


8.10

	“Khadija al-Shajara, Strelok ‘I~bis’, deploying!”

	Setting her jaw and shoulders stiff so as to not betray a bit of a shake as she dropped.

	She was an old hat at this– she was not about to let the situation scare her.

	There was an altogether different feeling than the last time she deployed, however. 

	Back then, she had been so prepared to die, to do anything to throw her life at her enemy like a fireball that would engulf everything, including herself. Now, as her camera feed transitioned from the metal of the deployment chute to the misty water of the Nectaris, her enemy hidden somewhere in the thickness of the marine fog and the darkness of the deep sea, she could not help a bit of anxiety.

	It was so much more difficult to live than to die.

	Her whole body still ached from days and days of training, but it would ache regardless.

	She was old. Something always ached.

	Her fingers around the sticks ached, her ankles ached as she pushed them down on the pedals, her back was hurting, the back of her neck hurt, her shoulders throbbed, the muscles on her chest and belly. The muscles connecting her ears to her head hurt, her tail hurt where it attached to her lower back. And yet those fingers effortlessly guided her way, those feet exerted graceful control of her thrust, and she sat on the chair not hunched and half-broken but upright and proud. She was ready to fight.

	As soon as Squadron 114’s formation began to move she could already feel the improvements that had been made to this Strelok over the basic model. Khadija had rejected the machine at first, because part of her advantage was the intimate knowledge she had over every movement an ordinary Strelok could make, and this allowed her to be precise — but that wily Shalikova knew how to get to her.

	“If you don’t take my machine I’ll give it to Aiden Ahwalia.” She said.

	Incredible. What an evil-minded little girl– Khadija had no choice but to accept it.

	Thankfully it was not so different from a Strelok that it hindered Khadija’s piloting style.

	The weight distribution was similar, control response exactly the same, it was like piloting a Strelok but getting more from it. Khadija could tell immediately she could push it harder, she could get more thrust and get it quicker, she could make slightly tighter corrections due to the improved hydrodynamics. She tested here and there as the formation charged out into the ocean, quickly getting a feel for it.

	Then–

	“That little fucking worm!”

	Shalikova went after Aiden Ahwalia after he brazenly took off from the formation.

	Leaving her to lead it temporarily. Khadija hardly wanted that responsibility–

	And she would not have it for long.

	Seconds after Shalikova split off from the group, the 114th Diver Squadron caught their first glimpses of the incoming enemy. Four enemy figures appeared shrouded in the marine fog. Probing fire flew from both sides, rifle rounds briefly lighting the pitch black ocean, vapor bubbles blossoming randomly where each side last saw the enemy. Both groups broke through each other, momentarily seeing each other in plain sight as they sped past each other. Different machines then split off to probe different angles of attack, some sweeping up, some dropping down. Khadija tried to make out the models–

	In that instant, Khadija caught sight of that mecha once again.

	And this time, it was painted red, as if begging for her acknowledgment.

	That new Diver model that had fought in defense of the Iron Lady.

	Her computer had wanted to label it a Jagd before, but they had come to name this model after its pilot, Red Baron, when they updated the data on their predictors. Its triangular body plan resembled the Jagd, but it was sturdier, with swept pauldron shoulders, a helmeted humanoid head, thicker arms and legs. Unlike the hyper-aggressive Jagd built only for raw speed and close combat, the Red Baron could have replaced the Volker as a sturdy main-line grunt unit, in the same way as the Cheka was likely to replace the Strelok. It was archetype of a new generation; a new body to vanguard the imperial cause.

	Clad in striking red, it looked ever more like Khadija’s recollection of her old arch-enemy.

	“Valya, stick to Rybolovskaya and command her fire! I’m going after the break-aways!”

	“Ma’am–? Are you passing me lead?”

	“Yes! Go!”

	Those were the last words of leadership that Khadija issued over the squadron’s communications before she rushed full ahead after the Red Baron. Following that red shadow up into the thickening marine fog, firing her assault rifle at the figure who immediately took her up on the offer to dance. Valya would have to contend with the rest. Khadija always knew this time would come, sooner or later.

	Shalikova was nearly killed by her, Murati too. It could only be her who put an end to this history.

	I’m the only one who can stop her. She’ll run circles around the rest of them.

	The Red Baron thrust higher up the water table and Khadija gave chase.

	Both of them breaking off from their formations, leaving their squadrons behind.

	Khadija kept her main camera trained on the Red Baron, her eyes fixed on even the slightest movement by the machine. She fired one-handed from the chest in semi-automatic mode, one shot per one trigger pull, the Red Baron skillfully sweeping from side to side to avoid the explosions of the 37 mm rounds. In turn the Red Baron fired her own rifle behind herself and forced Khadija to dodge in the same way. 

	In the net neither gained nor was able to escape from the other, and the two Divers appeared like opposing poles spiraling within a cylinder of their own making, vapor bubbles from stray explosions foaming in their wake. Dancing as they had danced before, each a mirror of the other.

	It was not that either of them was an excellent or inept marksman.

	Rather they were so equal to each other’s skill and their equipment too near performance.

	Khadija knew that this dance could not last, and her counterpart must have known also.

	This was a distraction, buying time, making space, probing, trying to find an advantage.

	Two masked killers in the final ballroom, watching each other dance with hidden knives.

	It’ll be decided in melee. We both came up in a time where melee decided these fights.

	She was ready to take up the sword at any second–

	Drifting perhaps a hundred or two hundred meters above the battle below–

	When suddenly a cloud of bubbles blew into her and blinded her.

	The Red Baron had run an emergency routine and blown oxygen through her jets.

	Doing so stalled her, but she fluidly executed a complete turn out of the stall–

	Attacking through the cover of the cloud to forestall retaliation.

	Khadija recognized it as a ploy and pulled everything back with her front leg verniers.

	Throwing herself down and to one side as a wave of renewed gunfire swept past her.

	She began trading fire back as the Red Baron tried to circle her with the trigger pressed down.

	Lines of supercavitating shells cut through the water between them at near intersecting angles–

	Still moving as opposing poles–

	but the circle they formed began to tighten–

	in a brief instant within the dance of evasion and counterfire–

	Khadija realized first that she was within range of a charge.

	Holding her rifle in front of her chest like a shield, Khadija threw herself at the Red Baron with abandon.

	Through a series of explosions the size of human bodies, spreading wildly around her–

	Bits of metal sheared off her shoulder, arm and leg plates–

	She burst through the fire and smoke with a defiant battle cry.

	Everything happened too fast for any aiming and shooting, so it became a show of dumb blunt force at arm’s reach. Boosting herself into the Red Baron’s attacks, Khadija turned a close range shootout into a melee. Swinging the broad side of her assault rifle like a battering ram, she smashed the Red Baron’s rifle, forcing the digits to release lest they be ripped from the hand and tossing the weapon aside.

	Disarmed of her rifle, the Red Baron drew and dodged back in one stroke.

	Khadija dodged back in turn, avoiding the wild counterslash of the hastily drawn vibroblade.

	Now I have you.

	Instead of drawing her sword in return she grabbed and threw a grenade.

	Between the two of them an enormous shockwave spread from a growing bubble of hot gases.

	The Red Baron, awaiting a melee, beat a full retreat from the ensuing explosion.

	Parts of her own armor tore off from the push and pull of the blast and her own escape.

	Khadija, dashing down apart from her, created a gap of two dozen meters between them.

	Now it was a proper shootout again and she had the advantage.

	She still had a working assault rifle in hand and her target was in a vulnerable position.

	Thrown off by the shockwave, dashing back in a panic, The Red Baron was lit up in her sights–

	Tasting blood Khadija pulled the trigger–

	Click.

	Her empty magazine immediately detached from the AK-96 having been fired empty.

	It’s always something.

	She immediately, desperately reached for a new magazine but–

	About forty meters away, on the edge of visibility, the Red Baron suddenly stopped moving.

	Sword drawn but pointed aside, her mecha posed like a regal knight suspended in the water.

	An invitation to a formal duel, perhaps. Or a call to parley. 

	Both had been bloodied to an even degree, each attack had been perfectly answered.

	Out of a sense of pride, Khadija acquiesced and tuned her communicator to the liaison channel used during the old war. There she heard the voice of the Red Baron, cutting in: “we’ll both die for–”

	“Come again you miserable lout? I want to hear your last words clearly.” Khadija taunted.

	“I am saying, if we keep fighting, I’m confident that we’ll both die for nothing.”

	“You’ll be the only one dying if you have such little confidence in yourself.”

	“We need to stop fighting. I’m not the only monster on my side. We’ll all kill each other without reason.”

	“I have plenty of reason to reduce you to ground lamb in your cockpit.”

	Khadija thought she heard a sigh, maybe even a sob, crackling over the low quality audio.

	“You are the Lion of Cascabel. Why must we keep fighting? Both of our lives ended twenty years ago.”

	Even with how distorted the channel was, Khadija still thought she felt the emotion in that voice. 

	She was no longer so shocked to hear it, she understood that the Red Baron was a human being, that they were both flesh and blood and not just machines when they fought each other in the past. Now she found herself facing another revelation. There were humans who though flesh and blood made themselves machines, cold and ruthless, remorseless, murder incarnate. Even if she could believe the Red Baron was human, Khadija conceived of her as inhuman in this way, in order to keep hating her.

	This woman was challenging that notion. All of that emotion in her voice, almost uncontrollable.

	“If only I had never met that damned woman, we could have left everything in the past.”

	This girl who sounded like she would cry over the acoustic communicator–

	Could she possibly be the same Red Baron? But if she called her The Lion, then she knew.

	And with the way she fought, it couldn’t possibly be anyone else.

	But now Khadija was thinking to herself: how did I imagine this confrontation would transpire?

	Khadija responded almost out of impulse. “If you are afraid to die, then surrender to me!”

	Surrender? That those words came out of her mouth at all only signified how pathetic the Red Baron sounded to her, tone a prostration, a bowed head, and slack shoulders before Khadija. When she thought of her she no longer thought of an iron pillar full of blades dressed in a grey uniform. There were the features of a girl forming in Khadija’s mind, despite the fact that they were nearly the same age.

	“Lion, since we last fought, our time has been frozen in Cascabel. You and I are the same.” She said, her voice almost cracking again. “Our paths are set into stone. We can neither change the past nor can we alter the future. There is no possible way that us meeting again, can end in anything but our mutual deaths. I know we will find some way to kill one another. We fought in a ruthless age, out of desperation. Now we are meeting with the weight of our pasts on our shoulders. We will both die here the same.”

	Khadija clutched her fingers tight against the control sticks. She felt pain, frustration, anger.

	How dare this woman come to her with this childish sophistry?

	When all Khadija wanted was a snickering evil monster to kill! To put behind them that rotten past!

	“I gave you an alternative! Surrender! If you have remorse then put down your weapons!”

	There was that word again. Surrender. 

	There was a brief pause– then the Red Baron’s voice became void of emotion. That voice and the words that it spoke finally sounded like an old and embittered soul, rather than a scared, weepy little girl. She felt she could see a face like her own now, eyes staring into the distance, ears ringing with death.

	“It’s impossible for me to make amends to you. I can’t surrender– what would I even do?”

	Khadija smiled bitterly to herself. “So be it, Red Baron. We can only kill each other then.”

	For a moment Khadija stewed in how much she hated that in her mind’s eye, the Red Baron’s face was coming to resemble her own. In total silence, she tried hard to put the image out of her mind.

	Then they raised their weapons, engaged their hydrojets, and resumed the dance of death.

	

	

	I’ve let too many fucking people die. Too many. I can’t– I can’t fucking lose her too.

	“Marina McKennedy, Soldier of Enterprise and Liberty: deploying!”

	Leda, if you’re watching over me, give us a miracle.

	Marina McKennedy considered herself an absolutely middling Diver pilot.

	Nevertheless, she was useless inside of the ship during a naval battle, and the communists needed absolutely every gun they could put out into the water right now even if they didn’t realize it. God only knew why they weren’t throwing everyone they could possibly get in a suit out with them, they had like eighteen of the fucking things aboard didn’t they? Some misplaced sense of ethics? Marina did not fucking know. All she could do was throw her own body too with everyone else willing. There was no use trying to change how they operated at the last second. She just had to nut up and fight.

	Taking a deep breath, remembering all the times she scraped by on the skin of her teeth.

	She had been shot, blown up, stabbed, tied up and whipped, had a knife put to her cock–

	Going out in a Diver was good clean fun compared to all of her previous escapades. 

	Somehow, she was starting to psyche herself up a bit. These commies had beaten the Iron Lady before, against all odds. Maybe if anyone could Norn a black eye it was these brainwashed fools.

	“McKennedy.”

	Once she got out into the water, she received a transmission from the ship.

	It was the Chief of the Brigand’s mechanics, Galina Lebedova, on the main video feed.

	A fairly big lady with a pretty face; soft-cheeked, long hair in a braid– god those shoulders, those arms though, the sleeveless overalls really flattered her. Not an unwelcome sight whatsoever.

	“We haven’t touched your weapons, but we don’t have any Republic supplies aboard, so we had to ferrostitch some extra magazines for your rifle based on the spare you brought aboard. Don’t expect them to be flawless, but they’ll fit, and they have thirty rounds of Union 37 mm loaded in.”

	“Copy. I can’t say anything but thanks to that — I’d be fucked with just one mag out here. Say, Chief, when I get back can we get a coffee together? No one’s properly shown me around this boat yet.”

	Lebedova smiled a little but shut off the video in response.

	“Worth a try.” Marina said to herself.

	Beneath the ship, she formed up around the Brigand’s other Divers, awaiting orders.

	Once they sallied forth she quickly got the hang of piloting her S.E.A.L. again.

	Movement was probably her strong suit. She had used this S.E.A.L. on a few infiltrations.

	All of them leading up to Vogelheim.

	It’s not going to be a cock-up like that again. I won’t let it turn out that way.

	All of this was for Elena. Even if she’d fucked up communicating that to her thus far.

	“I can’t die regretting how I left things off with her.”

	Last time they looked each other in the eyes, Elena had completely broken down. Marina herself had been in bad shape. She could barely remember what happened afterward, but it was an awful, hurtful confrontation. Since then they avoided one another. She thought eventually Elena would come around but maybe that was gutless of her. She had to come back and actually show she cared.

	“There’s too much you’d leave undone if you died, Marina McKennedy.”

	She smiled bitterly to herself, her reflection in one of the dark screens.

	She looked so tired.

	As much as she sometimes wanted to join Leda and Bethany and be in peace–

	Marina had to see this through. Everything was for Elena. Everything left of her.

	This must have been what it was like, being a parent.

	Having a commitment you couldn’t just walk away from when it was inconvenient.

	She had not been thinking too much about the formation until the Ahwalia kid ran off–

	Then everything went into a tailspin. The squad leader ran off, the Shimii started yelling–

	“I thought you commies were supposed to be disciplined?!”

	Marina hardly had time to ask who was in charge when the enemy finally appeared.

	In an uncanny turn the enemy formation was much like theirs. Two close combat mecha, one strange silvery-white unit, formed up around a Volkannon with a sniper rifle that was lagging behind them. The instant that the two sides saw the very faintest outline of each other, targeting computers lit up with warnings and assault rifle fire saturated the battlefield, creating a brief chaos. The Shimii communist ran off to chase a gaudy red unit on the other side– but the Union formation remained tighter than the enemy, who split off in every direction as if probing the flanks or trying to encircle them–

	Marina tried to cling tight to the Katarran with the Strelkannon to guard against that–

	Until she realized that one enemy unit had just charged right past them.

	Heading straight for the Brigand.

	“Shit! They’re not flanking, one’s going for the ship!”

	It was that silver-white unit!

	Marina hardly had time to communicate any further before she reacted.

	Leaving Valya behind with the Strelkannon, Marina took off after the unidentified unit.

	Their plan wouldn’t matter if the enemy took out the Brigand and stranded them–

	–and killed Elena along with them.

	“I’m going after it!”

	“Huh?”

	Ignoring the cry from Valya Lebedova, Marina launched herself in full pursuit.

	Her head was pounding. You’re no good at this. That’s a new model. You’ll die.

	You’ll die.

	There was too much left to do to die now.

	But if Elena was hurt it would all be meaningless, all of it.

	Leda.

	Bethany.

	They all poured their love into Elena. Everything they did was not just for each other.

	Marina still had that unfulfilled promise to free Elena from Konstantin von Fueller.

	So Marina leaned into her sticks and slammed her pedals down with all her might.

	And the S.E.A.L. took off with all the thrust of its jets and boosters to gain on the enemy.

	A wild barrage of fully automatic fire blazed from its M480 assault rifle, launching 37 mm bullets that cut the gap between the silver-white enemy and Marina in an instant, bursting into vapor bubbles in a chaotic pattern around the enemy diver and forcing it to acknowledge pursuit. It fired its own rifle from around its flank, backwards, but Marina easily avoided the counterfire and pressed her attack.

	Her reticle danced around the aiming screen, the yellow targeting box around the enemy unit beginning to turn red, a proximity alert blaring as Marina neared and neared. She reloaded her gun and reopened fire, doing everything she could to put that reticle on that silver-white figure looming larger ahead but holding down the trigger for automatic fire, knowing she didn’t have the aim to snipe it down. 

	It could no longer run away, in seconds they would be practically chest to back–

	Folding its rifle in one shocking instant, the enemy turned around on a dime–

	Marina halted with all possible counterthrust just in time to avoid the edge of a vibroblade.

	Slashing directly in front of the main camera in a swift arc out of the turn.

	“It’s fast!”

	She gasped for breath and held it.

	In the next instant the enemy rushed her, lifting a shield held in its other arm in front of itself.

	An enormous ballistic shield the right size to cover the Diver, with a thick block in the center for–

	–the short stub barrel of an 81 mm launcher.

	There was a thumping noise and a discharge of gas as a rocket-propelled grenade flew from it.

	Marina thrust back narrowly avoiding the explosion.

	Barely centimeters from annihilation as the ordnance went off.

	Struggling with her controls as the explosion sent shockwaves bashing against her cockpit, while the vaporized water bubble expanded and contracted warping the water directly in front of the SEAL. Everything rattled, her cameras were blocked by the vapor and water, and hot gases got pulled into her intakes which briefly stunted her hydrojet thrust. She lost sight of the enemy machine.

	Marina thought it must have been a distraction in order to get her to give up the chase–

	When from over the rapidly dispersing gas bubble the machine reappeared.

	Vibrosword in hand, it dropped down with a two-handed slash, its shield affixed to its arm.

	Drawing her vibroaxe in an instant she caught the blade at the last second with its thick, sturdy head.

	That brief second of struggle as the sword dug into her axe–

	Gave her the closest look she had at this new model.

	Sleek, rounded and beveled white and silver armor, rounded shoulders, lots of smooth interlocking plates, it was as if the model had been cast in this form and not assembled out of a collection of individual segments. Marina knew no Imperial, Union or Republic model with such a high quality and sleek design. Those jets on the shoulders, she had never seen their like. And its performance was incredible.

	That pilot, too, was no joke. 

	Shooting an 81 mm shell that close, to make space for a melee attack, it was nuts. It took balls.

	In that moment, clashing blades with this grand and mighty paladin, Marina had one bitter thought.

	Grinning in her cockpit, face lit up by the bright freedom-blue of the SEAL’s user interface.

	Shit, I’m going to die here, aren’t I?

	A steel knight with a red glare like death– had it come to finally punish her sins?

	

	

	Ulyana Korabiskaya stood up from her chair for emphasis as the battle began to escalate.

	“Report! What’s happening with the Divers?” She shouted.

	“Pure chaos.” Zachikova replied.

	Up on a side panel of the main video feed the projected positions and trajectories of the Divers appeared, having been found and tracked through periodic weak sonar pulses launched by the drone swimming along the edge of the cliffs. Ulyana watched them with some consternation as it appeared that they had broken up from their units and launched individual attacks instead.

	“What the hell is going on?” Aaliyah asked. “Why are they so dispersed?”

	She stood up at once, standing beside Ulyana in support.

	Zachikova turned to face them with glassy, half-gone eyes. Her concentration was split.

	“Ahwalia did something stupid.” She said, in a belabored drawl, her mind split between her body and the drone. “Shalikova had to correct. Then the enemy broke through our formation. We are chasing breakaway individuals to prevent them reaching the Brigand. Battle has been successfully kept to over a hundred meters away from the Brigand itself. We have not visually acquired any of the Divers.”

	“At least they blocked them. Fine. We have to focus on what we can do.”

	Ulyana sat back down and with a flourish pointed at the main screen.

	“Focus all our efforts on attacking the Antenora! Gunnery section, fire main guns!”

	“Acknowledged!”

	Fernanda Santapena-De La Rosa responded in maybe the briefest sentence she had ever spoken.

	The Antenora was closing in between 1.5 and 1 kilometers away, but it was not moving directly toward them. Like the Brigand itself it was trying to snake around the flank, hoping to maximize not just the proximity of its weapons to its target, but the ability to hit a broader part of the ship for more damage. 

	In ship combat, the ultimate objective was to inflict enough damage on the enemy that would breach several sections of the ship, hoping to overwhelm the flood mitigation systems to compromise the ship. If possible, attacking from behind could also cripple a ship by destroying its hydrojets. Attacking from below could potentially destroy the ship’s highly complicated water system, which would at the minimum slow or stop it as ships relied on pulling the water into themselves and ejecting it out to thrust. 

	At its worst, it would eject the ballast and make the ship uncontrollable.

	In effect, the ships were circling in orbit of the Diver battle, each hoping to take the other’s tail or flank.

	Whether the Antenora or Brigand would have the opportunity depending on their helmsmen.

	“Kamarik, keep us steady but slippery!”

	“Don’t worry ma’am, I’m more finely tuned than ever to how this lady dances.”

	Kamarik was experienced, and he kept them unpredictable, applying variable thrust to create opportunities and deceive their enemies as to their movements. The Antenora was not acting so surreptitious. It maintained a roughly even thrust, as if it had an advantage and did not need to resort to any trickery to win. Perhaps Norn the Praetorian was correct to be so unbothered by them.

	But it was Ulyana’s job to find a way to rattle Norn– from her bridge and to her grave.

	As the sharks circled, their weapons trained on one another.

	“Main gun ready! High-Explosive Cluster round firing for effect!” Fernanda declared.

	Atop the Brigand, the dual-barrel 150 mm gun turret rose from out of hiding and acquired the Antenora as a target. From Fernanda’s station, the firing solution and type of ammunition was selected.

	In this case, Fernanda was firing a ranging shot with wide, spread explosive effect.

	It would be optimistic to kill with this shot, but it would acquire valuable data.

	Within an instant, the firing prediction appeared on the main screen.

	This was the bridge crew’s window into the war they were fighting. 

	They were not out in the water, and even there they would have hardly been able to see anything in front of their faces. What they did see, the video put together by the ship’s supercomputer, was a best-guess prediction created by using several sources of sensory data, ingested, and interpreted by several complicated programs in a span of seconds. That blue, visible ocean, the figure of the Antenora in the distance, accompanied by an overview map that showed the terrain and all actors in semi-realtime, it was all the creation of a computer. It could be wrong, but it was more than their eyes could ever see.

	War waged through screens, unfolding before them like a movie in a theater.

	A movie of the circling Antenora and the cold, black ocean around them.

	The projectiles had already launched by the time the screen updated.

	And the hits were registered in an instant. Supercavitating cannon rounds were incredibly fast.

	On the screen two explosions were drawn around the figure of the Antenora.

	Broad circular bubbles with information about the predicted and recorded impact.

	“No effect! Targeting data reacquired, gun draining and priming!”

	Fernanda was never as professional as when she was shooting, it seemed.

	“Recalibrate and get back on it.” Ulyana said. “Torpedo section, I want one fire, record effect!”

	Alexandra Geninov in the torpedo section lit up with excitement.

	“Yes ma’am! Firing Torpedo!”

	Within moments of receiving the order, Alex triggered the launch of a 120 mm explosive torpedo from the Brigand’s forward tube. Using the control stick on her station, Alex directly guided the ordnance via a fiber-optic wire, allowing her to potentially snake it around the enemy’s close-range gas gun defenses. She had a camera on the torpedo and that feed appeared on her screen, but it was subject to a slight delay. A skilled torpedo officer had to make whatever use they could of that visual data and its delay.

	Torpedoes could reach a speed of over a hundred knots, much faster than a Diver’s max speed.

	Less than a coilgun round’s incredible speed, but much more precise.

	Alex could currently put a round on the Antenora in somewhere under thirty seconds.

	That was enough time for maneuvers. And it was enough for Ulyana to be able to watch the little blip of the torpedo on the sonar picture moving farther and farther away. It was almost maddening every time she glanced at it, and heard the rattling of Alex’s stick as she made a series of snap corrections, trying to send the torpedo on her desired path toward the enemy vessel and avoid the defensive fire.

	Within 50-70 meters, Alex would be able to see the Antenora visually on the cameras.

	And then she would have around one and a half seconds to react before it smashed into it.

	One and a half seconds without accounting for the delay.

	“Huh? What the fuck? Ma’am, something’s up!”

	Alex turned from her station in a snap as the main screen despawned the screen with the torpedo video feed. That side panel became dynamically populated with a different video feed. Losing its place of semi-prominence because its camera exploded. No impact registered; as the torpedo specialist protested.

	“What’s wrong now, Geninov?” Ulyana asked.

	In that precise moment, the main screen flashed an alert–

	And an instant later, the Brigand shook enough to rattle the crew in their chairs, struck by the Antenora’s 150 mm guns. It was a testament to the construction of the ship and the brilliance of Union engineering. Despite the violent shockwaves which rippled across the surface armor, enough to be felt on the bridge and to have caused any freestanding personnel to lose balance, the lights barely flickered, and the main screen picture remained up to the second accurate and streaming new data in flawlessly.

	“Status report!” Ulyana shouted.

	“No direct hit!” Semyonova reported. “Very minor surface damage off the port side!”

	“God damn it! We just got done fixing the port side!” Ulyana lamented.

	Aaliyah interrupted. “Captain, Geninov had something to report.”

	“Right,” Ulyana said, turning to face Alex again. “Report Geninov, what’s going on?”

	In any other situation, and with any other look on Geninov’s face, Ulyana might have just dismissed whatever Alex had to say as to probable nonsense. However, rather than looking scared or smug, Alex had a befuddled look on her face, as if she had seen something completely incongruous, which was an expression Ulyana was not used to seeing. And indeed, Alex had seen something odd.

	“Ma’am, the instruments on the torpedo send a final snapshot just prior to impact. This has final camera data but also has data from the other sensors. According to this, we did impact the Antenora, because we exploded inside the minimum range of the gas guns, which would’ve had effect. This is recording we blew up like two meters above the armor, but it had zero effect on it, we can tell, it shot us right after.”

	“Put the image on the main screen.” Ulyana said.

	Alex nodded nervously, and she swiped her finger at her touchscreen to move the image over. For a moment, it shared prominence with the video feed on the main screen. Everyone who saw it looked speechless for a moment. Most of it was taken up by the silver-grey armor of the Antenora as one might aspect from an impact camera on a torpedo. But there was a purple flash captured also. Like a sheen of agarthic energy warping over some of the armor close to the center of the image.

	“What the hell is that?” Aaliyah shouted. “Is it some kind of close-in defense?”

	Ulyana’s heart sank. She remembered Theresa Faraday’s demonstration before the battle.

	About a potential next-generation armor system that the Brigand could possibly have.

	And she now began to fear the Antenora possessed a functioning example.

	What can I possibly do about this?

	“Semyonova, where the hell is Theresa Faraday? Order her to the bridge now!”

	Semyonova ran a search, using the computer to locate Theresa through the cameras–

	She turned around suddenly. “Ma’am, she’s in the hangar! She’s– something’s deploying?”

	

	

	What am I doing? What am I doing?

	Sieglinde von Castille labored for breath, feeling a passenger in her own body. 

	Watching as if from over her own shoulder as her body pushed the sticks as far forward as they would go and rammed her pedals, throwing the Grenadier into a full speed attack upon the Lion of Cascabel. Sword in hand, rifle damaged and discarded, the Grenadier cut the distance to the Lion near instantly and swung a ferocious horizontal slash that forced the Lion to launch deeper down to avoid it.

	Despite her keen reactions, the Lion was unable to counter, as Sieglinde flowed out of the horizontal feint with a sudden downward slash with both arms, engaging the booster on the blade itself as well as the shoulder boosters for added thrust. The Lion lunged suddenly to the side, the Baron’s vibrosword slicing the control fin on her Strelok’s shoulder clean off as she scarcely evaded the attack.

	Why am I fighting? Why am I here? Why can’t we stop?

	Her own internal voice grew more desperate and distant.

	And yet her downward slash flowed smoothly into a dive, giving chase to the Lion.

	Their machines were face to face, the Lion jetting down, unable to turn her back without giving up advantage, while the Red Baron lifted her blade as she bore down on the Lion. Like figures in a biblical painting, a wrathful god with a thundering blade captured amid descent, and a defiant human gazing at the firmament with stolen fire in her hands, a terrible collision imminent. All around them, the dark blue of the depths, such that they were alone in battle, and nothing could be seen but their aggression.

	Fully automatic rifle fire went hurtling past the Grenadier, tearing off one of the arm joint plates and chunks of skirt armor but not enough bullets struck where needed, there was no time to aim. Undaunted the Red Baron fell upon the Lion and brought her sword barely centimeters from the cockpit slicing across the plates keeping her opponent out of water and laying upon them a deep, smoking scar.

	I’m going to kill her!

	Like fencers stepping forward and back, the two mecha became ensnared in a melee.

	Sieglinde swung again from her last successful attack, pressing her advantage.

	The Lion had to pick a direction. Sieglinde read her as diving deeper, it was easiest–

	Instead she thrust upward, and as she did she fired her assault rifle down at an angle.

	She’s going to kill me!

	Sieglinde turned out of her attack and jerked her sword up in a desperate slash.

	As the Lion opened fire the Grenadier’s vibrosword sliced across the barrel of the rifle.

	An explosive round went off just outside the chamber and against the blade.

	Chipping the edge of the Baron’s sword and bursting the Lion’s rifle in a miraculous turn.

	Please stop, please turn around, please.

	No matter how much she begged herself, Sieglinde was fighting as if automatically, as if without control of herself, a passenger in her body’s war. For a brief instant she thought she might have been under mind control, but she wasn’t, she knew she wasn’t. This was not something to blame on magic or monsters or on anything but the damnable, monstrous machinations of her own fate. She was fighting despite the pounding of her heart, the tears in her eyes and the cries of her humanity because there was no other place for her to go, no other future for her to seek. Her time had frozen; this was all she had.

	Her eyes could only seek enemies to fight.

	Her arms could only wield weapons of war.

	Her legs could only take her from one battlefield to another.

	Her chest could only draw breath to keep her living from one kill to the next.

	She had no power to stop the atrocities her body carried out.

	No matter how much her heart hurt. This was the legend she bore: the Red Baron.

	The Red Baron would continue fighting her war until it took her from the face of Aer.

	As soon as she saw the opportunity to attack, she took it with a devastating finality.

	The Lion was off-balance, stunned by that one-in-a-million occurrence that disarmed her.

	Converting that miracle to further tragedy–

	The Red Baron threw everything she had into the charge, her final charge.

	Sweeping under and behind the Strelok and using all the momentum of that graceful arc.

	Her signature slash went weaving across the back of her foe at an unexpected angle.

	Where it was caught instantly between two sets of grinding jaws–?

	What?

	Sieglinde could not comprehend what had happened. Sweat streaked down her blank face.

	Her sword arm drew back instantly, her entire self disbelieving–

	As she saw in all of her cameras a Strelok holding two chainsaw-bladed “diamond swords” behind its back in a cross that had briefly caught her blade in the middle of its arc and nearly snapped off the already damaged tip from it. Such a sword catch as she had never seen executed, never thought even possible in all of her years of fighting, in all of her training and with all of her experience of war.

	She drew back instinctively from her failed attack, creating distance with her boosters.

	The Strelok turned and faced her, wielding in each hand a revving, furious diamond sword.

	“You’re so predictable. I knew I could bait you into doing that move.”

	Over the communicator the Lion spoke again. Her voice was just a bit shaken, but–

	“War flattered your image, Baron! That flip of yours would catch any pilot off-guard the first time they see it. And fooling them once is all it takes for you to kill them and preserve your secret. However, if a pilot lived twenty years ago and survived that attack when your technique was in its infancy– well!”

	She laughed. The Lion was laughing. Her voice sent shivers down Sieglinde’s back.

	“You say you haven’t changed, Red Baron? But I’m still learning!”

	The Lion’s Strelok charged with roaring blades and the Red Baron froze in response.

	Sieglinde’s eyes darted between cameras. She had no time to close the comm channel.

	She was looking for her opponent’s sword arm– but there were two!

	The Strelok swung both swords horizontally from opposite sides like a closing vice–

	Sieglinde threw the Grenadier down below the Strelok to try to avoid and counterattack–

	Dodging out of the counterstroke, the Lion’s Strelok dove past her flank, circled quickly around her back and thrust up again. Trying to follow the dizzying attack, Sieglinde turned and slashed behind her, then she boosted down and back for space and sliced above herself, but the Lion was still moving, constantly. 

	Circling her diagonally in a way that made full use of the fact that they were suspended in water, a three-dimensional space in which they could move in all possible angles around each other. Sieglinde was speechless, eyes rushing from camera to camera hoping to predict the opponent’s next move–

	–then the Lion inverted the arc she was taking at its peak, diving suddenly, and she appeared where Sieglinde had not been looking. Launching both blades in a powerful swing with all of the momentum they had built and clubbing the Grenadier in the flank. It was more of a smashing attack than a slash, delivered with such brutality there was no time for the blades to cut into the armor, and it sent the Grenadier tumbling down in the water. Pieces of armor chipped and sunk in, and a part of the skirt went flying. Sieglinde rattled in her cockpit, gritting her teeth involuntarily, her stomach turning.

	This Strelok is faster! How is that possible? Or did I get slower?

	It was not just the slightly upgraded Diver model– nor Sieglinde’s own weakness–

	The Lion herself was faster, stronger, swifter than in Cascabel.

	She had gotten stronger! But how was that possible? How had she changed so much?

	As if their minds were attuned to this realization, the Lion answered.

	“I am fighting for something, Red Baron! If your time froze at Cascabel, then what are you still fighting for? Can you even say? Why did you come here? Are you fighting for an Empire that has broken into pieces? Are you trying to recover colonies that you’ve completely lost? Say something!”

	Too much was happening too fast.

	“I– I–”

	Sieglinde’s voice caught in her shuddering throat before the Lion’s next blow.

	Bubbles blew overhead from the diamond swords as they displaced and evaporated water.

	Engaging her boosters Sieglinde quickly corrected herself out of her ungainly dive.

	The Strelok had briefly stopped moving to attack! This was her chance to counter!

	The Grenadier pressed back, both hands on her sword, hoping to slice off the Strelok’s arm–

	One of the Lion’s blades caught her attack on the flat piece of armor guarding the chainsaw motor.

	And the second slashed across her cockpit, leaving the same scar she had left on the Strelok.

	Sieglinde was reacting so fast, she was still reacting as if the opponent had one sword.

	Her reflexes that had been perfected in the Colonial War– became nothing but a hindrance!

	“You’re just refusing culpability! You’re a coward! Red Baron! A miserable coward!”

	Again Sieglinde retreated, her diminishing solid fuel boosters worked to their limits.

	Creating space, opportunity, buying time, desperately, as her eyes sought any weakness.

	The Lion’s coordination was astounding. Most pilots were much clumsier with one sword let alone two, but the Lion maneuvered her blades ambidextrously, covering any weakness, any gap, able to attack and defend swiftly. She was taking full advantage of the greater strength and stability offered by mechanical arms. Not only that, but despite the fact that they were only boosting around each other in short range, her movements were nonetheless fluid and three dimensional without hesitation. 

	Sieglinde needed her to make a mistake, but–

	There was no opening! She could find no means to attack her!

	Sieglinde’s will was flagging, and the Lion was completely focused.

	All she could do was live second to second, reacting without initiative, without a plan.

	Sieglinde found herself forced to draw back her sword up in front of the Grenadier as a makeshift shield, desperately blocking blow after brutal blow from the Lion’s Strelok, smashing from every direction against the flat of her vibrosword. Bubbles blew and water displaced in the violent wake of the Lion’s relentless assault, creating a cloud of exhaust and vapor within which the onslaught took place.

	“You had a choice! You always had a choice! What brought you to this ocean to fight me except your own damned choices? And you want to blame fate for this? That’s far too convenient!”

	Her swords slammed against the Grenadier’s sword driving Sieglinde back with each blow.

	There was no opening to retaliate, no place where she could breathe.

	Sieglinde watched the blows rain down metal on metal, helpless before the sparks.

	 “I’m not like you! How dare you say that? My time was never frozen! I still have something to fight for! Despite everyone begging me to retire! Teach here, train there, let the new kids have a shot, you’re a symbol, you’re the Lion of Cascabel they all said! I’m 42, unmarried, I have no partner, no kids, no legacy! But my time is still moving! I’m still alive and my story is still being written! I won’t give up!”

	While between strikes her words sliced open Sieglinde and laid her soul horribly bare.

	She’s going to kill me! She’s going to kill me! She’s going to kill me!

	The Red Baron had lost all control. Staring death with empty eyes and trembling lips. Tasting her own sweat and tears that ran in rivulets. Her monitors screamed about the degrading condition of her blade, of the mech’s wrists, the draining vernier fuel, and she felt the whole cockpit shake with each strike.

	No! I can’t die here! I can’t! I can’t!

	Out of a raging biological instinct to survive Sieglinde burned the very last of her solid fuel thrust in one desperate burst of bubbles and heat, throwing herself straight forward into the middle of the frenzied attacks, slamming into the Strelok with her whole body. Chainsaw blades tore great gashes into her shoulders, tearing out jet anchors but digging no deeper where water could enter.

	Her mood swung as chaotically as the blades against her: I caught you! I can still fight!

	Flushing more of her oxygen into the water system, Sieglinde kicked off enemy machine and laid a cloud of bubbles. In the momentary space she created with this maneuver, Sieglinde drew her vibrodagger.

	On one hand her weapon of last resort; on the other her full-length vibrosword.

	Roaring with the desperation of a cornered beast, she threw herself back into the attack.

	Just like she had seen the Lion, she swung both weapons to meet her opponent’s own–

	–and misjudging the length of the dagger, found a diamond sabre sawing through her arm at the elbow.

	On her monitor, all of her boosters signaled empty, her only thrust coming from the hydrojets. Her sword arm sank toward the bottom of the sea, a hull integrity warning flashing. In the middle of that oppressive cockpit, the synthetic fiber of her regal uniform clung to a sweating chest, hands shaking on the controls.

	She watched helplessly as the Strelok’s arms reared for a strike against her midsection.

	To slice her cockpit apart, expose her to the sea and kill her.

	She watched as the twin cruel-sawed blades–

	–drew back and swung forward the famous claws of the Lion of Cascabel,

	and pointed at the Grenadier’s chest and flank, just short of plunging into its iron flesh.

	Diamond-toothed jaws revved and seethed just centimeters from her but no violence followed.

	“I won’t satisfy your idea of fate. I won’t let you die and escape justice.” The Lion said.

	Sieglinde sat speechless. Her arms lifted off her controls and hung limply at her side. The Red Baron, legend of the Imperial Colonial War, had been utterly defeated. Her heart pounded, her breathing labored. She struggled for something dignified to say, after how far her honor had plunged, how much the Lion of Cascabel had torn the clothes off her manicured self-image and broken her down.

	She had been left with nothing. The Red Baron was practically dead even if Sieglinde lived.

	Just as she began to speak, to try to absolve herself, her eyes became drawn to something.

	She became mesmerized, by a streak of unnatural colors that flashed in the distance.

	The Lion’s Strelok also turned to face it. She was seeing it too, the explosion of colors.

	And the glowing outline of the Jagdkaiser and the Cheka locked in combat within them.

	Furious reds, evil-feeling black, and the texture of an open wound in the middle of the sea.

	

	

	Karuniya Maharapratham sat in the medbay, a chair pulled up next to the bed of Murati Nakara.

	She held on to her partner’s arm, gently, as the ship rocked from an explosion.

	On the wall, the bearing monitor and a communication screen showed data and footage of the blast.

	“All that rumbling.” Murati lamented weakly. “I wish there was something we could do.”

	They were in the middle of a battle, even in their isolated little pod they could feel it.

	Murati turned to Karuniya with a small smile, a helpless little expression.

	“If there was– I would support you, no matter what, but–” Karuniya said.

	“Thank you. Don’t worry. I won’t do anything dangerous, for your sake.”

	“For my sake, huh.”

	Karuniya sighed. She recalled a conversation that happened not long before the battle began.

	Out in the hall, between a certain Euphemia Rontgen and herself. After their conversation had petered out, and Rontgen left the room, Karuniya had gone as well since Murati had wanted to rest for a moment. At that point, she found Rontgen still in the hall, as if waiting specifically to be able to talk to her alone.

	“From scientist to scientist,” she asked, “would you ever fight for Murati Nakara’s sake?”

	At the time Karuniya had brushed it off. “That’s far too vague.”

	“Interesting that it wasn’t an immediate yes.”

	“Don’t get ahead of yourself. It’s an immediate yes — if it’s really necessary. If she truly needs it. I worry about her, but I’m not going to do something stupid and get in her way. I trust her. Murati’s always been the fighter. She doesn’t need me or anyone to protect her. It’d have to be an extreme situation.”

	“I see. I’m glad Murati Nakara can have such a mature relationship.”

	“Tch. Weirdo. Is that all you wanted to say?”

	She was starting to get irritated. Ever since she saw her in the hall.

	Euphemia Rontgent was pleasant enough, but she was being deliberately cryptic.

	And Karuniya was hardly in the mood to be stopped in the hall for cryptic question.

	“My answer is far more cowardly. For Theresa– I wouldn’t fight. I reckon myself a pacifist of sorts.”

	Karuniya glanced at her. She almost wanted to say something nasty.

	Something about how they must not have been so close if that was her response.

	“However, know this– because of who Murati Nakara is and the path she’s chosen to take, it’s a question that’s much more important to you than it would ever be to me.” Rontgen said by way of parting.

	Some time later Karuniya returned to medbay, sat beside her fiance and tried to pore it over.

	How did she really feel about fighting? Murati had very strong opinions herself, but–

	–aside from silly disagreements how did Karuniya really feel? Did she had a serious opinion?

	Her mind went in a loop, unproductive, without a point.

	But quite suddenly, the question returned in human form.

	In the middle of the battle, Theresa Faraday suddenly visited the medbay.

	Dressed in a mechanic’s garb with a white coat over it, some kind of tool in her hand.

	Her red hair tossed as she reared back and asked, with a grin and a surprising amount of levity:

	“Karuniya Maharapratham. Are you ready to fight for this woman’s sake?”

	

	

	 


8.11

	Even with floodlights the creature loomed menacingly as if in shadows of its own making.

	“It’ll kill her if I don’t do something.”

	She felt so small, weak, useless in the cockpit of the stolen Strelok, its seat much bigger than her, the controls difficult to turn, tuned for a grown adult rather than a skinny teenaged trainee. Taking breathless glances between her monitors as if one of the cameras would offer a solution, flipping through her weapons on the touchscreen as if begging for a grenade launcher or torpedo to appear.

	Between the thick steel struts holding up the substation the creature danced, snaking its way around the captive Strelok in its thick, slimy worm-like body. Hundreds of tiny crab-like legs flailing needlessly as most of the control was provided by long dorsal fins like black curtains swaying off its thick blue segmented hide like it was both crab and eel. All of its thrust came from pairs of hydrojets coming out of its body on adjustable limbs. Its snake-like head peeled back to reveal fangs that unfolded like four extra pairs of crushing legs, tentatively scratching the surface of the mecha in its grasp.

	Around it was a cloud of sheer malicious black gas that Shalikova could not place.

	Perhaps it was exuded by the hydrojets? Was it corrosive?

	It was not the fear of what it could do that stilled her, that forced her to watch helplessly.

	It was the fear of it that paralyzed her completely, irrationally. Drowning her in evil emotion.

	She thought she was brave.

	She thought she could come out here and save everyone. That she would be the big hero.

	That she would kill the bad guy– if she could shoot, she would kill it–

	“Zasha– It’ll kill her– if I don’t something, it’ll kill her–”

	They were only supposed to be training! Nothing was supposed to go wrong!

	Suspended in the ocean immobile in her prison of steel.

	Shalikova watched the creature squeeze, the fangs scratch curiously on metal.

	She could have pressed the trigger.

	She could have moved the sticks.

	She could have killed it– she needed to kill it–

	Done anything but sink gently centimeter by centimeter on idle thrust.

	But despite all her training and all her ambition she was frozen in place.

	“Sonya! Stay back!”

	Reacting on impulse as if the voice had activated her paralyzed muscles, Shalikova pushed the sticks forward until her arms and shoulders went sore, slammed the pedals down until her legs could stretch no further. Her fingers twitched on the trigger and the Strelok began firing wildly as it charged the monster in front laying down a spray of explosive rounds on the back of the beast’s hide drawing blood the thickness of mud and gore a bright red color that seemed unreal to bear witness–

	Six eyes fixed on her that seemed to expand to cover her entire screen–

	Alien malice-filled eyes showed killing intention–

	Until there was nothing around her not even steel but eyes and black cloud bloodlust–

	Screaming, Shalikova found herself transition without pause to a place all white.

	She felt her blood rush, her skin brim, but she was seated, she was weighed down.

	Thick blankets had been put over her body. There was a pillow behind her.

	She was in an all-white room in the medbay, in her own bed. Shaking. She began to weep.

	Looking around–

	–there was no ocean, no cameras, no metal, no guns, or monsters.

	Through foggy eyes she saw two women seated next to her.

	Wearing tight black pilot suits with green uniform coats loosely draped over the shoulders.

	One was a blond, long hair, soft but avoidant expression;

	One silver-grey haired like a proud wolf, cold pink eyes with a smile bittersweet;

	They were both looking at her with tears in their eyes. Hesitant to speak.

	“Where’s Zasha?”

	Shalikova’s words made Illya Rostova bring a hand up to her own face.

	While Valeriya Peterberg averted her gaze and whimpered, “It’s not your fault.”

	Drawing her eyes wider and wider, her jaw slackening, her shoulders quivering.

	That young girl in the bed felt her whole world crashing around her.

	“You’re lying.” Shalikova said. “You’re lying Valeriya. It was my fault.”

	Shalikova clapped her hands over her eyes, weeping, shaking, she screamed.

	“It was my fault! It was my fault! It was my fault!”

	Screamed helplessly and beat her own head as she realized rather than save Zasha–

	“Sonya, please!” Illya said. “Please don’t. Please don’t hurt yourself.”

	“It’s not your fault!” Valeriya whimpered again almost as helplessly.

	Both of them leaned over the bed and grabbed Shalikova into their embrace, each of them grabbing Shalikova’s arms to prevent her from hitting herself anymore. Held in their strong grip, watching them weep on her almost as strongly as she herself was weeping, unable to run from it all–

	Shalikova felt more helpless, useless, worthless, than she could possibly imagine.

	She was no hero. It was her fault that Zasha was killed.

	

	

	Around the enemy the cloud of colors and textures and feelings intensified.

	Shalikova felt a strange heat in the back of her eyes that drew tears.

	For a moment she was chilled in place by the sight of the enemy Diver.

	It had taken Ahwalia apart like he was nothing– how had he not had any time to react?

	She had to be careful around it. She felt– She felt power from it.

	It was an insane thing to feel, but this was no Volker, this was not piloted by a patrolman.

	There was no sense to thinking such a thing, she had fought soldiers before!

	And still she could not deny that this enemy felt different, despite her rational self.

	Around the machine some forty odd meters away a cloud of black, red, and purple roiled and seethed. Larger than the Cheka by nearly a meter, with the sleek design of the Jagd that made the shoulders and chest seem like a single unbroken triangular piece, armed with beastly claws, an autocannon, and a strange projectile on the shoulder opposite the gun. Rather than an integrated water system it had some novel-looking external jets affixed in wing-like mounts on the shoulders, hips, and legs. 

	Rather than a symbolically humanoid head it had an animal-like, pointed face.

	She could feel sounds and thoughts sloughing off as if the machine was broadcasting, as if its eldritch signals were so powerful that they could not help but affect the surrounding waters. Without bidding the help of her nascent powers, Shalikova felt as if the machine was drawing out her psionics–

	–maybe even pulling her paranormal sixth sense into its orbit.

	Hah! I’ll make you bow before me too, you and the pretty little toy soldier you’re riding!

	Again, a girl’s voice–

	From the machine’s right shoulder, a 20 mm autocannon flashed.

	With that, battle was joined. The enemy made the first move and Shalikova had to react.

	It was the same kind and caliber as the defensive gas guns on ships, and in an instant dozens of vapor bubbles the size of a head began to burst all around Shalikova, forming chaotic gas bubbles and sending shockwaves rattling into her machine. Shalikova took the Cheka into a sudden dive to avoid the attack and shook her head to clear out the airy thoughts the machine had momentarily provoked in her.

	She had to think about maneuver, she had to focus– build up speed, plan her attack–

	Behind her, the machine pursued her, diving toward the sea floor at her back.

	Despite its bulk, it was a sleek shadow when it moved, quick and agile.

	Water ejected behind it in great waves that made it seem it wore a shimmering cloak.

	Shalikova’s fingers tightened on the controls. “It’ll catch up if I don’t do something.”

	Khadija hadn’t just taught her to move quickly but to move effectively for the situation.

	In this case, the most effective move to seize the initiative back was–

	Shalikova swung her sticks back and to the side and shifted pedals from the accelerator.

	Without thrust, the density of the water very quickly halted her movement.

	Executing a fluid turn, she came to face the enemy.

	In that instant, she had her rifle trained right at the center of the approaching machine.

	It was a game of chicken that the enemy unit gave up by losing its nerve.

	Correcting itself haphazardly due to the suddenness of the Cheka’s stall in front of it, the enemy machine lost its own momentum and became a prime target for a few seconds of focused gunfire. 

	Shalikova held down the trigger on her AK-96, and firing two-handed from the hip, she sprayed a long burst of over a dozen 37 mm shells that impacted and exploded in rapid succession, obscuring her target in a cloud of bubbles and vapor, and burst shockwaves in the water.

	Her sharp sight picked up nearly instantly that she had not destroyed her target–

	–but its actual status bewildered her, nonetheless.

	What she saw as the gas slowly wafted away from the enemy machine was its dimly glowing outstretched left arm, digits now spread radially around a palm with what seemed like the mouth of a mechanical lamprey in the center. Held out in front of it like a shield, the hand was entirely undamaged. Shalikova quickly ran through the filters on her cameras and realized that the hand was generating heat. 

	It was electrified or energized somehow– was it some close-in defense system?

	“She just stopped and took all the shots dead-on.” Shalikova whispered to herself.

	Let’s stand around staring! I could do this all day! Don’t you feel helpless?

	The voice again– but it wasn’t entirely coherent because it wasn’t speech, it was thoughts–

	It wasn’t that the enemy pilot lost her nerve to chase.

	She wanted to prove that such an attack would not even faze her.

	Shalikova could feel her heart pounding and her veins pulsing beneath her own skin.

	This enemy was different — she felt less like a soldier and more like she enjoyed killing.

	Like a monster–

	Head pounding, fear pulsing in her veins, Shalikova took off running again.

	Moving in a sweeping zig-zag to avoid gunfire that did not come.

	Within seconds Shalikova realized the enemy had not charged full-tilt after her.

	But her keen eyes detected the tiniest bit of movement–

	That projectile from its shoulder detached and took flight through the water on its own.

	Shalikova saw it arc around her flank at a devastating speed.

	For an instant, swimming alongside her, there was this silver cylindrical object the size of a torpedo. She could see a small jet and some hydrodynamic surfaces on its hull, but no cables or things that she could recognize as sensors. How was it guided? Had it been anyone else that would’ve been chalked up to the imagination, but Shalikova had an eye for details, and if she could not see a cable in that moment, there had to be none. But then, how was that unit being controlled wirelessly with such responsiveness?

	Nothing about this projectile made sense to her, not its speed, not its design–

	Then as she almost doubted she was even seeing it the projectile it turned its nose to face her.

	Arrayed around its cylindrical nosecone were four barrels that began to spin up.

	Buzzing and booming like the cry of a beast barely muffled by water.

	Shalikova’s eyes drew wide, and she pulled on her controls–

	As dozens of 37 mm projectiles flew from her side in a furious spray of metal.

	Slicing the water over and around her, low booming as the shockwaves buffeted her.

	Shalikova launched her Cheka skyward and hurtled abruptly out of the fire with every bit of thrust she could find leaving dozens of seething orbs of vapor and gas behind her. With miraculous dexterity she prevented the Cheka from being overwhelmed and escaped with barely a scrape– but behind her the lines of supercavitating gunfire paused only briefly as the pursuing gun executed a turn.

	It darted behind her with incredible acceleration almost as if it was unaffected by the water.

	Once its nose swung her way again its barrels started to flash once more.

	Bursts of exploding shells firing with control and precision, tracking her, firing ahead and behind and around her– trying to suppress her? Alter her movement? Shalikova jerked her sticks, thrusting up and fluidly arcing back down in a dive, swinging from side to side, losing the enemy’s fire only briefly before the flashing barrels sent the next burst crashing her way creeping closer and closer. 

	Had she been in the Strelok that slightest loss of maneuverability would have cost her dearly. 

	She was barely staying ahead, barely surviving– “It’ll kill me if I don’t do something!” she thought.

	Waiting until she was in the peak of an ascent–

	Shalikova dove and in the same movement, turned on her heel.

	She fired her rifle behind her, spraying in the direction of the autonomous gun.

	As soon as she rapped the trigger she knew she was not going to hit.

	Aborting from that maneuver she threw her weight forward into a dive–

	And jerked back, pulling so hard she felt the joysticks would tear off their mounts.

	Her forward cameras filled with bubbles and gas for a split second.

	As the glowing red claw on the mecha’s right arm sliced through the water right in front of her.

	That claw belonged to a beast– an alien beast that was filled with intention to kill–

	

	

	All of you are getting written up! All of you! I have so many complaints!

	Dominika Rybolovskaya was seething.

	Never in her life had she worked with such a collection of rockheaded martyr complexes!

	She could understand the squad leader feeling responsible for Ahwalia, but the rest–

	“Lebedova, up front!”

	With McKennedy, al-Shajara and Shalikova having dispersed suddenly, Valya Lebedova in their Strelok was all that stood between Rybolovskaya and the remaining enemies. Lebedova, having been given lead of the squadron, was probably deliberating in their cockpit– but the enemy would not wait. Just moments after the two of them were abandoned a Jagd swept out of the marine fog to attack.

	Rybolovskaya hefted the heavy rifle in her Strelkannon’s hands and fired a timed shot.

	Despite the chaos she managed to land the shell right where she wanted–

	A vapor bubble bloomed between Lebedova and the Jagd, forcing the latter to disengage.

	At that moment Lebedova seemed to realize the danger and began to fire on the Jagd.

	Lines of supercavitating rounds sliced across water, making a lot of noise without effect.

	The Jagd fluidly recovered from its failed attack and took off to circle around them.

	That sleek, slippery mech was going to be a problem, and one that could kill them all.

	She needed Lebedova to be more aggressive! She had to chase it off!

	Shit. Shit. I can’t believe I wish that idiot was out of the hospital and out here with me.

	Supporting fire underwater was almost a cruel joke.

	Despite all the firepower she was laden with, Dominika could not target anything too far away.

	Passive acoustic detection on Divers was not very precise at long ranges. It could, basically, alert the pilot that a target was coming and posit a rough angle of attack, but it was not something she could target with in any precise way. It was just a big warning box on the screen showing her in which direction something could have been coming from based on low fidelity sounds. The only way to get a precise lock in order to shoot from a long distance was a target paint from another machine. Short of a laser effector painting a target for her, all Rybolovskaya could rely on to aim her weapons was her sight.

	Her sight was an extremely poor substitute for a full-fledged targeting sensor package.

	In the water, Rybolovskaya’s vision was theoretically effective out to around 50 meters, and this did not account for the sub-cameras having a significantly worse resolution than the main camera on the mecha’s head, so a lot of the time her vision was essentially 50 meters in front and 25-30 behind. This was also in perfectly lit conditions– normally she was only seeing what she had her floodlight cluster pointed toward, because the rear LED effectors were far less bright than the forward floodlights anyway.

	In essence, when Rybolovskaya stared at her monitors, she saw mostly a dark blue environment, made slightly brownish by the marine fog, in the direction of her lights. Otherwise everything was black. In this cone of well-lit vision she could see the figures of the Jagd and the Volkannon that had remained to fight them, but the Jagd, which was in motion, quickly darted up and over the range of the main camera, and as it circled around, the sub-cameras could barely capture it. Rybolovskaya’s Strelkannon was too heavily burdened to chase or dance with the Jagd, so she needed to anticipate its attack and then throw herself away from it with a shot of the vernier boosters. This is why she needed an escort!

	“Lebedova, I can’t avoid its attack! You need to engage it!”

	“I’m trying! I can’t overextend, that Jagd is fast!”

	Lebedova was technically proficient, but they were hesitating due to the circumstances.

	Sticking to the orbit of the Strelkannon, trying to interdict the Jagd, it became a game.

	That Jagd began circling around them, taunting, making as if it would approach before backing off and going up or around them, keeping a distance of just over 30 meters as the bubbles in its wake outlined the cage that it had trapped them in. It knew the limitations of the mecha it was preying on. 

	The Jagd could always face them as it dove and banked around its prey, allowing it to make full use of its lights and sensors while its enemies had to rely on passive acoustics and lower resolution subcameras to track it. It was making full use of its speed and the fact that it possessed the initiative. If Lebedova never challenged it, the Jagd could simply bide its time, pick a moment and attack from any direction.

	Rybolovskaya wanted to shout again and again for Lebedova to go attack it but–

	She understood all too well that one could only fight in the ways one was motivated to.

	They’re just not up to it. I’d be asking them to go get cleaved. No, I have to do something.

	“Firing 88-mm anti-ship torpedo!”

	Lebedova cried out. “Wait what? I didn’t give an order though–!”

	Aiming at the empty ocean around the Jagd, Rybolovskaya loosed a single torpedo.

	“Lebedova, dive down!”

	Lebedova obediently launched into a dive, while Rybolovskaya took her mech climbing up.

	Within the confines of the Jagd’s cage–

	Its prey escaped in opposite directions, and a massive explosion went off in the center.

	Caught while circling close to the center, the Jagd paused suddenly and pulled away.

	For a brief moment, Rybolovskaya had her floodlights and main camera trained on it.

	One snap shot from her 50 mm rifle–

	There’s no shot!

	There’s a shot!

	In the smallest possible unit of time Dominika adjusted her aim just before executing a full press of the trigger; the tiniest movement of a muscle prompted by the briefest movement of her eyes; signals processing and acted upon in an impossible instant of human action; there’s a shot!

	Like the simultaneous step and strike of a trained sword fighter, acting within thought.

	One supercavitating shell cut right through the center of the explosion and struck.

	One of the Jagd’s arms severed, splitting just below the shoulder, ejecting metal.

	Dominika felt a rush but could not savor the victory for long.

	Her cockpit monitors flashed a rare warning: a radiation effect had been detected.

	That could only mean–

	She was painted for an attack! That Jagd was painting her!

	In the next instant, a round from out of sight impacted her shoulder, nearly destroying the missile mount that was set upon it. She was lucky it didn’t blow– she was forced to detach and abandon it.

	“That Volkannon!”

	After chastising Valya in her head for their poor performance, she got drawn away by that Jagd and ignored the presence of the Volkannon– now she couldn’t even see where it had gone after shooting! She had no idea where it had come from! With one hand she set the flank camera about tracing the angle of the shot from its footage, a subroutine already programmed into it, while the other hand remained on one stick, taking the Diver in a steep diagonal dive away from the Jagd, anticipating more shells.

	“Valya, sniper!” Dominika shouted.

	“Can you go after it? I’ll try to put any pressure I can on that Jagd!”

	Can you go after it? They were supposed to be the leader!

	Everything had gone to crap! Dominika could hardly believe this turn of events.

	“But I’m also completely helpless here!” She shouted back. It was painful to admit.

	Around her there was only the vast, dark expanse of the ocean.

	Even Valya was beginning to disappear from her cameras.

	She could expend some or all of her ordnance to take out the Volkannon if she knew where it was located. That would render her unable to attack the Antenora with anything but her rifle, but the plan was already cocked up. If they could at least the disable the enemy’s escorts then they had more room for the Brigand itself to become their weapon against the enemy ship, freeing Dominika from this burden.

	Dominika grit her teeth. Everything was too quiet, too dark. 

	Alone, she was useless.

	

	

	“Let Gertrude and Samoylovych do most of the work.” Norn had said. “You have nothing to prove to me, but Gertrude Lichtenberg certainly does. You’ve got one cartridge loaded by the way. Don’t use it unless I tell you to. There’s no need for you to push yourself for this mob, so don’t overdo it.”

	Selene grinned and giggled to herself. Swelling with emotion and expected triumph.

	Why would she leave anything to those two muscleheads?

	In the water, she was the mightiest– she would fight to her heart’s content.

	Norn always warned her about the cartridges, but at this rate she would not even need one. She had already taken apart one of the mercenaries and she had the other one cornered like a lab rat in an experiment box. Selene Anahid, pilot of the Jagdkaiser, was luxuriating in the sense of power that the Jagdkaiser fed into her mind. She knew who she was now: a perfectly created specimen.

	All that was left was to demonstrate her superiority to one meager prey after another.

	“You’re only alive because I only have one Option left, little mouse.”

	That machine quivering before her was certainly interesting.

	Its profile and performance put it strikingly close to a Magellan class mecha, sleek and fast and with a pilot who was no slouch, but there was no comparison between it and the Jagdkaiser. It was workman-like compared to her mighty steed. And of course, that pilot, crafty as they had proven in the few blows they had traded, could not measure up to Selene’s vast psionic abilities in the slightest.

	Pirouetting about in the water to avoid the Option’s line of fire.

	That pilot didn’t understand Selene’s intentions.

	Corralling them about the water by denying space, Selene had trapped them into melee.

	Now they were meters before her, in the grasp of her claws. She dodged once–

	“It’s over, little mouse!”

	Selene’s antennae stood on end, dimly glowing with sinews the colors of a rainbow.

	With her mind, she guided the Option and controlled its weapon system, a four-barreled chain gun firing 37 mm rounds. Its maximum rate of fire would empty its enormous magazine in twenty seconds, so Selene fired it in quick bursts of 20-30 rounds at a time. Even this seemingly small amount of rounds was far more impressive than the 5-10 round bursts from an ordinary 37 mm rifle. Her enemy would see enormous slashing lines of gunfire chasing them across the ocean, saturating the water around them with orbs of gas and fire creating a no man’s land wherever they dared to move, trapping them.

	Not only was the Option controlled psionically, but with a thought, Selene could push it with kinetics in any direction easily overcoming water resistance. Between efficient control surfaces, tightly packaged thrusters and a bit of psionic aid, the Option could turn in water with alacrity unknown to any man-made weapon or even any native of the sea. It was the ultimate psionic weapon, entrusted only to her hands. Its only small flaw was that it could not shoot while being pushed, or it would misfire. Irrelevant.

	Her superheated claw slashed at the little mouse with passion and ferocity.

	Dancing to the flute song of Selene’s violence the mecha thrust itself up over the claw.

	Trails of frothing vapor rose from the red-hot digits nearly slashing the mecha’s leg.

	With a grin on her face and a fire in her chest that burned hotter than the claws, Selene sent a snap thought to the Option and swung it in a tight spiraling turn. Circling around her, rising in the water column above even the enemy and then snapping its nose to face the little mouse in a space of mere seconds. She was trapped, no place to escape, the Jagdkaiser below, the gun above.

	Lines of slashing bullets–

	And the rising, surging claws of the Jagdkaiser–

	“You’re mine now mouse!”

	No matter which direction they fled to–

	Down–?

	Suddenly the mecha threw itself down at the Jagdkaiser.

	Selene impulsively swung the heat claw and found her digits digging into the metal–

	of an assault rifle–!

	That mecha slammed rifle into claw slowly melting it into a blob over the sharp digits–

	–and got past it, into the Jagdkaiser’s guard, with a burst of solid fuel thrust.

	Her head camera was taken up fully by the shadow of the mech bull rushing her.

	Then all of the fire from the Option came raining down upon them.

	And as it did, the enemy boosted out of the Jagdkaiser’s embrace and around her flank.

	A dozen rounds crashed upon the Jagdkaiser’s armor, pitting the thick hull, and severing a chunk of the shoulder with the Option’s mount, smashing a sharp bit of plate off the skirt, before Selene could spin down the guns. Gritting her teeth she ordered the gun to circle back around to the other side while she turned in place and slashed behind her, aided by a lick of solid fuel thrust on the shoulder and arm to overcome the water. A curtain of vapor swept in front of her and the molten assault rifle slid off her claw but she caught no more metal as her disarmed enemy backed just enough away.

	“Damn it! God damn it! Psynadium, now!”

	On command the tubes connected to the back of her neck pumped the drug through her.

	She felt power surging through her like hot glass slicing through the veins in her brain. She gritted teeth, enduring a brief instant of the most horrific pain but rewarded with the clearest view of the ocean any living creature could possibly have. Her eyes glowed not red but with a rainbow gradient that matched the colorful sinews of her antennae. The Aether trails flashed and swirled before her in the sea.

	Within the water she saw the outline of the enemy like a shadow in all of the lights.

	Selene awaited a flash of insight as to its next movements.

	The Jagdkaiser’s homunculus enhanced psionic power, along with the boost of Psynadium.

	When her antennae were loose and connected to this system as well, her clairvoyance became so powerful she could vividly see everything her enemy would do before they even tried to do it. Their emotions and thereby their intentions fed into her through the aether seconds before their bodies took action. The hands of fate gesticulated for her eyes only, and she read the sign language to deadly effect.

	“A cunning little mouse.” Selene cursed to herself, furious, near breathless.

	This time the trap was the same, but rather than a vertical snare the two mecha stood on a horizontal plane before the fateful blow. Her enemy before her, the gun at its back and the claw to its chest. Once she charged the enemy would move up or down– she did not need to guess or use the logic of battle because she would have the truth of it. Whatever it decided in the next second she would know.

	Not only that but it was disarmed of its rifle. There was no weapon at its disposal.

	Clever athletics would do no good. It could no longer inflict any damage.

	She was almost positive it was about to move any given microsecond of thought–

	When it did–

	That little mouse turned around to face her and launched– something–

	Acting before thinking, Selene raised the Jagdkaiser’s special claw.

	Glowing with an electric field, it deflected the projectile launched at her.

	Causing it to arc around the Jagdkaiser’s body harmlessly.

	Rather than being heated, the larger, rotating claw that held the muzzle for the agarthic cannon possessed a powerful magnetic field generator in the wrist with effectors located beneath the digits. While the claw could be swung as a large, sharp piece of metal it was far less capable of slashing than the heated, vibrating claw on the other arm. Designed to shape the agarthic energy from the cartridge away from the Jagdkaiser’s hull, Selene pioneered using the magnetic field on this claw defensively. 

	In this way bullets could be made to arc away from the claw and explode uselessly.

	Instead of a weapon it became her unbreakable shield.

	Selene felt momentarily like a genius, however–

	It was not a bullet which she had deflected around her flank.

	Her enemy had launched a grenade.

	She realized it within a split second of the projectile exploding at her side.

	Her cockpit vibrated wildly as she tore herself away from the blast leaving in the water a small chunk of the Jagdkaiser’s flank and a strip of the shoulder and arm plates. Wild eyes snapped to each camera looking for that enemy mech and finding it suddenly rushing her directly from the front.

	“Why? Why couldn’t I see that?!”

	Her head was foggy with rage, her whole body shaking as more of the drug injected.

	In a rush Selene positioned the Option like a knife to the enemy’s back–

	Plunging and driving the blade, the blades–

	Spinning up in half a second the bullets came flying in dozens–

	That enemy mecha still unarmed rushed her fool-hardy–

	Selene had expected a blade but–

	Mid-charge the enemy feinted her, throwing itself into a dive to avoid crashing into her.

	And leaving her once again exposed to her own gunfire.

	“Using me as a shield?! God damn it!”

	Her own bullets arced around her claw and exploded around her harmlessly.

	Again the gun spun down, again she forced it to arc to the enemy trying to take her back.

	“You won’t get away! You won’t! I’ll tear you out of that cockpit and melt your guts–!”

	Selene lunged behind herself opening and snapping her heat claw, trying to snatch the enemy.

	A vortex of vaporized water briefly burst between her fiery claws as she seized nothing.

	She could have sworn– she could have sworn it would be there–

	Why wasn’t she seeing–?

	On one of her monitors, something she wasn’t used to paying attention to.

	Her acoustic system painted a red targeting box to alert her.

	As soon as her eyes snapped down to the lower camera and back up to main.

	That enemy had flown under her, behind her, and to the side in quick motion–

	She had deluded herself as to its trajectory thinking that a vision would come that did not.

	And in the next instant, a diamond sword swung and sliced clean off one of the metal digits.

	In that brief instant in which it had gone cold after her last attack with the claw.

	I’m not a lab rat! I’m Sonya Shalikova! You think this is fun? Are you enjoying yourself?

	Thoughts broadcast into the aether. A girl’s voice– a girl just like her– no. Not quite.

	Selene raised a hand to her glowing eyes, slouching her shoulders. Her heart leaping.

	Grinning. Laughing. From the absurdity of it. So her little mouse had fangs? SO WHAT?!

	This girl was clever, and apparently psionic too, a worthy opponent perhaps– but INFERIOR.

	Selene’s eyes burned as her emotions surged in her chest like white-hot flames at her core–

	The name of your killer is Selene Anahid, she projected, and you’ll die one order evolved, kitty!

	

	

	Everything was quiet, orderly, there was a sweet scent and gentle lighting.

	“It’s so peaceful here. I’m sure she loves it.”

	Zasha Shalikova felt a sense of trepidation as she sought out the right door, walking down a special hall in the middle deck of Sevastopol Station. The Children’s Hall was cozy and earthy, made up with very fake wood panels and relaxing yellow light and the walls had beautiful posters with colorful characters. The posters in the hall exhorted the children to be kind to each other, to be on time for tasks and appointments, to eat their fill and instructions for using the computers to hail adults for help.

	It was the year 966 AD. She was twenty years old and her sister was ten years old.

	Her sister–

	Yes, it was her sister who lived in a warm little room in this children’s hall.

	Just beyond one of these doors. She told herself, it was important to remember.

	She was a sister now, and Zasha was beyond happy for her.

	Her trepidation did not come from that change in their positions.

	Rather, Zasha was always afraid that Sim–

	Sonya. Yes, Sonya. She was named after their mother now, not their father.

	Anyway– Zasha feared that Sonya would be– too independent, perhaps?

	In the Children’s Hall, the kids were taught to be responsible for their environment and toward each other. They did their own cleaning, they made their own beds, they were responsible for dressing themselves and going to their classes. They could even, once or twice a week, prepare their own meals. They could call adults for help at any point and the help would be given easily and cheerfully, but the Children’s Hall was supposed to be like their own little enclave that taught them to value the home and to value community with each other, to take care of their own space and make use of their own time.

	It was part of the ideology of their ex-Premier, Daksha Kansal.

	In honor of her, the current Premier, Elias Ahwalia, continued the practice.

	The government wanted children to not be beholden to parents or caretakers entirely.

	So the default was for children to live in children’s halls or at specific school dorms. 

	Parents had to beg for exceptions if they wanted to exclusively raise their children.

	And if the reasons weren’t good enough, then they had to gracefully accept separation.

	Zasha gracefully accepted separation. At least, outwardly so–

	She had always been very protective. So it was hard to let go, but it was for the best.

	There were many visit days on the calendar, but Zasha had been busy.

	Hopefully, her Sonya would not resent her as she took her first visit day in a year.

	Producing a portable terminal from her bag, Zasha double checked the room number.

	And she found herself in front of it. 102417. She approached it and took a deep breath.

	Before she could knock on it, the door opened– her perceptive sibling had noticed her.

	Sonya had always had keen senses.

	“Zasha! I heard you shuffling behind the door! It’s so nice to see you in meatspace!”

	Sonya smiled brightly, her bright indigo eyes shining, her soft little cheeks turning up.

	Zasha laid a hand on her silvery-white hair and patted her head vigorously.

	“Are you being a good girl, Sonya?” She asked.

	“Hee hee, you called me a girl, Zasha.”

	“Of course I did! You’re my sweet little sister.”

	“Ahh! I’m so happy Zasha!”

	“I’m glad. Everything feels ok, right? No stomachaches or anything?

	“No! It’s great! I love the medicines. Now I can be as cool as you are!”

	Zasha laughed a little. What an impressionable kid– but Zasha always trusted her choices and let her have what she wanted. That was the ethos of the Children’s Hall after all. When Sonya confessed on a video-call about being Sonya and sent her a digital pamphlet about hormone therapy that a caretaker had given her, Zasha was nothing but pleased. It was important to her, more than anything else, that Sonya Shalikova got to have a say in who she was. That she wouldn’t be funneled down a path that anyone else wanted or expected. If that meant taking hormones, then Zasha was happy for her. 

	And if it meant living away in the Children’s Hall, then that was fine too.

	“I suppose I’m so cool, you definitely needed a doctor to help you catch up.” She joked.

	Sonya’s eyes stared at her wide and round. She then made a bashful little pout.

	“Oh no, Sonya, I meant nothing by that. You’ve always been very cool you know?”

	“I knooooow.”

	She was such a sensitive kid too sometimes.

	“Come in. My room is so huge!”

	Zasha smiled. It really was not. And it looked like she was sharing it too.

	Rather it was a standard Union single, but for a kid, it was a lot of space. And they really went all out on the kid’s decorations. The walls of the room were projecting a fake wood texture but if one touched any of them it would feel like a smooth resistive touchpad, which it all was. There were two little desks, for Sonya and a roommate, along with a combination shower, toilet and wash basin accessible behind a retractable wall panel. More colorful posters decorated the walls too. A Union single, but for kids.

	“I have a roommate, Klob Hondros, but I gave her one of my recreation tickets and a bunch of credits so she would go see a movie or stuff herself or do whatever for the afternoon so we could hang out alone, Zasha.” Sonya said. “I don’t use the credits for anything, and I get them all the time.”

	“I see.” Kids were paid a small wage for going to school, and bonuses for exceptional behavior.

	Zasha was not concerned by Sonya’s money habits, which didn’t matter, but rather–

	“I would have liked to meet your friend.” She said gently.

	“Klob? I wouldn’t call her my friend– we study and do stuff together I guess.”

	She was still so antisocial. They would have to work on that somehow.

	“Well, maybe I’ll stick around long enough to meet her.”

	“Ehhh, if you want to. She’s kind of cool I guess. She’s a fish I think. She has horns.”

	Sonya sat on her bed kicking her feet happily while Zasha looked around the room.

	“If you have enough money to bribe her to leave–”

	“–It wasn’t a bribe–!”

	“–then you must be doing really well academically.” Zasha said.

	“Oh!” Sonya smiled again. “Yep! I’m doing so good. It’s like crazy how good I am.”

	“Keep working hard!” Zasha said. “I’m so proud of you!”

	“What about you?” Sonya asked. “Did you kill any bad guys?”

	“There’s no bad guys to kill. And that’s not really what I do, you know.” Zasha said.

	She cringed just a little bit– she did not want Sonya to have such bloody-minded ideas.

	Nevertheless, as a child who lived through the revolution, it was inevitable.

	Death and killing were always going to be part of her mind. Sad as it was to think about it.

	She had not been old enough back then to understand what was happening with any nuance.

	“Zasha.”

	Sonya’s voice turned serious. Zasha turned around to make eye contact. She had been looking at a shelf where one of Sonya’s sewn stuffies was sitting. It looked like a big purple blob of a cuttlefish, a simple beginner stuffie. Zasha dearly wished Sonya would do more sewing and less thinking about war.

	“Yes dear?”

	Looking her eye to eye, Sonya stood up and seemed to be trying to look tall.

	“I want to be a hero like you!” She declared.

	“I see.”

	Could she say ‘no’ to that? Had Sonya finally done something utterly unacceptable?

	“In your own words–”

	“–huh? you sound like my teacher–”

	“–what does it mean to be a hero, Sonya?” Zasha asked with a firm tone but a smiling face.

	Sonya’s bright round eyes glimmered with excitement.

	“A hero is like, strong! They know how to fight really good and kill the bad guys!”

	“Hmm. Why would you kill the bad guys though?”

	“Because they’re bad, duh?”

	“Not quite.” Zasha said.

	She bent down a little and stroked Sonya’s head gently.

	“Sonya, if you want to be a hero like me, first, you must be kind and responsible. You must make friends and help people. Take care of your tasks and avoid hurting others. Those are the important things that makes your big sister Zasha cool– it’s not my rank or being in the navy, and not ‘killing bad guys’.”

	Zasha would defer telling Sonya that she had been inducted into the special forces.

	For as long as humanly possible now, given the circumstances.

	It would give her some funny ideas about this lecture.

	Still– she wouldn’t say no if Sonya wanted to join the armed forces.

	It was not in her nature to tell Sonya not to do something. Even something like this.

	But she had to do it for the right reasons. She had to really understand it.

	“Don’t you need to fight to be a hero?” Shalikova asked.

	“Hmm, not quite!” Zasha smiled. “There’s all kinds of ways to be a hero. Heroes aren’t only those who fight. The lady at the cafeteria is a hero; your teachers are big heroes too.”

	Sonya puffed her cheeks up a bit. “Big nags, actually.”

	“Sonya~”

	“Okay, okay. But you fight bad guys, or you train to fight bad guys, don’t you?”

	“Well, yes–”

	“Then why do you do that? If it isn’t to be a hero?”

	Zasha continued to smile. Sonya was asking the right questions. “In my case, Sonya, I want to fight so that other people don’t have to. Fighting isn’t something soldiers want to do. But we will fight so that the cafeteria lady, and your teachers at school, and even you yourself, don’t have to do that. So you can do other things that help people more, like cook or sew cute stuffed animals.”

	“You don’t think fighting helps?” Sonya asked.

	There was a tiny little shudder in Zasha’s heart, but she never ceased to smile.

	Whatever Sonya wanted to do– Zasha would support it with a smile and proper guidance.

	“I think that we need to be really careful about fighting.” Zasha said. “We need to think a lot about why we do it and most of the time we need to find ways of sorting things out that aren’t fighting. That’s part of my job too, you know. If you can think of a really good reason to fight, Sonya, and you find that fighting is the only way that you can help or save people, only then should you fight.”

	Sonya looked determined and smiled. “I’ll fight to protect you, Zasha!”

	Zasha suddenly took Sonya into a tight embrace.

	For some reason she felt tears in her eyes. Tears for everything her sister had been through.

	“Sonya, you’re full of love. I know you’ll understand my lesson someday.”

	She whispered this almost to herself, holding her fragile little sister in her hands.

	And praying that everything would really turn out well for her.

	

	

	Zasha—

	Being a hero– what Zasha had said it meant– Could Shalikova really–?

	Cold sweat built on her sharply rising chest. Her breath came in fits.

	Thoughts unbidden. She was getting emotional, she was swimming in pure emotion.

	Everything was so desperate that she had begun to think about her sister.

	After trying to push her out of her mind for so long.

	What would Zasha have done? What would Zasha had said?

	It was painful to remember– but the confrontation was forced–

	Emotions flooding, cascading in brilliant colors, inescapable–

	Black and red, she was wreathed in the ferocious void-fire of killing–

	Was that her only emotion too–? Was she only colored with intention to kill–?

	“Focus! Tight focus!” Sonya Shalikova told herself, trying to break free of this spiral.

	She would need every neuron she could spare to survive let alone achieve any victory.

	“Zasha, I have to fight.”

	For the difference in power between their machines, Sonya had been doing admirably.

	The Cheka had only taken a bit of cosmetic damage– and one melted rifle.

	But that enemy machine had not lost any speed or power from the damage that it took.

	Its armor was pitted and shredded in places, but it was still moving like a juggernaut.

	Shalikova had not intended to do much damage with her tricks anyway.

	She had planted a seed of possibility. That keenness she couldn’t escape had guided her.

	Now Selene would nurse an expectation of how Shalikova would move in reaction to the projectile’s gunfire. If Shalikova tried to use her as a shield again, would the reaction be different? 

	Would she shoot at herself, or reposition it differently, or make a more adverse move in response? Any wrong move and those molten claws would destroy her completely, or she would be shredded by that flying chain-gun but when this fight had started, she was far more helpless than now.

	She had an opportunity. But she had to convert it into a way to disable that machine.

	Or at least try to disarm it. If only her sword could have cut that entire claw off!

	“She wants to kill me. She would love to. That’s the feeling I get in the aura, but–?”

	All that bleak anger and hatred radiating from that machine–

	Was it really a window into the heart of the person inside?

	Was Selene Anahid a monster as ferocious and evil as the one that had taken Zasha?

	“No. She’s a human being just like me. I can stop her.” She said.

	Selene was clearly psionic, however. Since she learned about psionics, Shalikova had been dimly considering the possibility that they might confront someone who knew about psionics too. As much as she hated the thought of relying on this strange new power, Shalikova had to give as good as she was getting– and the machine’s wild aura told Shalikova that psionics was involved here.

	Remembering what Maryam had shown her–

	Shalikova pulled the mental trigger and her eyes felt hot from inside.

	That irregular cloud of colors in front of her came more sharply into focus.

	“So I was right–”

	As she had been fighting Selene she had felt that an attack was coming and this was heralded by the intensifying of the machine’s red and black aura. It was like she could feel the decision to attack before Selene made it. This allowed her to be somewhat more confident in taking risks with very tight timing, like dropping into and escaping from the machine’s grasp in order to lead its attacks into itself. It was something she only acknowledged after the fact– in the middle of things it just felt like she had really good instincts and coordination. Now she recognized the source of those instincts clearly.

	Because now she could see the patterns in the water among all the other colors.

	Trails of red and black slowly dissipating behind their machines like scars of their battle in the aether– and trails of possibility extending ever so subtly from the machine like tendrils ready to imprint the next scar of their violent fate onto that ocean-spanning cloud of human emotions. It was tricky– she was seeing the aura shift this way and that as if nothing in the future had been settled yet.

	Was Selene seeing this too? Shalikova recalled something else– Maryam’s fortune telling.

	“That’s it!”

	Sword in hand, suddenly inspired, Shalikova drew the Cheka back to provoke a reaction.

	In the next instant Selene’s claw swiped right in front of her.

	A cloud of bubbles and vapor from the superheated claws hid her intention. A burst of 20 mm bullets from the autocannon on her right shoulder kept Shalikova at bay, popping one after another in little bursts of vapor and metal. Shalikova could not see the sea floor but she knew she was close to the bottom now and so she dove further with the space created by the last exchange of attacks.

	If she could drag Selene to the benthic surface there would be one less plane of movement.

	Normally that would be an enormous disadvantage, but Shalikova was counting on that.

	And counting on Selene’s reaction to having a sudden, seemingly massive advantage.

	In response to Shalikova’s dive the flying chain gun appeared at her side.

	Following her with alien ease and agility, the machine spun up its barrels to attack from her flank.

	With Selene above and behind, chasing, the chain gun could safely attack from the flanks.

	As soon as she saw it, Shalikova struck a button on her joystick that had been glowing green.

	“Sorry Murati and Gunther!”

	On a supplementary screen, the Cheka’s Energy Recovery System status appeared.

	Gathered power deployed from hidden battery cells and supercharged the water system.

	In an instant, the Cheka began moving much faster than it had been.

	Selene’s gunfire flew right past her, not even close–

	Dozens of flashing red status warnings popped up for every conceivable system.

	Everything was overheating or stressed, nothing was handling the increased power well.

	Shalikova began to plea silently with the machine, hold together, hold together, hold–

	Below her, she could suddenly see the grey, sandy rock of the Goryk plain dominating her vision.

	She had been diving headfirst, but when she saw the ground Shalikova twisted her body around and glided across the dusty surface– with her back to the ocean floor and her head and chest facing up at the machine approaching. Its horns glowing with all the colors of the rainbow, veins of color playing about its hull, and that demonic red and black aura growing thicker and thicker as it approached.

	And as Shalikova glided over the surface, her water jets kicked up all the loose sand.

	There was sediment! There was enough sediment–!

	For an enormous cloud to blow over Shalikova and for a few dozen meters all around.

	Just as she hoped– as she planned.

	WHAT? GOD DAMN IT.

	Shalikova heard a psychic wail emanate from the enemy machine.

	She stopped, briefly caught her footing, standing up the Cheka inside the cloud.

	Praying that she was right– and with each passing instant believing in her observations.

	Though her cameras were blinded by the cloud seafloor deposits she could still see the enemy machine’s aura. Hovering overhead, losing initiative, moving slower and with less confidence–

	Selene couldn’t predict her movements.

	GOD DAMN IT GOD DAMN IT GOD DAMN IT GOD DAMN IT–

	Psychic screams of frustration, the red and black aura began to grow a sickly green stripe–

	Maryam had said–

	“When I tried to read you I couldn’t see any surface thoughts at all,”

	That machine was generating such an intense amount of emotion that it stirred the aether.

	Shalikova had put everything together, she knew she must have been correct in thinking–

	She generated no ambient emotions for Selene to pick up. She was invisible to psionic senses.

	Unless she deliberately broadcast her emotions to Selene, her enemy could see nothing.

	Just like a certain powerfully psionic cuttlefish had failed to read her before too.

	“Maryam, when I get back I’m going to kiss you!”

	Shalikova leaned on her controls with a burst of determination.

	Overhead, the machine and its projectile positioned themselves over the center of the cloud.

	Within seconds, massive amounts of gunfire burst from the chain gun and the autocannon.

	Since they couldn’t see her, they made use of the high ground to furiously bombard the seafloor.

	Got you.

	That last thought was Shalikova’s– and she made sure not to broadcast it.

	Selene had already seen how fast the Cheka could dive with E.R.S. on–

	–but she had no idea how quickly its horizontal and vertical maneuvering would be–

	As Shalikova burst out of the cloud, still on the sea floor, right behind Selene’s machine.

	Launching up nearly forty meters in just over a second as her systems cried from the strain.

	Almost instantaneously the alien projectile’s chain gun snapped up from the sea floor–

	Hesitating.

	Selene must have realized–

	–that once again she was between Shalikova and the gun.

	So she made a correction.

	Throwing the gun into a climb so it would shoot over her at an angle on Shalikova.

	Exposing the chain gun to retaliation.

	Soon as Shalikova’s keen eyes spotted that cluster of aura rising separate from Selene–

	From her shoulders two jet anchors fired on their rocket boosters, cables instantly cut.

	They sailed over Selene like a pair of thrown daggers.

	One crashed into the center of the chain gun barrels.

	Second dug between a control fin deep enough into the chassis to hit the magazine.

	Shalikova knew instantly that while it could still move that gun would never shoot again.

	Feral psionic screams erupted from her enemy.

	As Selene furiously swung the machine’s bulk around to attack her, Shalikova threw all of her weight and thrust into a two-handed, overhead swing aimed down the middle of the mecha’s shoulder.

	She only ever attacked with this claw and the shoulder cannon–

	Destroying the machine was out of the question–

	But if she could disable its weapons–

	Shalikova’s sword plunged smashing and slicing through the new style thruster on the winged mount atop the shoulder guard and biting through to the housing for the autocannon. Diamond teeth ground furiously, chewing through the metal and composite and churning debris from all ends of the wound glowing red hot and irregular, gnawing cabling, electric cells, armor, inner supports and tubes–

	For an instant it caught within the steel of the arm suspension–

	Chewing up its teeth hot, violence briefly stopped–

	Please, cut through, cut harder, cut deeper, push! Push!

	Shalikova begged and pleaded and cried for the sword’s deadly jaws–

	Her eyes welled up hot vapor streaming from her tears–

	If she could only sever that arm– she could stop all of this–

	“I understand, Zasha! I understand now! I just need a little more strength!”

	Shalikova physically could not kill this behemoth. Had she tried she would be dead.

	Aiming for the cockpit hull would have done nothing. It was thick enough to shrug off an explosion.

	But the arm– she felt like if she gave everything she had she could disable that arm–

	Then she would not need to kill Selene. She could make her surrender, take her prisoner–

	“I don’t want to kill her! I don’t want to! I want to– I want to save her!”

	Answering Selene’s cry with a determined scream of her own that sent her aura flaring–

	Spurring the diamond jaws to a snap instant of violence severing the entire shoulder.

	Exiting shattered ejecting the diamond chain in pieces as Selene’s gutted arm descended.

	The Cheka’s entire hands snapped from the pressure and ceased to respond, letting go of what was left of the diamond sword. All of these instruments severed from their masters and descended gently out of sight onto the cloudy seafloor, the sword, the hot-clawed arm and its shoulder cannon, and the chain-gun, suddenly losing power. A silent cloud of metal debris drifted in the marine fog.

	For an instant Shalikova found herself in total darkness.

	Abusing the E.R.S. had downed all of the Cheka’s power. She stood blind and in silence.

	Then the power came back on– and Shalikova reached for an air mask.

	On the diagnostic screen, she saw that the E.R.S. had burned out the main turbines.

	Smoke began to seep into the cockpit. Propulsion completely died.

	She donned a mask from the emergency supplies, giving her about an hour of life–

	And then glanced through her cameras in a panic.

	But the enemy machine was not moving. It could not take advantage.

	Shalikova sank back in her chair, sucking air through her mask while her mind reeled.

	You can’t– You can’t possibly– I was born, I was made, stronger than you! I was! I am!

	From the enemy machine the cloud of colors became tinged with all shades sickly and sad.

	A roiling vortex that had it been physical looked like it would have crushed the machine.

	Selene’s panicked, morbid, self-hating, self-hurting thoughts cascaded out of the mecha.

	I’m complete, I’m perfect, I was made perfect, how can she be stronger than me? Mother, why?

	Shalikova’s own thoughts poured painfully out of her own soul in return–

	Please stop. Please just surrender. I don’t want to hurt you. I don’t want to hurt you.

	Within the clashing aether where all human hurt and suffering had left its mark.

	Shalikova felt like crying– she was crying– there was so much pouring out of her.

	She knew it was irrational, but she was so affected by the emotions she felt from Selene.

	As if that keenness which had haunted her eyes all her life was haunting her mind now.

	All of those emotions were so much more violent than anyone could possibly feel.

	And she felt them so keenly, as if they were her own, flashes of pain and insight–

	Cold, indistinct halls–

	Distant people’s words hung with enormity never understood–

	Authorities she rejected– figures she refused to let herself rely upon– so much to prove–

	Shalikova had never seen an aura like it. Even Ahwalia driven to attack Illya because of their past. Shalikova had seen that anger. She had even seen intention to kill, from when Valeriya struck Ahwalia back that same night. Those were human emotions pushed to their limits, but Selene’s intensity led Shalikova to think maybe the machine was doing something to Selene Anahid inside. Making her worse.

	None of those people wanted to powerfully, so strongly, to kill, to hate, to commit violence.

	None of those people had been so purposeless in their pursuit of tragedy.

	We don’t have to kill each other. We don’t. Selene, please.

	Above all what she felt from Selene was a great, exceptional loneliness and isolation.

	There was a hole inside Selene that had been filled inside Sonya.

	Thoughts of her sister Zasha and all the hurt and inadequacy that she felt came to her unbidden.

	All of these years she had run away from it.

	It was painful, forcing herself not to think about Zasha while living without her, it was so painful.

	It was painful, pain beyond any, to accept that she was gone. 

	To accept she couldn’t save her. That jumping in that mecha and killing the monster did not change anything. Suspended in the middle of the ocean having fought a battle to a violent standstill, Shalikova finally stared sharply into years old scars that she had been scared to acknowledge. Zasha was gone. She had failed to save her. But she wasn’t alone– Shalikova still had everything Zasha ever left to her.

	Had it not been for Zasha–

	For Illya and Valeriya–

	For Murati and Khadija–

	For that kind and gentle Maryam Karahailos–

	For what purpose or meaning would Shalikova have been comitting violence and taking lives?

	Would she have been in Selene’s shoes, roaring with self-assured but morally empty anger?

	Heroes kill bad guys.

	Superior beings triumph over inferior ones.

	Those childish things which they had both thought– had they been so dissimilar at all?

	Selene, I want to save you–

	Shalikova’s eyes drew wide, lit up purple in the dim cockpit. An agarthic radiation warning.

	Camera filters drawing a flashing purple box around Selene’s mecha as she lifted the remaining arm.

	Hitherto unused except as a defense system, Shalikova had thought it wasn’t a weapon.

	Claws separating radially around a hole in the palm creating a magnetic field.

	Vapor vented from the thicker part of the arm closer to the shoulder as it generated heat.

	A furious, rising, incredible heat– and a purple glow through a wound in the arm’s plates.

	Tongues of agarthic energy each the width of hairs leaped across the surface of the machine.

	“Sonya Shalikova. You are the one who needs saving. Not me– I am the strongest of us.”
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	“Ensign Anahid, how do you feel about the Republic of Alayze? You can be candid.”

	It’s a dump.

	A failed state.

	We should be ashamed. We should beg for forgiveness.

	“I think as the sole remaining democracy of the sea, it’s worth fighting for.”

	Ensign Samuel “Sam” Anahid stood in the middle of a dim blue windowless room with a high ceiling. In this room there were only three things. The desk of the Director of the General Intelligence Agency, the director himself, behind the desk, and a miasma of palpable deceit that was everywhere in the Republic of Alayze. No adornments, no windows; this cell-like room was the heart and the soul of the G.I.A.

	Wearing a neutral expression, Sam told a lie. Not a muscle in his face twitched out of place.

	“Good answer, candid and honest. You are quite correct Ensign. Ours is not a perfect country; everyone can see this easily. But our role, nonetheless, is to protect it with all of our might. Because its people can still make it great. If we surmount the firestorm of this era, because we are a democracy, we can achieve anything. Those despots in the Imbrian Ocean can only lord over an unchanging and stagnating relic.”

	It was customary for G.I.A. officials with important missions to take on new identities. 

	To become Director, the man before Samuel had to abandon his old name. That plaque on his desk, which read Albert Ford-Reagan, was just another falsity that was borne out of this room and its mission. For a man who sat behind a desk all day and gave orders, he was solidly built, broad-backed, square-jawed. He had an open case of cigars on his desk from which many pieces were missing. His eyes were crystalline and upon them information could be seen flitting– cybernetics. His hair was voluminous for his age, slicked back. There had been an older Director when Sam first joined. But he looked like this too.

	Maybe if Sam did outstandingly, he might someday be reborn as a broad-backed blond bear.

	Rather than a narrow-chested, slender-limbed twink, hiding half his face behind his long hair.

	But the thought of becoming like that man– disgusted him. 

	He had some unreachable ideas of what he wanted–

	No use contemplating it. Not here anyway.

	“Indeed, Director.”

	Sam was sparse with his words. What could he say?

	He didn’t even know why he was summoned.

	And no matter what he said, he would find out sooner or later.

	“From now on, you will go by Blake McClinton.” Director Albert said suddenly.

	Sooner–

	“Sir?”

	“We’re assigning you a valuable mission in the Imbrian Ocean. Your right to forfeit this mission was the question that I asked you earlier.” Director Albert said. “You will receive field training and full details in the coming weeks. You are now a full-fledged field agent, Ensign. Congratulations.”

	It was that sudden.

	And that was, truly, all the Director said, or needed to say.

	Every blank he left was filled in by the culture of the G.I.A. Sam did not even have to acquiesce or accept the mission. He had accepted such a mission already, every time he lied in order to protect his career prospects. He had done the work to remain in the office, to continue to don his badge, and he had done enough that there was no running away from it anymore. He was the best analyst, so there was only one way for him to go. The G.I.A. had more desk officers coming, and the Republic’s war was endless.

	All of this because I was too much of a pussy to fight on the front lines from the start.

	He made Ensign off the back of being able to read better into data than his colleagues.

	All because he didn’t want to die in a Cutter’s bridge fighting the Hanwans or Imbrians.

	Now he was getting field duty– in Imbria, no less.

	Sam quietly left the office after the conversation with the Director.

	There was nothing more to be said.

	He left for home while he had the chance.

	Madison Station was the home of the G.I.A Central Directorate. It was a squat cylindrical station with only two stories, the top tier having discrete buildings inside while the bottom provided transport infrastructure to outlying habitation spires. Overhead, the thick titanium roof was like an eternal gray sky. There was a fake, grassy park stretching out from the white slab of the Central Directorate building, surrounded by high fences patrolled by quad-rotor drones. Each stretch of the park had a sun-lamp to keep the grass alive that was uncomfortable to stand under. And in fact, even agents would be chased off by the drones if they loitered in the lawn anyway– to say nothing of the few bubbles which contained trees. Everything was look-don’t-touch, the tiniest splash of aesthetics below the grey horizon.

	Outside the fences, there were long roads for personal electric cars and for the electric ferry. There were few such cars parked near the street. Cars were like toys; you could drive your car if you lived in the habitat in Madison itself, and you drove it from your work which was a few blocks away and back to your home. It was a novelty. If you lived in an outlying hab like Sam, you could not possibly take your car there and back. Some people did keep a car in the car park in Madison, so they would tube to their hab and back, but drive to work using their car– it was nonsense. He had the money, but why would he bother?

	Besides the cars, the streets around the Directorate were sparse with people.

	Across the road, however, the crowd was much thicker.

	The Central Directorate was an isolated bubble. 

	Everywhere else stood the teeming mass of the Republic’s people. Madison was nowhere near the most crowded, but Sam still had to push in a little after crossing the road. Office buildings, restaurants, store-fronts, no matter where he walked, the street was teeming. Dim lights. Everything was dim, as if the city feared any bright colors. Amid a crowd of people in similar office-wear to his own, all dimly looking around as if dazed. Sam had been places where walking down the street felt like a queue system. 

	Madison was not that bad– yet. It would get there someday.

	There were less and less stations going up these days. Building them had become very convoluted.

	Politically and financially– 

	No sense in thinking about it too much.

	He made his way to an elevator and rode it down into the lower tier.

	Here, the steel guts of the station were on full display. There was nothing but metal, tubes and vents and pipes, sealed off rooms with mechanisms. No attempt to embellish anything. Wide and broad hallways full of people led between tube stations out to the outlying spire hab blocks that surrounded the main structure of Madison. There were some shops here and there for the people coming and going, cramped little restaurants that were literally holes in the wall, kiosks with patriotic trinkets for folks visiting the Capital. With his hands in his pockets, Sam made his way to the tube out to Hab block “Clancy.”

	Entering a tight train car, standing in the center holding himself up with a bar.

	Once the train got going, fake windows would project an idyllic view of the outside.

	Madison had been built at 300 meters depth on the Great Alayze Reach.

	That was the base. These tubes were actually at 250 meters depth.

	The Great Reaches were sacred places rendered safe by some poorly understood force, maybe some weather pattern, magnetic field, some forgotten surface device, God knew why– but there was none of the aggressive megafauna, wild currents, storms, red tides, and residual corruption that plagued the rest of the photic layers of the ocean. So when Sam peeked out of those false windows there was a bit of light outside, the marine fog was not as thick. Everyone felt safe. Nobody was terrified of the water.

	You could see schools of fish, life, a place teeming with biological hope.

	To leave Madison for the neighboring Pennsylvania Station you had to cross the Upper Scattering Layer and dive down into the aphotic depths, as most of the Republic lay between 900 to 1500 depth in the Cogitum Ocean. The USL was called that because most of human civilization was beneath it, but Madison was one of the few places above the USL where the moniker made no sense to the ruling class of people who got to live in this privileged bubble. Sometimes Sam nursed a catastrophic idea– if the Surface got worse, and the Great Reaches became as dangerous as the rest of the photic ocean around them.

	Madison and the entire Republic government would be completely annihilated.

	Maybe that was what it would take. The Imbrians, Hanwans, Katarrans, they could not end the Republic.

	But maybe someday God would strike the Republic down just as He struck the surface down.

	When the tube stopped inside of Clancy hab, the view became a lot less pretty.

	Out on the platform, a police officer had pulled aside a civilian. There was a brief argument before the officer laid an unprompted beating that Sam could not bear to watch it and hurried away. 

	Leaving behind the depressing tube platform he found himself at the base of the hab, a cylindrical promenade around the elevators, where there was a shabby cafeteria and a few sparse storefronts. Nothing staffed by people, everything was pay-to-operate and self-serve. Sam hated these– he would not eat here unless the situation in his apartment was truly dire. But he was well paid, he could afford to keep his own food at home. Most of the people in this hab were immigrants in the service industry.

	Yellow lights gave the halls leading to his apartment a gloomy ambiance.

	Everything was so dim– why? Why couldn’t they have some brightness for once?

	When Sam arrived at his own hall there was an enormous mess in front of him.

	There was an eviction happening in his hall, so a person’s belongings were getting dumped out of an apartment like trash by several police officers. Sam had to navigate a maze of trash bags and furniture to get through, and the police officers gave him a disdainful look for it and barked at him to hurry up. There was a bloodied young man up against a wall, his nose punched deep purple — Sam didn’t know anyone here so he didn’t know who it was. He assumed that was the former inhabitant after the police got him.

	Evicted from here, he’d be taken directly to a prison station.

	He would either rot in jail or be sentenced to a Debtors’ Corps for work or war.

	When Sam finally got to his own door, the hallway lights were blinking on and off.

	He sighed. They couldn’t even have steady power– how would they manage color?

	Then, he got his colors–

	Inside, the first thing he saw was a big red flashing warning on his wall.

	Rent due: $2000 Republic New Dollar or RND.

	That warning would flash like a mental assault at him from every wall until it was paid.

	Exasperated, Sam easily dispersed the warning by flashing his bank card at the wall.

	Turning the dire red light back to the dim, depressing yellow.

	$2000 RND was like a fifth of his monthly salary. It was barely anything to him.

	For the laborers it could be close to three quarters of it.

	Sam imagined that for that evictee, this warning flashed at him for a whole month.

	He saw it every day awaiting the knock from the police, helpless.

	Some holy land, the Great Alayze Reach. Some country, the great Republic of Alayze.

	Sam slammed the door behind himself and laid back against it, breathing heavy.

	He almost thought he would have a panic attack.

	Rotten fucking day– rotten fucking place–

	“What do I think of this place? I fucking hate it. I can’t imagine Imbria is any worse.”

	Sam took in a deep breath.

	Using the wall to help himself stand back up straight.

	Thumbing the wall touchpad to bring up the lights, brightening up his 7 by 5 meter space.

	They never got too bright, but it was a less dim yellow than the halls now.

	The apartment was divided into three sections, the living space, kitchen, and bathroom. 

	There was an island that separated the living space and kitchen, while the bathroom was tucked away behind another door. From the hallway door, Sam was in his living space, with a combination sofa and bed, that folded out, a table, a combination video-screen and terminal mounted on the wall that had its own processor, making it just a bit faster and nicer than using the room computer. In his kitchen, there was an electric cooktop with a small convection box, and an icebox and pantry. 

	Sam used to pay to get his food automatically restocked, but he stopped. It was people from Clancy that delivered it, and he hated the idea of his neighbors running to Madison and back for him.

	So he just made it part of his routine to shop in Madison and bring stuff back sometimes.

	It also gave him an excuse to stick around Madison– sometimes he needed that.

	Soon as the lights went on, Sam pulled off his tie, dropped his suit jacket on the floor. He unbuttoned his shirt and tossed it too but kept his pants on. He had a little ritual– he was deeply ashamed of it, but it gave him a specific thrill that made him feel more at home with himself. He would grab a smoke, lay on the sofa in just his pants, shirtless, no shoes– but he would put on a woman’s brassiere. 

	A black, padded bra that fit tight on him, sleek, with a floral pattern. He had picked it out, bought it “for a girlfriend” that he obviously did not fucking have. Then he wore it at home– it felt sexy.

	Between drags of his cigarette he would look down at his chest. It titillated him a bit.

	“I’m nothing but a fucking pervert. But so is everyone fucking else in this country.”

	This wasn’t something that was wholly unknown to the Republic–

	Tranvestism– no, it was transgenderism— whatever. Wanting to be a woman.

	Sam could have talked to a doctor, gone through psych evals, gotten real-looking tits.

	He could afford it– but–

	But–

	It’d have ruined his career. 

	That sort of thing was tolerated, but not truly permitted.

	He was in his early 20s and already Ensign. He was good at lying and fucking people over and arranging schemes for the most evil and savage freaks on this planet so they could keep killing in the name of democracy and freedom. That was his job, and he was good at it, and if he showed up to those people in a pencil skirt and tights and makeup with a pair of C-cups they would politely make her a lowly accountant who could just barely afford her room and diet until she just quit.

	Sam considered himself far too entrenched in his work, and too useless at anything else.

	He looked feminine enough in his own estimation to feel like a woman at home.

	That would have to be enough. He was barely alive now; if he was fired it’d really kill him.

	Smoking cigarettes at home in women’s underwear, hair long and loose, lounging.

	He’d tried makeup, sometimes. It was fine. Everything was just fucking fine–

	“I wish I’d been brave enough to just fucking die in the wars.”

	Sinking in an awful little ship somewhere that was peaceful before the Republic got there.

	Torn apart by a torpedo from a Katarran or a Hanwan or an Imbrian even.

	“Maybe I’ll have a chance soon.” He thought morbidly, his mood crashing.

	He was headed to the Imbrium to do God knows what. He would almost certainly die.

	And even if Blake McClinton did not die then, Samuel Anahid was already dead.

	

	

	The Republic of Alayze had a single connection to the Imbrium Ocean that was indisputably under their control and contiguous to their territory. Navigating the Cogitum into the northern Nubium sea that lay within the continent of North Occultis, to a small gap in the continental wall into the Imbrium, called Ratha Flow. Ratha Flow served as the most recent Naval Headquarters of the Republican Navy, having moved there from the inner Cogitum hundreds of years ago when the Republic and Empire declared war.

	The Republic had a much larger share of the world’s wealth than any other power.

	It spent an outsize amount of these resources on its military, crusading for “global democracy.”

	The Hanwans and the Katarrans were the nearest enemies, but the chief evil of the world, according to the Republic’s politicians and media, was the Imbrian Empire, hegemon of the western hemisphere of Aer.

	At all times, the Nubium Sea was required to host at least 800 to 1000 vessels, for defense.

	Then, when the Republic war machine really got going, it would send an additional 800 to 1000 vessels to Ratha Flow, which had to possess the capacity to temporarily host them. This reinforcement was always in preparation for a concerted attack on the Imbrium Ocean. Across from Ratha Flow was the conflict zone known as the Great Ayre Reach. Beyond the Ayre Reach they could attack the Empire’s throne state of Palatine, or the economically powerful financial-industrial state of Rhinea. If the Republic could successfully occupy either state, it’d be a death-blow to the Empire in their great war.           

	There had been numerous battles for Ayre Reach in the history of the Great War.

	Because of the war, the Nubium Sea bases and Ratha Flow itself, were overcrowded, dismal and miserable. Everywhere, so-called elite soldiers lived shipment to shipment from the Cogitum. 

	There was no production of anything in the Nubium, it was all bases and stockpiles, nothing but huge dock-stations and barracks-stations and depot-stations. Nothing was made there, everything had to be shipped, so there would be space to hold the massive fleets in place ready at a moment’s notice, as well as the absurd mass of human life required to fight for, direct and maintain the war machine. 

	Stockpiles were jealously guarded, to be cracked into only if there was a delay in the tight logistic chain from the Cogitum’s rich core stations to the “trenches” of the Nubium Sea and Ratha Flow.

	The Republic of Alayze almost felt like it was designed to be this rich, this powerful, so it could afford the insane, bleak task of having 2000 ships in an 800 by 200 kilometer stretch of habitable water, surrounded on all sides by either the hopeless ice wall of the pole or the corrupted mass of the continent and its evil weather and monstrous fauna. The Nubium, and Ratha Flow, were the vilest fucking places on Aer, Blake McClinton thought, as he stared at the scope of the human suffering contained in each base. 

	Everywhere, the soldiers tried to put on a brave face. It had been drilled into them that they were the front line in a global war between democracy and despotism. They had to suffer endless days with poor food and little entertainment, working hard to keep their equipment ready and their skills sharp, their boredom broken up by drills and military panic, so that they could “defend their way of life” by invading the Imbrian Empire and being repulsed, time and time again, with only the Ratha Wall staving off defeat.

	“This is a pure atrocity. Only we could’ve done this shit this bad.”

	It was no wonder the Empire continued to defeat them. Who would have the energy to fight for this?

	Nevertheless, the Great War for Global Democracy continued apace.

	There were always soldiers, whether the brave and bold, the poor and hungry, or prisoners without choice. Despite his relative privilege– Blake characterized himself as a prisoner without choice.

	“Imbria, here I come.” He joked dismally to himself.

	When Blake McClinton arrived at Ratha Flow, preparations were underway for a massive attack, perhaps the largest in the history of the Great War. He would not be part of it. Instead, he would be sallying out with a small raiding force that would provide cover for him to infiltrate the Empire in a tiny vessel. 

	At the moment, the Empire was facing some unrest within its southern colonies. 

	There were rumors of rioting and a potential slave revolt that could brew in the coming months if something was not done. The Republic did not have much hope of these actions leading to a larger revolt within the Empire and felt they would be put down very quickly; but they could use the distraction, if they could attack while the Empire was gathering or in the process of a punitive expedition.

	To support a potential upcoming attack on the Great Ayre Reach, Naval HQ had requested for the G.I.A. to reinforce its intelligence gathering position in the Empire with extra field assets. Priority was placed on gaining access to the Imperial dynasty– if unrest could be spread into the Emperor’s court, the Republic believed that the “despotic top-down leadership structure” of the Empire could be brought to a crisis point. Combined with the southern unrest and a massive attack from Ratha Flow, the scales would tip.

	And so, Blake’s duty was to become an “extra field asset” in the Palatine state for this purpose.

	Aboard the infiltration cutter Mata Hari, Blake waited in a small, cramped break room alongside two other agents destined for the Imbrium Ocean. Cutters due to their size had few amenities. On most ships, the roof was at least two meters up, but here, even someone Blake’s size would feel like they were a fish being canned. His compatriots, both taller than him, seemed to relish getting to sit down somewhere. 

	One was a dark-skinned man, hair packed into tight braids which were themselves tied into a ponytail. He looked young, just a bit older than Blake perhaps. He was tall, physically fit, and looked friendly.

	They were both accompanied by an older gentleman, who exuded a bit of adventuristic charisma, the sort of man who smelled heavily like whiskey and cigarette smoke, slicked silver hair, a mustache and shaved beard but with such a deep shadow that one could imagine how thick it must have been. A man who looked like he belonged on the cover of a thriller movie poster holding a woman a fraction of his age. 

	He introduced himself first, before anyone asked: “Piedmont’s the name, Dusan Piedmont. Is this your first time venturing out into the Imbrium? Don’t worry one bit– I’ve got everything down to a science.”

	Blake immediately disliked him.

	“I’m Burke, Burke Zepp.”

	The dark-skinned man beside Blake reached across a tiny fold-out table between the two cramped little couches in the Cutter’s break room. Piedmont looked delighted to be shaking his hand. 

	Blake noticed Piedmont seemed to be making much more effort with the shake than Burke.

	“Firm grip, Petty Officer Burke! That’s good. You can tell a lot about a man by–”

	Blake started to tune him out. He was careful not to roll his eyes too obviously.

	“Blake McClinton.”

	He introduced himself in the least dismissive voice he could muster.

	“Pleased to meet you, Mr. McClinton.” Piedmont said, briefly looking Blake over. “May I inquire as to your specialty? I like to know the skills of those I am working with– Mr. Zepp’s faculties are quite evident, but I’m very interested in what you bring to the table. It’s always the unassuming agents who end up being the most critical for the mission in the end, in my vast and credible experience.”

	Burke did not respond to Piedmont’s clear typecasting of him.

	Blake sighed internally.

	He was going to have to get along with this fucking cartoon for months, maybe years.

	“Disguise.” Blake said. “I’m good at disguises, makeup, forging identities.”

	“Disguises? Fantastic! And if I may be so bold as to say– both genders, correct?”

	Blake had not wanted to bring it up. Now he understood why Piedmont was staring at him.

	“Yes.” He said bluntly, and no more. Piedmont must have thought he was a fucking queer.

	Though it was something he did recreationally, the makeup skills and cross-dressing had ended up being part of what his G.I.A. handler noted about him as a potential asset in his ascension to field agent.

	New agents were put through simulations of fieldwork to prove they had what it takes to be sent to the Imbrium or Hanwa as infiltrators. Blake characterized himself as a good liar and during the simulations deceit was, in his estimation, his key weapon to the fieldwork problems given to him to solve. 

	He was not going to fight his way into or out of anywhere and he frankly thought such a meatheaded approach would have made any intelligence he acquired along the way functionally useless. In his mind, field agents should get close to objectives and secure them wholly unnoticed to maximize their value. A lot of his solutions ended up incorporating constructed identities, creative use of fashions, and even impersonating people to get in and out while being able to interact with the operational space.

	He played to his strengths a little too well.

	To the point that the kit of gear prepared for his Imbrium journey now had a set of professionally-crafted breastforms, a full makeup kit and a fitted cocktail dress so he could cross-dress like a pro. He was not necessarily ashamed of his assessment, since as long as he was thought of as male it was only a skillset he used in his job and not something about him that was viewed as strange. But of course, a fossil like Piedmont who groomed his fucking mustache must have seen him as a limp-wristed freak.

	Thankfully he had precious little time to say anything to Piedmont right then and there.

	Alarm lights flashed red in every compartment.

	“Imbrian vessels dead ahead! There’s– there’s a lot!”

	On a nearby monitor the bridge crew piped in footage from the predictors of the larger vessels in the fleet. The Republican flotilla numbered six ships, a cruiser, a destroyer and three frigates escorting the disguised cutter. Opposite them, the Imbrian fleet– had several dozen ships. Led by a Koenig class dreadnought, there must have been at least thirty. An entire combat group approached.

	“I’m fucking dead.” Blake whispered under his breath.

	Staring at the monitor, that projection of barely-lit black water replete with clouds of brown biological dust, the distant outlines of the mass of enemy vessels, it was like swimming at full speed into a wall. Every nightmare Blake had ever had about fleet combat, what he had always ran away from, what he lied and struggled not to experience, it was all right here in front of him. He had run away too strongly and too well– he had circled right around back to the feared Imbrium and its deadly machines.

	Maybe it was for the best to die alone with nothing but fantasies of a better life–

	As soon as the Imperial ships began firing, Blake’s ship dove right to the ocean floor and cut away from the battle, moving within the chaos. On the monitor, a text overlaid on the video bid the crew to be silent as the cutter slinked away. Blake briefly watched the fleet being blasted to pieces on the cameras while his own ship stole from the battlefield beneath the notice of his absolutely massive enemy.

	Somehow, within minutes, he had put that nightmarish sight of the enemy fleet behind him.

	It would not be the first time that people would die to propel his journey forward.

	

	

	Piedmont, that fucking idiot!

	Blake seethed internally.

	He scanned his eyes across the colorful ballroom from the second story. Overhead, the grand gilded arch of the ceiling played host to chandeliers with LEDs providing a sensuous, simulated ambiance below. Used to the dim but consistent yellow from ordinary station lights, Blake had trouble spotting his man in the crowd below. Besuited men, women in colorful dresses, dancing in the glamorous ballroom floor. On a small stage a brunette in a revealing red dress sang a song of love and longing that stirred his heart.

	An ostentatious festival of barely-hidden sexuality– Blake even smelled it in the air.

	That hedonism which characterized the Empire to him in the past few months.

	On some level he had come to respect it. Despite all the money it had, the Republic was a bleak place utterly without aesthetics or sensuality. For the imperial ruling class, money was about the aesthetics. Rich finery, beautiful homes, retinues of servants and frequent, feverish trysts. To have power was to exert it for pleasure. Blake would have felt a bit more alive if he performed all his misdeeds for a beautiful and lively woman like the Lady of the House, Leda Lettiere. He had heard many rumors about her. It was the gravest misfortune of his birth that he instead worked for the tasteless, anhedonic stock-hoarders of the Republic.

	Today the theater in which his continuous misfortune played out was Schwerin Island.

	A beautiful station in the Palatinate, it once served as the “summer palace” of the Emperor, now given over to his newest, youngest wife as a semi-permanent abode. The Lady of this House was the mysterious and much sought after Leda Lettiere. She was not the target tonight– the G.I.A.’s mission was not so ambitious yet. But this was a place where they could gamble on finding a steppingstone to Leda, and from there, to begin building a network adjacent to the ruling Fueller family in some capacity. Because of the gamble and the rewards it could bring, the G.I.A. had to be absolutely, ironclad cautious tonight.

	“It’s already cocked up. We’ve already fucked it up completely.”

	Blake muttered to himself, scanning the vast room in a panic.

	That moron, Piedmont, was nowhere to be seen. They had gone out of contact!

	Blake was supposed to stand in the upper story with a fan over his richly dolled-up face.

	Wearing his red cocktail dress, made up to be ‘Christina Becker’, aspiring theater actress.

	With his dark hair done up in a fancy bun. He surprised himself how well he pulled it off.

	Christina was supposed to stick to the second story to signal Piedmont, who was “Lord Beck.”

	There were a few dangerous individuals here tonight, to be avoided at all costs.

	Blake nearly choked on his wine when he spotted the worst one of all.

	There would be a single person in attendance wearing a gray uniform–

	–with a blue and green shoulder cape and a stylized semiconductor symbol upon it.

	Norn Tauscherer, the most feared of the ruling Fueller family’s bannermen.

	Nowhere that the G.I.A. went in the Imbrium did they fail to uncover myth and legend surrounding this vastly evil woman. Invincible, unkillable, seemingly all-knowing, plots broke upon her like tides on rock. She alone was responsible for more G.I.A. casualties in the Imbrium than the entire Imperial Navy, and it was her doing that an entirely new cell had to be created to gather intelligence. An entire cell fell to her a few years ago. The silver lining was that, reportedly, Norn had done such a thorough job of uprooting them that she believed she had wiped out the G.I.A. in the Imbrium entirely, and of course, she could have had no awareness of when or where they would rebuild their networks. This allowed Blake to do his job without having her immediately on his back — for now. And it absolutely had to stay that way.

	From up above Blake spied her in the crowd, the cape an easy beacon of her position among the peacocks and doves playing out their grand mating rituals below. She was a good-looking, fair-skinned blond of unexciting stature with a sabre gleaming on her hip. Both handsome and beautiful as if each angle of her face could show a new and different side to her– each side still grinning maliciously.

	Even going near this woman was game over for them.

	“We have to abort if Norn even looks at you. We can’t take any risks.” Blake had said.

	“Of course, of course. I’ve also heard of how scary she is, I’m not deaf to it.”

	“You’re not deaf, but you’re too proud. Don’t chase anything if the cost is her attention.”

	Piedmont hadn’t responded to that in their briefing. Of course he hadn’t.

	He was off being a big trumped-up hero somewhere– until Norn caught up to him.

	Then he would be an extremely dead hero.

	Blake tracked Norn from the second story while trying to spot Piedmont in the crowd. 

	They had all these novel physical signals they practiced so as not to have to carry hidden equipment. And all those signals depended on Piedmont being the hall and looking up! Helpless, Blake scanned the entrances he could see, the middle of the ballroom, the positions of servants, back to Norn–

	He felt something like a wind rushing past him.

	His exposed back shuddered.

	Norn had tipped her chin up, brought up her eyes, scanned across the second story–

	–seen him?

	Blake thought for a brief instant they had made eye contact– and it terrified him.

	Those vast red eyes and the promise of their infinite violence–

	He looked away and began to fan himself with his carbon-fiber fold-out fan.

	It had a red back and a green front. If Piedmont saw him he would know to abort.

	Thankfully Norn continued to walk among the crowd. But her behavior–

	She’s looking for something. God damn it. She’s not mingling at all.

	Her trajectory was like a shark sniffing blood from kilometers away.

	Why does everything go wrong for me? Literally everything!

	There was no training on Aer that could prepare an agent for the plan going awry.

	At that point, it was down to experience, instinct, luck, x-factor, whether an agent survived.

	Blake tried to calm himself down. He tried think about his options rationally.

	All he could do was to weigh the pros and cons and optimize for the best outcome.

	For the moment Blake could at least keep track of Norn. However, she was clearly heading through the crowd and might leave into one of the adjoining halls. When she did so, Blake would lose track of her. And unless Piedmont magically showed up from the opposite end of the ballroom like a fucking cartoon character, Blake would have no agent to support and no enemy to track. He could stand around uselessly until he was certain Piedmont was not coming back for good, or he could leave his position. 

	If he left his position, he could either escape, try to gather information on his own, perhaps approaching one of the lesser noblemen or women– or try to find Piedmont and extract together. 

	“If I go looking for him I might expose myself. It’s a huge risk.”

	Blake’s fingers tightened on the fan. He knew in this situation that he should run away.

	They had a lot riding on this. It was not so easy to leave empty handed.

	Despite the legendary graciousness of the hostess, Schwerin Island only rarely opened to the aristocratic masses rather than a few intimate, select invitees. While the crowd below was quite rich it was not entirely exclusive. Leda Lettiere was giving the bourgeoise and aristocracy a rare chance to network within her home, to potentially meet her, thus displaying her social power. The G.I.A. had worked hard to create the conditions for Piedmont and Blake to attend this ball while remaining anonymous and being able to leave behind their identities if needed, and it was the design of the party itself that allowed for this. They could not have been invited to such a thing, at least not yet. It was a juicy opportunity.

	However, if they all got caught it would be for nothing.

	Their cell was still relatively new. Living to fight another day was warranted.

	Blake could run away, rendezvous with Burke, return to the cell and hatch new plans.

	Empty-handed, maybe having lost Piedmont, but with hope for a future.

	There were other nobles, other social events, entire other avenues of networking to pursue.

	“Fuck. Fuck. Fuck me.”

	Muttering under his breath Blake gathered all his strength into putting up a smiling façade.

	And ventured into the adjoining halls, walking delicately on his heels, fan aloft.

	Piedmont, if I can get you out of here I’m going to kill you myself.

	He was just going to do some reconnaissance. Ready to leave at any moment.

	That’s what he told himself.

	Blake took the stairs down on the opposite side of the building from where he had seen Norn going. Downstairs and in the outlying hallways there were very few people. Most of the crowd stuck to the ballroom hoping to get a chance to see Leda Lettiere come down to meet them. Those few who were out in the halls were typically younger, perhaps children of the social climbers in the ballroom area or perhaps romantically eager lords and ladies hoping for more pleasure than business on this evening.

	Everything was absolutely ostentatious, the walls in the hall looked like they had been made of pearl, the corners etched like false colonnades. On the southern-facing halls there were gaps in the wall with long horizontally stretched oval windows out into the vast green fields outside. Blake could not just run through the halls at full speed without drawing attention, so he walked, smiling, and acknowledging the few people that he passed by, stealing glances into the ballroom through the doors as he passed them. 

	He saw servants refreshing the caviar, crostini, and drinks for the ball.

	No sign of Norn Tauscherer. He had completely lost her from this vantage.

	He would have to be extremely careful.

	When he circled around the eastern halls adjacent to the ballroom there were far more people. 

	That eastern hall connected with the central wing of the palace, through which there were still people arriving, some latecomers, and some caterers getting ready to serve a banquet in the palace interior. Blake had initially that hoped Piedmont would have found someone to sit at the banquet with, and then he himself could have held back and avoided the whole situation, since his own position was more precarious when it came to finding himself a “date” for the evening. No such luck now.

	Now he had to leave, to escape. But if he saw Piedmont somewhere–

	From afar, at the other end of the hall.

	A tall, silver-haired gentleman in a suit, walking away with urgency.

	Toward the northern wing, perhaps out to the interior garden in the center of the palace.

	Blake could not call or signal to him. Nobody was supposed to go back there.

	He looked around, briefly, trying to see if anyone could have been following Piedmont.

	No one that looked obvious– certainly not Norn.

	God damn it Piedmont!

	Masking his anger, Blake gracefully followed the trail of Piedmont from afar, walking across the eastern hallway, waiting until no one was looking and then sneaking out of the ballroom wing entirely, taking the main hall in the north out of the palace entirely to a hallway encircling an open air garden. Under a stone ceiling lifted by more fake colonnades, half without a wall. Simulated moonlight shone down upon a tree grown on a mound of rich soil in the center, surrounded by grass and flower bushes. There was a small path which led through the garden from one end to the other, but Blake would not take it.

	He walked around the corner from the garden, got his first glimpse of the moonlight–

	And immediately saw Piedmont face to face with Norn Tauscherer.

	In that instant Blake, praying to have not been seen, hid with his back to the corner.

	Out of sight. No one else around.

	“Madame, I’m afraid your treatment of me tonight has been quite irregular.”

	Piedmont, you useless fossil.

	Then, for the first time, Blake heard the deep, viper-like voice of the fabled Norn Tauscherer.

	“Good men with nothing to hide don’t approach me so brazenly, lord Beck. It is only the scoundrels of the world who will flirt with Norn Tauscherer after everything said about her. I was immediately suspicious of you, but your rat-like behavior since your initial error can only possibly point to conspiracy. This garden is off-limits to guests, lord Beck. You will now follow me to the police station for a chat instead.”

	That fool must not have realized it was Norn! But he was debriefed?! How the fuck–?

	How did all of this happen? After all their preparations, how? Was he just not listening?

	“Oh dear. It’s funny, lord Beck. Even now, you truly don’t know who I am, do you?”

	Blake had no weapons, and even if he did, escape after shooting Norn would be impossible.

	He peered around the corner again–

	–and saw Piedmont turning a firearm on Norn. Blake was speechless.

	His heart sank. Where had Piedmont gotten a gun? They had agreed not to bring any gear!

	All of this time, that old bastard was doing everything his own way!

	He had thrown all of their preparations into the trash!

	“I’m afraid it is you, my dear, who does not–”

	Blake hid back behind the corner. Piedmont did not get to speak a final sentence.

	Cut off, abruptly, and then a gurgling sound–

	Though Blake did not know how, there was no gunshot, and everything became silent.

	Frightened out of his wits, Blake started walking back toward the ballroom area again.

	He had to escape, he could not possibly remain in Schwerin now.

	Norn Tauscherer could have glimpsed him and taken off down the hall.

	Every moment he heard nothing his imagination grew more vivid in its terror.

	Halfway down the hall, he saw another figure come turning into the palace interior. Trying to mask his fear and discomfort, Blake kept walking. He recognized the woman as they closed. It was the singer, from the ball. Red dress, brown hair– a pair of spectacles perched on her nose. Blake tried to act like he belonged there. Walking casually, without acknowledging anyone, despite his quick-beating heart.

	Blake barely walked past her–

	–when he felt something jab him in the side, sharp and hot.

	His legs turned to jelly, his vision swam, and he fell into a sudden darkness–

	

	

	Something hot and fast struck his face but only half-awoke him to his surroundings.

	His vision was blurry, he was nodding off. Colors, snatches of a face, a glint of metal.

	Everything smelled strangely sweet. And there was gentle music playing.

	A shot of pain right through the core of his body jolted him awake.

	That glinting– a knife. He had been cut across the chest with a knife.

	Pain burned across the center of his chest, but he was still only barely aware.

	Running on animal instinct–

	Blake struggled, tried to get up–

	He could not move.

	His field of vision was filled with the sight of a person– pearlescent skin, long hair–

	a woman in a pale blue dress– a radiant woman framed in an arch of blue moonlight–

	–smiling as the knife laid shallow upon his skin and easily drew his blood,

	“Is this what brings our mystery woman back to the world? Does she respond only to pain?”

	She had his arms bound.

	He was bound to something, soft below, hard behind.

	Bound to–

	He was on a bed. Her bed; arms bound behind him to the rear post.

	That sliver of glinting light that had already tasted his blood retreated from his chest.

	Blake felt a brief, cold touch between his legs.

	He was nude.

	He was nude and bound and at the mercy of the most beautiful woman he had ever seen.

	His captor was staggeringly, blindingly beautiful. Had she not had the backdrop of arched balcony doors letting in a beam of white-blue light, Blake felt she would have shone on her own, hair blowing light in the gentle midnight breeze. Her skin, an unblemished pearl-pink, her indigo hair lustrous and long. Long-limbed, lithe in figure, almost diaphanous in her silken dress. Red lips ever so expressive with the slightest movement of her cheek. Her ears were a bit sharp. She was an elf– a most uncommon ethnicity in Imbria.

	“I can be cruel or kind at your behest.” She said. “Crueler or kinder than you’ve ever seen.”

	Her voice was as a melodious as the orchestra music playing in the room.

	“Please don’t. Please.”

	Finally voice managed to escape Blake’s dry, burning throat.

	She smiled at him. But the knife hovered close to his dick, nonetheless.

	“You had no identification on your person. And not even in your coat and purse. I had a feeling about you, seeing you from afar, but you went into the inner garden. Did you think I would not notice it? Were you so desperate for an audience? Now Norn Tauscherer made a scene– I’m quite concerned.”

	She turned the knife on its side and stroked Blake’s genitals with the cool, blunt metal.

	Blake shuddered and squirmed. He was beyond caring if he looked pathetic.

	His mind and body torn between pain and pleasure driven into erratic physical reactions.

	“Who are you? You looked fantastic in a dress– are you a woman or a good actor?”

	She winked at him. She was just toying with him now. He was truly helpless.

	Blake was not going to fight it. He wanted to give up– he wanted to surrender to her.

	He tried to rationalize his cowardice, but he was in truth completely broken down.

	Emotions like he had never felt swelled in his chest.

	Nevertheless in his mind he thought– Piedmont is gone.

	Burke, by design, would have no idea if anything went right or wrong until they returned. He was just on a clock and if they did not come back to station then he had to live on and do what he could for the G.I.A. until more agents arrived. Blake could not possibly rat him out– they had agreed to disband their current hideout and switch after this mission and only Burke knew where he would go if Blake and Piedmont never returned. So it was not as if Blake had much to give up to his captors anyway.

	However–

	That wasn’t even the salient point. Blake had suffered so much– and for what?

	The Republic, the G.I.A, it was all a bunch of crap. None of it was worth dying for.

	Even if giving himself up to this woman so immediately and without resistance would end up constituting the beginning of the end for the Republic somehow, Blake would not mourn it. He went so far as to think– maybe the Imbrian Empire deserved to crush the Republic of Alayze! Fuck their so-called democracy, individual liberty, fuck all of it, none of it was real, it was slogans, hot air! There was no act of bravery or cowardice that mattered to the soulless inhuman ghouls running Alayze! Blake was nothing to them despite all of his service and anyone beneath Blake was less than nothing to them!

	None of them were worth defending!

	Blake had told himself time and again that he had no choice. The G.I.A. had been his only means of escape from a life of either poverty and struggle or suffering and exploitation on the front lines. Now he had a choice, the clearest choice that ever faced him. Painful death; or even a second more of life.

	He could get his dick chopped off or he could surrender to the sliver of moonlight filling his eyes.

	There was no question, between his bleak colorless masters and this richly glowing fairy.

	“I’m Blake McClinton! General Intelligence Agency. I will cooperate. Please just– don’t hurt me anymore. Please. I’ll tell you everything I know without lies. I’ll give it all up I swear but– I– I can’t tell you what I don’t know. Our structure is semi-decentralized, so no matter what you cut, there’s shit I can’t–”

	“That’s fine enough, Blake. I’d prefer you resist dashingly than start crying.”

	Smiling, she set the knife aside, and with a slender finger, tipped his chin up.

	She looked him directly in the eyes, just centimeters away. “G.I.A you said? Interesting.”

	That touch sent a thrill right down his core. And her scent– it was incredible–

	Blake started to weep, overcome with emotion. Leda Lettiere simply continued smiling.

	“Would you consider leaving the Republic to work for me when I rule the world, Blake?”

	Her eyes–

	Blake stared directly into those crystalline eyes that seemed themselves to glow. Her voice, the gentle movement of her lips as she whispered to him. There was power, so much power that suffused her, power and beauty and ambition. Just being touched by her sent an ardor through Blake like he had never felt in the Cogitum Ocean. She was unreal, sorcerous, pleasure made flesh, setting his synapses alight.

	“I would do anything for you.” Blake whimpered. “Anything. Just– please–”

	“I won’t hurt you. I have a good feeling about you. You weren’t sent here to kill me.”

	“I wasn’t! That was never my intention! I would never do anything to hurt you.”

	“We can be more than allies. It might be impulsive– but I feel a resonance from you.”

	He felt her fingers, silk-soft touch teasing where the blade once was.

	Gentle and firm between his legs with a playful smile. Caressing him first– then stroking.

	His back shuddered, his toes curled. He thought his head might go hazy.

	Was he really awake? There was so much color, such a rush of sensations.

	He could barely breathe as if emotion like he had never felt before stood to choke him.

	“Blake, I meant it when I said I could be crueler and kinder than you’ve ever seen.”

	One gentle stroke of her hands across the length of his shaft–

	Blake gritted his teeth, sucking in air.

	He thought he might cum just from the briefest brush of her skin on his own.

	She leaned in over his shoulder, whispering into his ear.

	“Let’s use each other.” She said. “I’m a powerful woman. I can give a lot to the G.I.A.– but so much more to you. You want to make war on the Empire? I could be your greatest weapon, Blake McClinton, and you mine in turn. All I ask is that you put me ahead of your paymasters and have a little fun. I’m a jealous woman. When I get a hold of a treasure,” her fingers squeezed to punctuate, “I cannot just let go.”

	“I’m– I’m a treasure to you?” Blake said. It was the most beautiful thing anyone ever told him.

	Leda laughed, gentle and songbird-like. Even just hearing her laugh drove Blake crazy.

	“It’s just a feeling I have. Something subtle and soft that I feel from your aura.”

	“My aura–? I don’t–“

	She laid a finger over his lips– while her other hand squeezed his cock.

	Blake was stunned to silence, not as much by her bidding but by the overwhelming heat in him.

	“Quiet now. Over time, we can substantiate it. We can call it anything we like. But for right now–”

	She reached for the knife and dexterously maneuvered it behind the bedpost.

	Setting Blake free– but he was so shocked, his hands remained as if bound behind him.

	Even as her own free arm coiled around him and took him into her sensuous embrace.

	Eye to eye, lips grazing, her weight bearing on —

	“For right now just take in the mood. Your miraculous survival and my glorious mercy.”

	

	

	“Let’s go. We don’t want to linger here.”

	“Bethany–”

	“Marina, don’t disobey the head maid.”

	Bethany winked at her. ‘Marina’ was a female name Leda helped Blake come up with.

	It was useful to have an alter ego– for disguise purposes–

	They departed from the central palace building at Schwerin, making their way out north, to the “back.”

	The two of them were made up to look like Leda’s maids, in long frumpy dresses and aprons. Bethany did this often, and was, essentially, already Leda’s head maid. Marina, however, was always disguised one way or another. She felt somewhat uncomfortable to have a disguise chosen for her this time. Especially last minute. After everything they had worked on for the past year, she felt a creeping dread that day.

	And not just for Leda alone– not anymore.

	“Don’t worry. Leda is not afraid of Norn. She’ll handle her and we’ll wait until it blows over.” Bethany said.

	Contrary to their intention, those words shook Marina even more.

	“She should be afraid Bethany. Norn is a demon.” Marina replied, clutching her hands together.

	Schwerin Island had been their fortress for months. From here the three of them, Leda the mastermind, Marina her attack dog and Bethany in support, lied and fucked and killed and ran through every documented sin in their ambitious climb to the throne room in the Imperial Palace at Heitzing, and the death of Konstantin von Fueller. But not only that– had Leda wanted him dead, Marina felt she could have done it. Killed him out of passion and vengeance and suffered the consequences for it.

	Leda wanted to replace him. She wanted to take on Konstantin’s power.

	That took more than just killing him. She could not just stab him in his bed at Heitzing.

	They needed contacts, supporters, resources. To isolate the Emperor at his court.

	Little by little, blackmailing, corrupting, bribing and liquidating, using every dirty trick.

	They were almost poised to make a move on Heitzing.

	And it was that which, on that fateful day, brought Norn Tauscherer to Schwerin Island.

	Despite all the care Marina had taken– she couldn’t help but feel responsible.

	Somewhere along the line, she fucked up. Despite her paranoid attention to detail.

	Marina had made some mistake that led Norn to suspect something.

	Clutching her heart, gritting her teeth, feeling unworthy to stand beside her partners.

	Hating herself, powerfully hating herself, for even potentially hurting Leda and Bethany.

	“Listen, Marina, if Leda is confident, we should be too. Don’t worry yourself sick.”

	“If you say so.”

	Trying to avoid the imperial inspection, Bethany and Marina stepped out of the palace into the garden in the far north of the grounds. There was a gentle breeze carrying the smell of flowers all around them.

	Outside the pearlescent archway of the rear door a tiled path flanked on all sides by bushes led to a small hill upon which sat a naturally growing tree. Encircling the hill were vast fields of all manner of flowers, like a biological rainbow carefully tended. Overhead the artificial lights were configured to resemble the sun, and a sophisticated projection system created a blue sky. Marina had never seen anything like it in the Republic. She still marveled at it even if she could now see such things frequently. It baffled her that the Republic, with all its wealth, never tried to create something this beautiful, this organic and real. 

	Perhaps it was a waste– but if you were rich, why not live it up?

	After years of dim, stultifying existence in the Republic, Marina refused to surrender this bliss.

	At the top of the hill, Marina expected to see Elena, Leda’s daughter. Five years old or so, an incredibly beautiful and energetic kid that took after her mother. She was sent back here to play with a friend, a child of the Schwerin guards’ captain. Gertrude, Marina thought it was, Gertrude something or other. Elena was a precious little elf in a long-sleeved dress, hair a lighter a hue of purple than her Leda’s, while Gertrude was a swarthy dark-haired little tomboy in a long shirt and pants with suspenders.

	However, when Marina and Bethany got outside, they saw that the children were not alone.

	There were two figures sitting down with them, playing, and laughing with them.

	One was a tall man, brown-haired with dog-like ears on his head and a bushy tail. Dressed all in black, with an impressive cape upon which he was casually seated while next to the children atop the hill. Beside him was a blond woman dressed in Imperial navy grey, a blue and green armband on her right arm, gloved hand stroking Gertrude’s hair and laughing with the little tomboy. Elena, meanwhile, appeared to be trying to whistle and started spitting on the dirt in her efforts– this caused all the laughter.

	Marina tried not to panic.

	“Keep trying!” Norn Tauscherer said, laughing and encouraging Elena who continued to spit on the dirt. “You’ll get it eventually! Remember Elena, you can only fail if you give up and do nothing!”

	“Can she run out of spit? I’m worried she’ll run out of spit.” Gertrude joked.

	“I will not!” Elena said determinedly. “I will whistle, and I will not run out of spit.”

	“That’s it! That’s the indomitable Fueller spirit!” Norn guffawed.

	“I believe in her. She’s got her mother’s force of will.” Said the man sitting with them.

	“She’s got her mother’s everything!” Norn said. “That’s why she’s such a delightful kid!”

	Marina eyed Bethany, who laid a hand on Marina’s own and squeezed to comfort her.

	She raised a finger to her lips to signal for Marina to be silent.

	Then she led her toward the hill, approaching the merry little group that had formed there.

	Marina could not allow herself to panic– the sight of Norn sent a chill down her spine, but a maid would not have thrown at the fit at the sight of a Fueller bannerman. After all, Norn was supposed to also be one of Leda’s bannermen, she was part of the Fueller family. Elena was the Emperor’s daughter.

	Above all the bannermen, Norn was extraordinarily privileged, too. 

	She was the favorite enforcer of Konstantin von Fueller, someone rumored to be loved by him as much as he loved his wives. She had defeated many obstacles in his path over the years. Nobody could criticize her, and by all accounts, while brutal with her enemies, she behaved honorably and did not harm anyone with which she had no personal quarrels. She was certainly welcome to play with Elena and Gertrude and there was no fear that she would have caused them any harm or endangered them.

	Looking at that woman, laughing and smiling with the kids– who would have panicked?

	If Marina broke down at the sight of Norn, it was a clear sign that something was off.

	And Norn was an expert at noticing the tiniest things wrong with her surroundings.

	Marina had spent considerable effort and resources to escape Norn’s notice.

	Now, she was walking right up to that demon who had killed so many people like her.

	“Excuse us, lords! We were sent to care for the children. I hope they are not troubling you.”

	Bethany called out with a smile and bowed her head to Norn from the foot of the little hill.

	Beside her, Marina bowed as well.

	“I am Bethany Skoll, and this is Marina Holzmann. We are maids in our Lady’s service.”

	“Greetings, greetings. Of course the children are not troubling us. Pardon our intrusion.”

	Norn stood up from the floor, wiping dirt from her pants.

	Beside her the man in Inquisitorial garb stood up as well.

	“How may I assist you today? Are you the guests our Lady is waiting for?” Bethany said.

	“Indeed. We were simply inspecting the garden. It’s magnificent.”

	Norn turned a smile on them completely unlike how she looked with the children.

	Marina realized she had been genuinely happy with the kids, but with them–

	That dark, malicious grin, with her billowing blond bangs lightly shadowing her eyes.

	“I am Norn Tauscherer, a humble bannerman of the Fueller family.”

	Norn put a fist to her own chest then waved over her companion.

	“This is Vekan Inquisitor Pavel Andrevi Samoylovych-Deepestshore.”

	At her side the Inquisitor gave a shallow bow back, running a hand through his brown hair.

	“Pleased to make the acquaintance of such lovely ladies. Call me Andrevi.”

	“Do not call him Andrevi. Call him Inquisitor or Lord Samoylovych-Deepestshore.”

	Norn elbowed him gently and the Inquisitor laughed. His dog-like ears folded slightly.

	“Norn let’s not take up their time. We saw what we wanted back here anyway.” He said.

	Marina felt a flash of fear at that comment. What had Norn and the Inquisitor seen?

	At that point, as if in the very instant that Marina’s fear actualized in her own mind–

	Norn turned her eyes on her, walking down from the hill with the Inquisitor.

	Giving that devilish smile to Marina who tried strongly to hide her own expression.

	She was good at lying. She was the best liar in all of Madison Station.

	All of them had believed that she was a democratic, patriot man who would die for them.

	When she purged her face of all emotion, when she got into the character of the maid.

	Marina was assured of her own success. She felt relief– she felt like she mastered herself.

	She was sure she was able to lie to Norn Tauscherer right to her face–

	–until Norn stopped at her side, briefly, and looked her over.

	And for a second, Marina’s calm face struggled titanically to hide the storm in her chest.

	Those bright red eyes–

	and the unfathomable depth of the violence they had seen and committed–

	“Marina Holzmann? It’s nice to see Lady Lettiere has help of such fine breeding.”

	The Inquisitor laughed. “She sure knows how to pick ‘em.”

	With that brief tease, Norn continued, and the Inquisitor followed.

	Until both of them were out of sight.

	“Calm down, Marina.” Bethany said. “They don’t know anything. Let’s just stay here.”

	“Bethany, what if they want to hurt Leda?” Marina whispered.

	They were trying to keep the kids from overhearing.

	Bethany fixed Marina with a serious look.

	“Can you stop them? Could you heroically fend off Norn and Samoylovych and whatever small army awaits behind them and save Leda then?” Bethany said. “Norn is a threat that can’t be physically defeated. I believe you are well aware of this. However, she is not a ravening beast. She is here to carry out an inspection, and I am almost positive she will not work one more second than she has to or do anything other than follow the letter of what she was told to do. She is just a servant– just like us.”

	“Just a servant?” Marina asked. Nearly reeling– how could Bethany be so sure?

	“Marina, the Imbrian Empire is the thing Leda fears– not just someone like Norn.”

	“Bethany–”

	“I know you love her, Marina. But if you love me too– just calm down and trust me.”

	“Fine.”

	Leaving behind the garden path the two of them reached the top of the little hill.

	“It’s okay if you can’t whistle. I’ll do all the whistling for you.”

	“You will? You really will?”

	“Sure! I’ll whistle whenever you want!”

	Gertrude began whistling while Elena clapped her hands joyfully.

	Marina and Bethany sat under the tree’s shadow, looking at the massive palace sprawling before them, surrounded by fields of flowers. Wind gently blowing their hair. Aside from the breeze the only sound was the children playing. Gertrude and Elena hardly paid the maids any attention, and ran into the flower field, laughing and jumping around, calling each other’s names and saying silly things. They were so carefree. In their minds, there was nothing sinister or wrong happening around them. Those happy days of theirs would stretch on forever under the false blue sky and in the carefully tended flower garden.

	Marina wished she had the same confidence that they did. Everything felt so fragile.

	No matter how well they lied to Norn today everything felt like it was teetering.

	They were always close to the edge. Everything they loved and had could be taken.

	“Bethany, I do love you.” Marina said.

	“As much as you love Leda?” Bethany said. She had on a mischievous grin.

	“Don’t do that, it’s really not funny.”

	“What if I said I loved you more than Leda?”

	“I wouldn’t believe you.”

	Bethany shrugged. “Hardly matters anyway. You’re still a good lay even if you hated me.”

	Marina sighed. But she felt a little less burdened after a bit of teasing. Leda Lettiere’s head maid was really something else– she had to be as much a woman as her Lady to keep up with her, after all. She had grown to really admire her, to desire her, to love her. She and Leda meant the world to Marina.

	That little storm of laughter they were looking after finally wound its way back up the hill.

	Gertrude sat down under the tree near Marina, catching her breath with a big smile.

	Close behind her, Elena walked up, face flushed, hiding something behind her arms.

	“What do you have there?” Bethany asked the little princess in a playful tone.

	Smiling, Elena unveiled a crown of flowers, and set them playfully on Gertrude’s head.

	“It’s for Gertrude! She’s my prince now, just like how I am a princess!” She declared.

	Gertrude squirmed a little bit, clearly embarrassed by the younger girl’s effusive affection.

	It was such a beautiful sight. Marina could not help but liven up.

	“You hear that, kid?” Marina said, finally speaking up, giving Gertrude a mischevious little look. “You’re her prince! You need to take care of her, okay? You gotta make her smile from now on, you hear?”

	In response, Gertrude rubbed her hands together, but smiled gently. 

	“I will.” She said.

	She looked down at the grass, cheeks turning a little red. 

	“I will. I love her a lot.” She whispered.

	As if only for Marina to hear and not for Elena or for Bethany.

	Marina laid a hand on Gertrude’s head, stroking her short hair.

	“I know you’ll make her happy, kid.” She said. In her heart, truly wanting to believe it.

	

	

	It felt like the ocean had never been darker.

	Why? Why do I always come up short? Why do I always fuck everything up?

	In front of her, the enemy Diver stood as an insurmountable obstacle.

	This knight-armor clad pilot had completely dismantled Marina McKennedy.

	Looming powerfully in the sea before her, shield in one arm, assault rifle in the other.

	In the cockpit every red flashing warning that could do so pulsed and throbbed in her face.

	Fuck. Fuck. Some fucking hero I am! I can’t do anything but fail her, over and over!

	The S.E.A.L.’s chest was pitted with dozens of shallow detonations, one of the shoulders was nearly destroyed, the jet anchor’s inner workings spilled out like entrails. Some of the hip armor was gone, exposing a leg joint, and one of the leg verniers on the opposite side had blown. One of the arms had a broken extension rod so she could barely flex it anymore. She had maybe 70% of her normal thrust if she blasted with her remaining verniers every time she tried to move from now on. Meanwhile that colossus in front of her was unblemished, its pilot clearly far more experienced than Marina, practically dancing around her while taking initiative to attack wherever they pleased with a superior machine.

	Only one thing had saved her– the pilot wanted to get away.

	They were desperate to attack the Brigand. Marina was just a waste of time for them.

	And all Marina could do was stand in their way, take a lump, and stand in the way again.

	She was buying time but for what? Nobody else was backing her up.

	On the communications all she heard was a bunch of inaudible trash. She was alone.

	Alone with her ghosts, the burden of her failures, and the reaper that had come for her.

	Her vibro-axe was nearly broken in half from blocking the enemy’s sword.

	She had reloaded her rifle in the last exchange, but her aim was garbage.

	What the fuck am I going to do?

	Die, she thought. I am going to die here. I was never made to be a soldier.

	All of the things she endured that did not kill her.

	For all of the people that she had loved who were no longer with her.

	And now, she was going to be killed here at her lowest point.

	No, forget about me, damn it.

	Marina cracked a grin, her own grim reflection on one of the darker screens.

	All of this sorrow and frustration she felt was the result of one thing.

	Unlike when she called herself Sam, she now had something worth fighting for.

	More than the vapid ideas of Republic “democracy” or the paycheck to make rent with.

	She could not surrender to this enemy. She could not brush off this defeat.

	She had too much to lose.

	“What’s there to feel sorry for? I never had any expectation of living a life worth feeling sorry for. Right now, nobody would mourn me– but we’ve all given up so much for that little girl with the purple hair. Even if she doesn’t mourn me or doesn’t care. She’s a victim of all this too, but she’s helpless to do anything about it. That’s just– that’s always stuck in my fucking craw. Elena deserves better!”

	Smiling to herself, pumping herself up (lying to herself).

	Her grip tightened on the sticks. She was still standing between that pilot and the Brigand.

	That pilot would charge again, as they had been doing.

	They knew that they were wearing Marina down while minimizing their own damage.

	All of this could be Marina’s advantage. After all– she was a great liar, wasn’t she?

	And as bad as she was at tactics, she still knew deception was important on the battlefield.

	She quickly switched weapons between the S.E.A.L.’s hands.

	Axe to the good arm —

	Rifle to the damaged arm–

	If I’m right, this might get her to draw her sword–

	Marina could not lift her rifle arm, so she used the rifle camera to align herself with the enemy, an obvious movement to shoot. Before she could pull the trigger, that mecha came hurtling toward her. 

	Rather than shoot, however, Marina charged as well, brandishing her vibroaxe to retaliate. 

	Trying to throw her one good shoulder forward.

	They were not far apart, and they cut the distance to each other within seconds. Rather than its powerful grenades or rifles, the enemy lifted its vibrosword to finish her, conserving its precious ammunition — it did everything to spare its resources for the Brigand while being rid of a pest barring its way.

	I got you, you son of a bitch.

	That blade rose and fell with a flash and Marina’s vibroaxe clashed with it.

	Already damaged, Marina’s vibroaxe practically snapped like a twig.

	Holding its shield in front of itself, the enemy suit launched a vicious overhead slash that sundered her axe from head to handle and crashed into her functioning shoulder. Slicing through layers of metal armor, power routing cables and gear, the water system for the backpack– and entombing itself in the steel.

	Her enemy’s sword did not go through one end of her mecha and out the other.

	Chopping vertically through her axe into the thick tangle of systems within her armor, it became stuck.

	She could pull it out but, but–

	For a split second, Marina had the enemy suit where she wanted it!

	Without moving her arm, Marina held down the trigger for her rifle.

	At point blank range 37 mm explosive shells crashed one another after into the shield.

	Her cockpit shook from the repeated close blasts.

	Under a dozen pressure bubbles and shockwaves the shield pitted, buckled, and shattered.

	With a panic, the enemy thrust back with everything it had, absorbing stray shots to its chest once its shield split into pieces, pulling out its sword and clumsily retreating several meters away. 

	Debris and gases and water vapor obscured the two enemies from each other momentarily.

	Marina hovered on one side of the cloud, completely helpless.

	Several systems went completely offline. She could not move either arm.

	Her backpack thrust was nearly dead. She could only thrust with the legs.

	Electrical power was uneven. If she made any more effort her life support might blink out.

	She had broken the shield and pushed her enemy back one last time.

	One last time– there would be no further resistance. She had nothing.

	Without the rush of adrenaline, without another option, without the ability to claw for life.

	Everything seemed to come crashing down.

	Her hands left the useless controls of her now disabled machine. 

	Madison, Ratha Flow, Schwerin, Heitzing, Vogelheim–

	Her life flashed before her eyes. She had seen so much, felt so much–

	Pain,

	Love,

	Elation,

	Despair,

	Had her journey been for nothing? Had she finally failed all those people she loved and lost?

	She raised her hands to her face and felt compelled to cry out. “Elena,” Marina said, hoping and praying that it might reach the Brigand somehow. “Please survive this and find your own strength. That’s what your mother would have wanted– and–” she sighed, tearing up. “Bethany, I’m so sorry. I’m so sorry. I couldn’t do anything. I love you so much Bethany. After everything you gave up– if we meet again this soon, will you spit on me in heaven? Have I really lived a life that was worthy of you and Leda?”

	When the gases dispersed enough, Marina could see the enemy mecha across the cloud.

	Their rifle unfolded from its stowed position.

	Lifting the barrel, the machine took aim at her.

	Slight pits from shell impacts and detonations on the breastplate– not enough to stop it.

	Had they only wanted the Brigand they could now sweep past her useless machine.

	Now, however, they were furious. 

	To deliver the coup de grace. To finally end Marina’s long, arduous journey.

	But she felt no peace. She had lost everyone and left everything unfinished.

	In that moment, she prayed, she begged, pleaded dearly for even one more day of life–

	“Agent McKennedy! Don’t give up!”

	Her once useless communicator suddenly sounded with a crisp, clear voice.

	Rather than shoot, the enemy dashed to the side to avoid the grasp of a pair of jet anchors.

	They retracted to the chest of a Diver that shone like a sun underwater.

	As if in its presence it was suddenly easier to see through water.

	Interposing itself between Marina and the enemy, a golden knight against her silver reaper.

	“I’ve only known you for a short time– but you’re still a comrade to me. I don’t want to see anyone who fights bravely for the Brigand lose her life. Please retreat, Agent McKennedy! Let us handle this!”

	Marina could not help but smile at the foolish voice of Murati Nakara on the communicator.

	You don’t know anything about me– but thanks, you big-hearted commie fool!           

	She tried to wipe her tears, but she found herself weeping even more.

	Weeping for the life she had again–

	Back in Schwerin, she thought she had been blessed with life by a being of moonlight.

	And just when she really thought everything was going to end–

	Now, that life was protected by a colossus made of the sun.

	Broad-shouldered, with strong limbs, clad in bright, perfectly sculpted armor.

	Appearing out of nowhere to confront that mysterious enemy.

	Those commies, even in their darkest hour, they always came up with something.

	Her prayers had been answered.

	Even despite everything, Marina McKennedy was still fighting for the light she had found.

	“This one’s no joke!” Marina called out, heart soaring. “Give ‘em hell, commies!”

	“Acknowledged!”

	Her heart lifted–

	As she bore witness to nothing short of a miracle. 

	Like Leda had once said– a glorious mercy.

	“Murati Nakara–”

	“–Karuniya Maharapratham!”

	Two pilots called out over the communicator from the machine.

	Both voices finished as one with a roaring determination–

	“Arrived at the combat area! SF-014X Helios, ready!”

	

	

	 


8.13

	“Huh, what’s going on over there?”

	There was a strange commotion across the hall. At first it had only been a few students who had stood around to ogle the girl at the end of the hall, until more and more people realized what had happened back there. That she had chained herself intricately to the handles of the sliding door. This could not by itself prevent the door from being closed or open. It was an automatic door that could be remotely operated and even pressurized under emergencies, so the mechanisms boasted a lot of strength.

	But if anyone tried to force the door to open in this situation–

	–the criss-crossed chains around her chest and belly were arranged so they would tear the girl apart.

	So it was unconscionable that anyone would do so.

	Anyone who did would be recorded as a child murderer instantly.

	“What a morbid idea! But it’s clever, I suppose. I wonder how she got the chain?”

	Karuniya Maharapratham, a preparatory student in the science program, joined the throng of onlookers. Something like this had never happened that she knew about. Certainly there were students who misbehaved but they did so in much more ordinary ways. They talked back or cheated on tests or skipped class. They pulled harmless pranks on the teachers sometimes. This was new. She was curious so she managed to squeeze and slide closer. She was not very tall, but she got a glimpse of the perpetrator.

	Chained to the door was a girl with brown skin and long, messy dark hair down to the shoulders, in a slight bob with bangs almost over her face. Her auburn eyes stared out to the crowd with strange intensity. She had on the long-sleeved blue and green uniform of the “young pioneers” of the military program. As far as Karuniya understood it was worn for ceremonial purposes — an interesting choice.

	What she could not help but focus on, however, were the eyes of the delinquent girl. She was staring intensely at the crowd with unwavering auburn eyes. Arms crossed, standing straight despite all the cold gazes coming her way. She had so much confidence and determination for a teenager!

	Or maybe she was scared stiff and witless. Karuniya couldn’t really say one way or another.

	She wanted to think though that this gallant delinquent was being brave rather than foolish.

	“Murati Nakara!”

	Behind Karuniya the sea of gossipy students parted to allow a pair of teachers through.

	They approached Murati Nakara and stood between her and the ring of onlookers.

	“What is the meaning of this Murati? You’re blocking the way to the simulators!”

	“Yes, I know exactly what I’m blocking, thank you.” Murati said coldly.

	Both teachers looked at each other in disbelief. As if they had not expected that response.

	“And the ‘meaning of this’,” Murati continued, “is a protest. It’s a form of protest.”

	“Murati, this is highly irregular! If you have issue with something you need to–”

	“Lodge a formal complaint? I’ve lodged three separate ones. All were thrown out.”

	“Still–” the teachers looked quite nervous. “Murati, you simply can’t–”

	Murati put on a little grin. “It’s impossible to remove me without killing or hurting me, so I will list my formal demands.” She began to rattle a series of grievances with remarkable strength behind her voice. 

	“This Preparatory purports to train young adult students for acceptance into college programs, but its military track is an absolute joke! We do all kinds of stupid paperwork and study but have no means to gain practical skills except by running simulations, to which we have limited access! Yet the assessment test for the non-commissioned officer program in the Academy requires us to pass a practical examination! So who is it that gets into the NCO track, and therefore gets shortlisted to make Junior Petty Officer upon graduation? Do they have to know a guy who knows a guy to get significant time in a cockpit before college? The Simulations room is barely used, so why is access so limited?”

	Everyone stood speechless. Murati continued, barely allowing a pause between.

	“You want to know the ‘meaning of this’? I demand 24 hour simulator room access for all students! There is no reason to limit entry! And there is no reason to limit entry specifically to a paltry 3 hours a week of simulator time on average! Less paper testing, and more practical study! That’s my demand! We need to be prepared not just for the military practicums but to fight against the Empire in case of emergency! I demand improved readiness, equitable access to resources, and better training! And I will block the simulator room off until I can negotiate with a qualified administrator! End of story!”

	For the first time, Murati closed her eyes and laid back against the door.

	Surprisingly, none of the teachers tried what Karuniya would have done in that situation. Nobody smacked her upside the head or kicked her or otherwise got physical. Surely Murati had to have the key to her own chains on her person. Or they could have subdued her long enough to take a diamond sabre to the chains. Karuniya thought up all kinds of practical ways to remove the delinquent.

	Instead, they ordered everyone to get back to work and ignore Murati.

	And perhaps Murati knew it would turn out like that. Maybe she really did have it all planned.

	For the next three days, Karuniya saw her in that same hall of the Preparatory every so often. She always stopped to look, though Murati rarely acknowledged anyone who passed by the hall. Sometimes she would see her nibbling on a protein bar. She had hidden pouches of water in her uniform too that she took small, practical sips from. Several students were randomly cruel to her. Most of them jeered but a few went so far out of their way as to throw pens or other things at her every so often.

	Despite this, Murati never even replied to those provocations. She just stood there, alone.

	That tall slender girl in her gallant dress uniform simply brooded her in corner.

	It was the most interesting thing that happened in school in all her years, and Karuniya wished she could have seen every second of the girl’s resistance, if only for personal amusement. In her mind, in that week, this Murati Nakara she had never met possessed something raw and powerful that Karuniya herself could never possibly have. But of course, Karuniya had classes and was busy. She couldn’t stand there staring.

	All she had was the passing thought: “could I ever be this dedicated to something?”

	Eventually, people met with the girl, there was a lot of talking, and she was removed.

	Karuniya did not know, at the time, what happened to her. They lived in different worlds.

	Next semester, however, Karuniya noticed some changes in simulator access and use.

	There was 24/7 access, and she herself was not just allowed but required to participate.

	Casually and without really considering why or how, Karuniya learned to pilot a Diver.

	

	

	For the central government in Solstice, it was important that everyone in the Union see Mount Raja at least once. It became a symbol of the Union. There was a glitzy tour infrastructure in place to facilitate these trips. The centrality of the Union’s Military Academy in the education of various personnel was one way to get people to Mount Raja. But even the newest cafeteria worker at the most far flung station of the Union could easily check off Mount Raja from their bucket list given nothing but time.

	And it was a sight indeed.

	Mount Raja was an underwater mount with a peak at 900 depth but that was mainly accessed at 1600 depth on the benthic surface, with facilities spanning the range from the peak to almost 2100 depth underground where the main structure of the Core Pylon was located. Mountain stations such as these were a marvel of engineering that once allowed the Imbrian Empire to create a few cities that were almost as vast as those of the Surface Era colonizers first reshaping the ocean floor for habitation.

	Using an enormous borer ship, the Imbrian engineers settling the Nectaris stabbed through Mount Raja and ultimately mounted their Core Pylon at its underground base, with the bored “stab” running through to it creating the first shaft out from which modules could be expanded. Made up of a series of enormous cube-shaped modules radiating out from the central shaft and capped with a sensor tower disguised as the mountain’s peak, the Raja Arcology, as it was technically named, was one of the few places not designed as a prison or barely-habitable factory for hated slaves and servants, but as the center of extraction and management for the Imperial bureaucracy and aristocracy of the colonies.

	Boasting over a kilometer of vertical pressurized space, with each of its modules stretching several hundreds of meters around the central shaft, Raja was designed to support a million Imperial bureaucrats and nobles and now supported several million Union personnel. A secondary substation in an adjoining lesser peak a kilometer from Raja’s base was dug into and reachable by tram, adding even more capacity over the past decade. Raja Arcology was the heart of the Union government and the Naval Headquarters.

	Elevators and staircases close to the shaft linked the modules vertically. Each module had a similar size when accounting for its space within the rock, but the internal layouts could vary. Some modules were quite novel for station-goers, with high ceilings and only one internal story, such as the module containing the main government building and the Premier’s office, which just had a giant open park surrounding it. Other modules were essentially massive buildings which just read as halls and rooms when one walked out of the elevator. A few popular spaces made use of open stories to have vertical malls with various shops and recreational facilities built encircling some monument or piece of art.

	It was this latter type of space that Karuniya Maharapratham found herself in one cool evening in year 971 A.D. Overlooking a post-modern sculpture shimmering with neon lights that caressed her honey-brown skin. Leaning against the railing with a sly smile, trying to show off the fullness of her breasts in her most fashionable polycarbon dress, off shoulder, with flank and hip gaps and a belly window. 

	She was 20 years old, in the middle of her undergraduate education and on a date with a cool, handsome upperclassman whom, it was rumored, boasted out of this world dick game.  Karuniya was living.

	She glanced aside, hoping to see her date checking her out through the gaps in her dress.

	Instead, Murati Nakara seemed to be contemplating the twisted steel sculpture.

	“The spirals and lights remind me of DNA. It’s a very biological piece of art.” She said.

	Karuniya smiled. Sidling up closer, side by side looking down from the railing.

	Her eyes moved from Murati’s soft lips to her sleek back to her plush, firm ass.

	She looked amazing in the Academy’s blue dress uniform. Interesting choice for date wear.

	I wonder if she would let me peg her. Karuniya thought, mischievously.

	She kind of read her as the taciturn quiet service top but she could have been versatile!

	If Murati took the lead though– Karuniya certainly wouldn’t mind getting taken down–

	“You’ve been really quiet. I hope I’m not being boring.”

	Murati glanced at her with a small smile, they made eye contact.

	“Oh no! Everything is fantastic. Should we–”

	Karuniya began to reply but–

	“You look gorgeous.”

	Murati said that in such a sudden, disarmingly casual way that Karuniya almost jumped.

	That short messy hair; that sleek handsome jawline, in the multicolor glow of the sculpture.

	Karuniya had fallen hard for her since they first had classes together over a year ago.

	That odd smoldering loner girl from preparatory had really grown into a prince!

	This was her chance– she had to turn all of her distant pining into some real intimacy!

	“It’s almost time for our reservation.” Murati said. “Thanks for inviting me Karuniya.”

	“Thank you for coming, Murati. It’s going to be amazing.”

	Le Traiteur was a co-op restaurant with very limited seating, even despite the backing of the Cultural Ministry as a way to “elevate Union food culture to world standards.” As soon as Karuniya got wind of it she immediately made a reservation. At first she had thought of going alone, simply to treat herself nice after Exams period. But then Murati surprisingly turned out to be receptive to the invitation.

	All they had done so far was meet up at the elevators and pass the time.

	Karuniya had been nervous, in the days leading up, in the minutes since they met–

	Now she was confident though. She looked her best; and Murati was happy with her.

	Plus Murati gave off a vibe that was a bit naïve and hall monitor-esque– she always had.

	Karuniya thought she could definitely turn this physical if she just played to her charms.

	God I am so– I am so embarrassingly pent up. But it’ll be worth it!

	Inside the restaurant the walls were tiled a light beige and there were several separated red booths enclosing the tables. Through a narrow central aisle, Murati and Karuniya were led to the farthest booth near the back, and the door was opened with a keycard from one of the staff. Inside, the ambiance was a little more romantic. Metal walls projected the appearance of sultry red silk curtains, and a fake candle-light flickered in the center of a table with two opposing but close seats.

	Murati on one side, Karuniya directly across.

	Looking into each other’s eyes with faces lit dimly by the wild false fire on the candle.

	Karuniya leaned forward a little with a smile.

	“So, Murati, I’ve seen you in some of my required military and humanities courses. What is your concentration? I assume you’re not in the Science Corps like me.” Karuniya said, breaking the ice.

	“My concentration is in Historical Development of Naval Strategy but I’m not pursuing an academic career.” Murati said. She looked like she had been distracted by the ostentatiousness of the room and caught lightly off-guard when Karuniya actually demanded her attention. “Right now I’m angling for ship Captain. After a few successful campaigns I might parlay that into a role as Commander for a fleet section. But for now I’m just focusing on Captain as solid start. So I have to graduate as a Junior Petty Officer.”

	Karuniya blinked. You’re 21 years old? And your goal is already in fleet command?!

	“That sounds quite gallant. I’ll definitely be rooting for you.” Karuniya said.

	In an environmental impact study that Karuniya had extensively researched for a paper, there was a small factoid that felt relevant here. With Premier Ahwalia having slowed shipbuilding during his first term, the Union was barely on track to complete 27 military ships in 972, even with all of the cheats that modern Union shipbuilding used, like the industrial size Ferrostitchers at Sevastopol and Kashgar stations. In the best case scenario there would be 27 military Captainships open next year when the 27 ships formally launched, since they would need to be inspected, trialed and commissioned. 

	The Union had something on the order of 50 million people and growing and there were over 900,000 personnel in the Navy and growing. There were hundreds of people more senior than Murati who would be tapped to become Captains ahead of her. And she could forget about becoming a Commander too. There would far less of those promotions available in her career lifetime and far more applicants.

	Mathematically, nearly everything was against Murati’s ambition there.

	And yet– this only made Karuniya feel fonder for Murati, who spoke so confidently.

	She’s a dreamer for sure. I kinda like that. There’s more to her than meets the eye.

	For someone who just did all that analysis in her head, there was a certain attraction toward a woman who could just bluntly state that extraordinary things would happen by force of will. And Murati was no fool– she probably knew the odds were against her. It was impossible to be in the career track that she was and not knowing this. And yet, she not only dreamed, but declared it without fear.

	“What about you Karuniya? From afar you always struck me as a really driven person.”

	“I did? Well, I have pretty humble ambitions actually, I’m just pursuing a PHD.”

	“That’s pretty ambitious!” Murati said. “Not many of those are made each year.”

	I could say the same for your crazy dreams! Karuniya shouted internally.

	“My goal is to become an Oceanographer. I’d like to study the health of our seas.”

	“I see–!”

	At that point, the aperitif arrived, and Murati offered no words of praise or support like the ones Karuniya had given her. Her attention shifted immediately and fully to the food, and Karuniya could not tell if it was just something she didn’t care about or if she was just that easily distracted. There was a part of her, a bit of pride, that felt slightly wounded. Just an ‘I see’ to her own ambitions, huh? She turned her cheek.

	That being said, the food was lovely.

	Their starter was a faux shrimp cocktail, the shrimp biostitched from red algae and proteins. Karuniya had never eaten real shrimp, but the taste of these was savory, briny and delectable, especially with the sharp, vinegary tomato sauce in the cocktail. Quickly after it was followed by a faux tartare made with specially seasoned plant proteins and chopped pickled vegetables, served with crusty bread and the kicker– real, fresh egg cracked raw over the raw patty and mixed in. No wonder it was a hassle to get a seat.

	“It’s so delicious, but it’s gone in a few bites.” Murati said.

	“Yes, but the craft is incredible, isn’t it? It’s worth it while it lasts.”

	“Oh, it’s magnificent, I just think their logistics have to be really tight to serve so little.”

	Logistics huh? What’s going on in that head of yours, Murati Nakara…

	Karuniya found her extremely charming.

	“Everyone’s been talking about this place, so hopefully the Cultural Ministry will see how much people love it and invest more in restaurants in the future. It took me months to get seats. And when I said I was bringing another person they nearly cancelled. It’s kind of a miracle we’re eating together.”

	She made an expression as if to demand Murati’s gratefulness.

	To her credit, Murati responded quickly– though with her own little surprise.

	“Karuniya, you’re absolutely amazing. I’m completely thankful. I could’ve never gotten this.”

	This time, however, Karuniya would not be so easily disarmed.

	Play hard to get for a bit.

	“Of course I’m amazing. I’m glad you noticed.”

	Murati stared at her, nodded quietly, and finished her tartare. No reaction or comment.

	Karuniya smiled to herself politely. It’d be fun to tease her more.

	For the last course they had a slightly larger plate than the rest. Pickled artichokes arrayed thoughtfully around a biostitched soy cutlet that was white and flaky with shreddable “meat” like the flesh of a lean fish just barely roasted, swimming in a sauce of kelp bubble “caviar” and garlic oil. While the vegetables and the meat alone did not look that novel, the addition of the kelp orbs and infused oil added a new and savory taste profile and a super-modern aesthetic. Karuniya had never seen anything like it.

	With their meal, they were each served a tumbler glass of a strong corn wine.

	And the bottle was there– so Karuniya felt like making the most of it.

	So she immediately downed a whole glass, to Murati’s astonishment.

	When their conversation resumed, Karuniya’s speech was loosening a little bit.

	“What do you think of Oceanography, Murati?”

	“Hmm? I don’t really think anything about it, I suppose.”

	“As a future captain you don’t have an opinion on it?”

	“Environmental policy is environmental policy. I don’t think I’d ever be a part of it.”

	Maybe it was the alcohol, but she wanted to poke fun at Murati a bit more.

	“Murati, you said I struck you as driven before. So, I take it you’ve been looking at me?”

	Karuniya grinned at her over steepled fingers.

	Murati blinked for a moment. “Um, I mean– we did that group project once.”

	She is cute. I really want to tease her more.

	“You’ve been looking, so what do you think? Ladies love it when you flatter their ego.”

	There was no hesitation. “I think you’re really amazing, I already said it–

	“Amazing, huh–?”

	“I was actually surprised you invited me.”

	“Murati,” Karuniya said, delighting in spelling out every syllable, “I’m going to need you to say more than four or five words at a time you know. A lady loves to hear herself talked about in exacting detail.”

	Murati laughed a little. “I’m a lady too you know.”

	“It’s the principle– it’s the principle of the thing, you understand.”

	“Sure. Alright, Karuniya.” Murati, smiling, lifted a finger to her lips and seemed to think for a moment. “You always struck me from a distance as someone really organized, ambitious, a go-getter, someone who always gets what she wants. You always left class with a bunch of other girls, and I’ve seen you in the halls with big chatty groups. You’re always really fashionable too, even in school. So, I always thought you were a really popular girl, a queen bee.” Murati said. “I didn’t think I merited your attention.”

	Karuniya giggled. She reached her hand across the table and briefly poked Murati’s.

	She is cute, but she’s such a dork. How does she not see herself in the mirror?

	“I’m flattered, I’m flattered. Then let’s have a toast! To Karuniya Maharapratham!”

	She clinked her glass of corn wine to Murati’s own and took another long drink.

	Murati raised her glass as well and took a drink too.

	“Thank you so much Karuniya. It was an amazing meal.”

	“Indeed, indeed. We have to finish this though– it’s good stuff.”

	Karuniya swirled her remaining corn wine in her glass.

	“Of course. But then you have to let me walk you home. You’ve drank a lot more than me.”

	Murati had something of a look to her. Maybe it was Karuniya imagining things but–

	She looked determined again.

	That face– that expression that would not take ‘no’ for an answer.

	Karuniya didn’t think she had drunk that much, but it wasn’t actually a tough decision.

	Wherever Murati wanted to take her, she would go, until there was a definitive parting.

	All of the sordid, sexual plots in her mind had washed away with the alcohol.

	She was having fun just being with Murati. They were breaking the ice. It was lovely.

	Karuniya wouldn’t push it any further than that but– she wanted to savor it a bit more.

	So they drank, and they made more small talk about school.

	Once their plates were cleaned out, the two of them were quickly but politely ushered out of the venue by the staff. There were people waiting, after all, and not very many booths to eat in. Plus the restaurant only opened for a few hours on a few nights– very exclusive. Having gone through the experience Karuniya almost felt it was dream-like in memory. Colored lights, lovely smells, sumptuous tastes.

	And she had been through such a special event with none other than Murati Nakara.

	Ever since she had that class with her– no, even before that.

	That one time when she was the preparatory school’s terrifying delinquent.

	Karuniya had always wondered what she was really like– whether she was nice–

	–whether she would kiss her if she asked.

	Childish fancies rekindled because of how small a place Solstice truly was.

	As they walked to the elevator close to the main shaft, Karuniya raised her voice.

	“That was lovely, don’t you think?” She said.

	“It had a great atmosphere.” Murati said. “I hope they are able to expand.”

	Karuniya glanced at the neon lights on the sculpture, meters away off of the railings.

	Her heart fluttered a tiny bit–

	“It might sound silly, but I had actually been meaning to ask you out for a while.”

	“I’m happy to hear that– honestly, I’m surprised, I thought I was kind of plain.”

	“I’ve had my eye on you for a while. I hope this won’t be our last date, Murati.”

	Murati looked quite taken aback by that. Karuniya giggled and grabbed her arm.

	“It’s that casual confidence of yours. You’re always so blunt– it’s pretty attractive.”

	“I’m flattered. I– I really don’t know what to say. I would love a second date.”

	“Did you know there’s rumors about you among the girls at the Academy, Murati Nakara?”

	Was it the alcohol? Was it bringing out the sadist in her? Why did she say that?

	“Now you’re just teasing me.” Murati said, looking a bit worried.

	Karuniya brought her index finger close to Murati’s lips. “Maybe I’ll tell you– after I confirm.”

	“Well, if you say so.” Murati smiled awkwardly. “So, where are we headed?”

	“I have a single on the 6th level.” Karuniya said. “I live alone.”

	Murati nodded. “Now I’m really glad I’m not letting you stumble down there by yourself.”

	“I am not stumbling, Murati Nakara.” Karuniya said, her feet just a tiny bit slippery.

	Close to the shaft, they took one of many glass elevator tubes from the 8th Tier down to the 6th and stepped off. Rather than an open space, they were immediately met with a long hall. There were vending machines with broth, bread, and dried vegetable packets available, and a small cafeteria that served out of a window, now shuttered for the evening. From there it was all internal halls, long series of doors into rooms. There was soft synthetic carpet beneath their feet, plastic plants on the corners. 

	This was home, for Karuniya, who wanted to get a grown-up space quickly and leave the dorms.

	“I haven’t drunk that much, you know.” Karuniya said. “I have all my faculties.”

	“I’m glad to hear it. I’m still seeing you to your place. What’s the number?” Murati said.

	“Thirteen.”

	Murati dutifully accompanied her down the hall, to the left and to her metal door.

	Karuniya put her ID on the door, the surface of which scanned and opened.

	She didn’t really think about it, but she walked in–

	–and Murati walked in right behind her. She stepped past Karuniya as the door shut.

	“So, tell me more about these rumors.” Murati said, an arm outstretched to the wall.

	Keeping Karuniya from advancing past her. Smiling with a devilish little glint in her eyes.

	Oh, you do have some hidden depths, Murati Nakara?

	It was clear from their expressions what they both wanted.

	Without words, they drew closer together, and Karuniya personally confirmed the rumors.

	

	

	Idiot! Meathead! Stubborn fucking–

	Karuniya’s subconscious had started off yelling at Murati Nakara.

	On the heels of a deeply uncomfortable, hurtful scene about their new ship assignment–

	She started to feel as she stomped over to the botanical garden in Thassal Station, that she was yelling almost as much at herself as she was at Murati. For her presumptuous foolishness, for her selfishness. Yes, Murati had yelled at her and acted unreasonable and aggressive. Nobody liked to get yelled at, not especially by their partner. Nobody responded happily to that– but on some level, the monologue in her brain that had begun excoriating Murati also sounded more and more like it was about her.

	Stupid, selfish, presumptuous fool. You ruined everything. You.

	“I was just afraid she would abandon me. I thought–”

	She thought that she could solve all of their problems in one fell swoop.

	Alone.

	Murati wanted a ship to command, Karuniya wanted to pursue her science career.

	They could both have gotten what they wanted and stayed together if–

	No. I would have gotten what I wanted. I never even thought about Murati.

	Karuniya raised her hands to her eyes, stifling tears in the middle of a hall. She was the one in the wrong, she told herself. Afraid that her time with Murati would end too soon, that their relationship would shatter. Their bond that had so far taken them together all the way from Solstice to Thassal.

	Soon it would separate them. It had to. Murati was a real soldier, and she was just a scientist.

	She had been so afraid of that. She had not even considered how Murati would feel.

	Now– had she made the biggest possible mistake? Had she been the one to tear them apart?

	“I’ll apologize. I’ll dress up and go to her place and apologize. That’s all I can do.”

	Despite everything, Karuniya really and truly loved Murati.

	It was that love which caused her to act rashly. Love– and a distant feeling of inferiority.

	“I can’t get in her way again like this. I’ll talk to her and if she wants, we’ll make things right and call the expedition off. I can’t– I shouldn’t have tried to do this. I was being selfish– I really hope she’ll take me back. I can’t imagine what it’d be like to end things like this. God damn it, I’m an idiot.”

	So Karuniya dressed up, visited Murati that night. They made up; their story continued.

	However, Karuniya came to understand– she and Murati existed in different worlds. This colored her approach to Murati. She couldn’t presume what was right for her or she would hurt her again like she did at Thassal. And she couldn’t afford to fuck up with Murati like that again. She wouldn’t be able to bear it.

	Even after ending up on a warship together nevertheless– it was in the back of her mind.

	Would she hurt Murati again? Would their divided worlds continue to tear them apart?

	How could she truly, deeply support her– what did that look like, between a soldier and a scientist?

	

	

	“Karuniya Maharapratham. Are you ready to fight for this woman’s sake?”

	What kind of question was that? Who did this woman think she was?

	Theresa Faraday stood in front of Murati and Karuniya in the infirmary, waving her arms, grinning, dressed in a mechanic’s coveralls with a white coat over them, her red ponytail dancing behind her as she gesticulated wildly– what did she think was happening here? Did she not understand the current situation? Ever since she spoke with Rontgen earlier Karuniya knew something was off with them.

	They were plotting something. Maybe it was benign, but they were still plotting.

	“I’ll need you to expand that question before I answer, Faraday.” Karuniya said.

	“I agree.” Murati said. “What business do you have with these love quizzes, Faraday?”

	Karuniya felt a bit relieved that Murati was not offended by her response and supported her so quickly.

	But of course, they were both more mature than that. Karuniya should have known.

	Without losing one iota of energy, Theresa Faraday resumed speechifying.

	“At this very moment, this ship is facing a crisis the scope of which neither of you could possibly understand.” Theresa said. “That Antenora sails the seas with the backing of many powerful and shadowy forces. It contains elite soldiers with highly advanced technology that you can’t hope to match. In order to even the odds, you’ll need every single advantage you can get! I’m here to provide another!”

	Murati and Karuniya glanced at each other and back at Theresa Faraday.

	“What do you mean by advantage?” Karuniya asked.

	“You two going out there and fighting the good fight! And this young lady too I guess.” Theresa suddenly pointed to a baffled Sameera in the adjacent bed, who watched the argument quietly. “Right now, your squadron is down its best pilots isn’t it? You can’t hope to win in this condition! You need to sortie!”

	Murati narrowed her eyes.

	“This advantage you offer us– does it concern Solarflare LLC’s ‘intellectual property’?”

	Theresa grinned broadly at Murati’s question. “Indeed, indeed. You are perceptive! But– let’s just say that there are some open source components in there which you’ll be interested in, Murati Nakara. It’s based on something of value to you. After she met you, Euphrates started planning to part with it–”

	“Euphrates?”

	“Yeah, yeah. Our names are Euphrates and Tigris. Let’s move on from that though.”

	“So you were lying–?”

	“Of course were lying! Your Captain must have suspected as much throughout.”

	“Forgive me for wanting to think the two of you had more character.”

	Theresa– Tigris, crossed her arms and pouted.

	“Euphrates’ character is the entire reason for this whole mess so don’t give me that shit. She has such a deep and boundless character that this is as much as I could possibly do for you without upsetting her. Listen, in due time, we will turn ourselves in and confess to the truth of everything. But right now, for her sake, and for your own sakes, I need you two to listen to me and get ready to go out there. Okay?”

	“You’re talking awful fast for someone who might be sending us to our deaths.”

	Murati glanced over at Sameera. With a knowing look, Sameera stood up from her bed.

	Dressed in a medical smock, she approached Tigris cracking her knuckles.

	“Please listen to her, Ms. Tigris.” She said her firm but gentle. “I’m only in bed to assuage the doc’s feelings here. I can still get a bit rowdy. You’re not calling the shots here. It’s time to quit acting like you’re the boss and start listening to the superior officer here. Are we understanding each other now?”

	Sameera cracked a little grin.

	Standing over a head taller than Tigris, she did cause the smaller woman to cow a bit.

	“Okay, okay, whatever! You win!” Tigris said. “Look, I’m not the bad guy here!”

	“You’re not.” Murati said. “Good response. Stand down, Sameera.”

	“Heh, you know, I really thought you wanted me to smack her, squad leader.”

	“Bah! We’re wasting time!” Tigris sighed. “What do you want from me?”

	Murati sighed openly.

	“Tell us what your plan actually is for starters.” Karuniya interjected.

	“To put it really simple: I have a Diver you two can get into! I have a super cool state of the art Diver that you can use to fight! And like I dunno the cat can get into hers too and be a big hero as well, I don’t care! But I’m not giving my Helios to anyone else but you two. It needs reciprocity between its pilots, otherwise it won’t work properly. And since you,” Tigris pointed at Murati, “are injured, it’ll have to be her,” she pointed at Karuniya, “who does the most piloting! Does that need any further clarifying?”

	“Do you want me to crawl behind her seat?” Murati said. “What are you talking about?”

	“My machine boasts a two-seater cockpit! It was designed for me and Euphrates as partners!”

	Karuniya scoffed. “Designed for her? I thought this ‘Euphrates’ was a pacifist.”

	“That’s precisely the point of it.” Tigris said. “You’ll see when I show it to you.”

	“Hold on.” Karuniya said, raising a hand. “This is going too fast. I’m not sure about this.”

	Her voice trembled just a little. That idea– piloting a Diver with Murati. It felt–

	“I’m not a great pilot, you know. I’m pretty crummy with Divers.” Karuniya said.

	“You’re better than you think.” Murati said suddenly.

	Karuniya turned to face her. Something crawled in her stomach. “Murati, I–”

	“I’m not saying you have to do what Tigris says.” Murati said. “I’m just saying.”

	She smiled, in a gentle and disarming way that Karuniya could not really place.

	“Murati–”

	“You both should really just do what I am saying to do.” Tigris interrupted.

	For a moment they looked at her, and she seemed to stare at them quite intently.

	“Really consider doing what I’m telling you to. You really want to, I swear.”

	Karuniya thought she saw a weird glint in her eyes– but maybe it was just her imagination.

	There was a brief silence, and then Tigris turned around with her head in her hands.

	“Can you please deliberate faster. Asking as a buddy, as a pal.” Tigris moaned.

	“She’s a real bundle of energy, huh?” Sameera said, still standing guard beside her.

	“Ignore her for a bit. Murati, how do you feel about this?” Karuniya asked.

	Seated in bed on pillows as comfortable and fluffy as Karuniya could make them, still smiling at the group, Murati closed her eyes briefly as if to think. All this time that she had been in the hospital, Karuniya never thought she had seemed reduced in any way, she was no smaller or weaker or more vulnerable. But there was something about that smile that seemed like an inkling of who Murati was that had been missing for a moment and had suddenly sprung back. Karuniya had seen that expression before.

	That smile– and the smoldering, determined gaze when her eyes next opened.

	“I believe entirely in my pilots. I believe that they can accomplish this mission. I have the utmost confidence in them, Miss Tigris.” Murati said. “I don’t think that you need to worry about them. I think they could find a way to succeed. There might be casualties, but they can pull it off.”

	Tigris snapped back around with her hands in the air in frustration.

	“Are you serious? Don’t be facile! If it’s a war, you use everything you have to win!”

	“I was getting to that.” Murati said. “I wouldn’t make this decision without reason.”

	She turned her attention to her side, to Karuniya instead of Tigris.

	Reaching out a hand to Karuniya’s own and laying her palm over it.

	“I want to protect my comrades. That’s how I’ve always operated. But I’m not responsible exclusively for the lives of others. One hard lesson I’ve had to learn is that I’m also responsible for my own life. And furthermore, you are asking Karuniya to be responsible for her own life, my life, and the lives of others. Tigris, maybe in your mind, we’re just units in the calculus of a battle, that you can slot into your gear to make it move. But Karuniya and I need to make this decision. I am not going to do it on my own.”

	“Alright! Let’s give them some space then.” Sameera said suddenly, reading the room.

	Tigris stood speechless for a moment as Sameera ushered her out into the hall.

	Leaving Murati and Karuniya alone for a moment to make their decision.

	“How do you really feel about what Tigris said? About us fighting together?” Murati asked.

	For a moment Karuniya contemplated her answer. She didn’t want to be impulsive.

	Did Murati really need her? Was this the best way? It wasn’t just about Karuniya’s feelings.

	When Murati went out to fight that Leviathan weeks and weeks ago, recklessly, forcing her need for heroism onto everyone until they let her go. Karuniya had been terrified. How could she not be? And then, Murati decided to take the whole fight against the Iron Lady into her own hands and got herself put in this infirmary in this condition. Karuniya felt mortified about it. She really thought, for the first time, that Murati might have died. She had to grapple with that feeling– with possibly being left behind, alone.

	No matter how much she wanted to protect Murati, how much she didn’t want to let go–

	She still felt conflicted now. What if– what if she just got in Murati’s way again?

	She couldn’t just pretend that it was the best choice because she wanted to do it.

	It felt selfish of her. It felt like there had to be a better choice. One that didn’t involve her.

	“Murati, I’m no pilot and you know that. No matter what gadget Tigris gives me.”

	“I understand if you want out of this situation, but don’t put yourself down.”

	“I’m trying to be realistic! Murati, I’m just not as strong as you. I’ve never been!” She said. It was difficult to put into words. It sounded so childish coming out of her lips. “You’re extremely brave, you’re a good fighter, but more than anything you are impossibly stubborn. You throw yourself at life like a bullet. I’m not capable of acting as crazy self-assured as you can be. I can’t just follow you out there.”

	I can’t really say it to her, but I’ve always felt like I can’t stand on the same plane as her.

	When the two of them first started going out, their relationship was a bit noncommittal. 

	Karuniya almost wanted to think of her as a best friend she had sex with more than a girlfriend– because their relationship was characterized by a parting that was sure to come. Their positions were so separate. She wanted to study the waters of the Union and push for reforms in Union water policy, while Murati wanted to lead a war. She never said it, but that was tacitly what she wanted to do. To end the war with the Empire by her own hand. To become a grand commanding savior of the Union Navy.

	Someday Murati will leave me– these words stained her love and admiration.

	It was different now. They were together. They had made commitments to each other.

	And yet, the conflict was still present. Murati could still leave her forever.

	They did not stand on the same plane. Karuniya was not entirely Murati’s equal.

	Because she could not follow Murati as a “soldier” into battle. She was no good in a fight.

	It was selfish to think she could do so, when she hadn’t a fraction of Murati’s strength.

	“I know how your head works. I know you don’t really mean all the stuff you said to Tigris. You will absolutely just go out there because you want to fight alongside your squadron. That’s who you are. You’re a soldier; arguing about that with you is pointless. I’ll let you go; the captain will have to let you go. Since you’re going to disobey the doctor anyway– you should just take Sameera with you. Forget what Tigris said, she’ll buckle and hand over the keys to Sameera, she has no choice.”

	Karuniya got it out of her chest and sighed deeply, feeling more than a little pathetic.

	What she wanted the most in that moment was to support Murati. Despite that, Karuniya loved, respected, admired Murati enough to know that if Murati needed a partner in a fight, that could not possibly be Karuniya, right? She was a spreadsheet nerd while Murati was a big strong hero. 

	They would always have this separation. Murati was the fighter, Karuniya could never–

	“Karuniya, you’re incredibly strong too! You have no idea how much!”

	Murati grabbed hold of Karuniya’s hands and lifted them, taking them fully into her own.

	With tears in her eyes, she stared straight into Karuniya’s own.

	Seeing Murati’s emotional expression made Karuniya want to tear up as well.

	“I always felt like I didn’t deserve you. I was just some stupid meathead always being stubborn and causing problems everywhere I went. When we started dating– it was really unfair to you, but I always thought ‘Karuniya deserves so much better than this’. I thought I was selfish for wanting you for myself. Because you were this amazing and smart and dedicated woman with a real goal you were pursuing. And I was just a fool who wanted to fight. I told myself I had an enemy only I could destroy– but I’ve seen the face of it now. I can’t fight it alone. I really do need your kind of strength too, Karuniya.”

	Her hands gripped Karuniya so tightly, like she was afraid to let go.

	“You’ve always told me how amazing I am. And I have tried very strongly to internalize it. I wish there was something that I could say to you that could convey how much I love you and what an amazing person I think you are in return. You are so much stronger than you think. You have an enormous enemy to confront as well, and you have shown me the incredible conviction you possess to fight it. You have sharpened your own weapons against it: your theories, your intellect, your sensibility, your empathy, and your optimism, your unwavering hope in a better world. You’re incredibly strong, Karuniya.”

	Murati briefly dried her eyes. “Karuniya, you told me some time back that you admired the woman who didn’t give up on her dreams no matter how crazy they were. And that seeing me inspired you to get a bit crazy too. If so, then forgive me, but I’ll say what I feel completely selfishly and without filter. I do want to go out to fight. I want to protect everyone. I feel ashamed to be stuck in here helplessly– and I want you to come with me. I have a hunch I’m not the only one who lied to Tigris about my true feelings.”

	Karuniya shut her eyes, cutting off the tears for an instant. She laughed a little at herself.

	God damn it. I hate that you saw through me. I’m absolutely going to tease you for it.

	“Murati Nakara, you really are selfish, and a stupid meathead too.” Karuniya said.

	“Huh?” Murati was briefly taken aback, until–

	Karuniya reached around behind Murati’s head and pulled her close.

	First touching foreheads together affectionately–

	Then taking her into a kiss. A gentle kiss, held like an embrace for a few warm seconds.

	

	

	“Um. Well. How to summarize the situation?” Chief Akulantova shut her eyes and crossed her arms. 

	She was on a video feed from the hangar to one of the secondary partitions of the main screen of the bridge. The Captain awaited her explanation while the entire Bridge crew watched with varying degrees of interest and confusion. Finally she spoke. “Fifteen minutes ago a loud red-head showed up here kind of doing and saying whatever she wants. Theresa Faraday was it? Murati Nakara, Sameera al-Shahouh and Karuniya Maharapratham came in with her. They got all the sailors hooked on some heroic scheme, and they’ve all hastily pried apart one of Solarflare’s containers. There was a Diver inside it.” Akulantova looked over her shoulder. “Chief Lebedova is kind of torn on what to do, and I personally don’t relish having to beat the paste out of a bunch of sailors who are just really worried about the situation. I think we should just let everyone go about their business and punish their unruliness individually later.”

	Akulantova smiled cheerfully at her own suggestion. She looked truly unbothered.

	On the Captain’s chair, Korabiskaya was holding her head in her hands with frustration.

	Then the whole bridge rattled– a munition from the Antenora had gone off nearby.

	There was no way they could discuss this with the length it required.

	“You and Lebedova will take full responsibility for the hangar! I can’t divert my attention!”

	The Captain dismissed Akulantova and returned to commanding the bridge.

	Alexandra Geninov looked down at her own station with increasing concern.

	It was truly unfair. That Antenora–

	How could an early game boss like this have such intense final boss energy?

	A boss battle–

	She was wracking her brain to come up with an answer. How could she use what she had to defeat her enemy with pure gumption and systems mastery? You could pull off incredible upsets in video game battles by knowing the systems really well. That had to be true for real battles too. Alex took stock of her own loadout. She had her skills as a gamer– and she had torpedoes of a few different payloads.

	Torpedoes had not worked previously.

	Probably torpedoes could be counted on to keep working the same if nothing else changed.

	Her skills as a gamer were her wildcard. Difficult to harness, but powerful when deployed.

	(“Okay but what the fuck does that even mean?” she screamed internally at herself.)

	Now she started holding her own head in her hands much like Ulyana had been.

	“Firing 150 mm guns and starboard 76 mm guns!”

	Alex peered beside her at Fernanda Santapena-De La Rosa’s gunnery station.

	Then she peered at the main screen.

	Three 76 mm guns and the double 150 mm guns on the turret fired on the Antenora.

	By the time the tracking items appeared on the predictive imaging the shots had already landed.

	“I’m starting to be able to pick up the sound of that shield of theirs when ordnance crashes into it– it’s distinctive. It does remind me of a distant and subtle agarthic annihilation.” said Fatima al-Suhar, the sonar operator, with a downcast look. “Unfortunately, I don’t think we had an effect on target.”

	“Curses!” Fernanda cried out.

	“Biomass levels from the Gorge are beginning to surge. We’re breaking 80 Katov.”

	Braya Zachikova spoke up in a droning, robotic voice from her own station.

	“Calculating the peak– potentially close to 250 to 300 Katov within twenty minutes.”

	“When it rains it pours!” Captain Korabiskaya said in frustration. “Brace for communications issues and keep shooting! I want torpedoes and gunnery to keep pressure up on the Antenora! If you can’t put a round on the target then detonate just off of the hull! The shockwaves will at least rattle them!”

	Rising biomass introduced a sense of desperation. Soon their sensors would be clouded.

	Ship predictive imagers and rangefinders used a combination of various sensors to correct each other and ultimately generate the best possible predictive data out of various data sources. The primary arrays for generating imagery and collecting targeting data were acoustic/SONAR and LADAR. LADAR briefly flashed extremely powerful but short-lived lasers to gather its data. These laser effectors were installed on the deck and underside of the Brigand for the fullest possible coverage of the surrounding geography.

	For a LADAR scan, the key elements were power capacity and optic quality. By 979 A.D. the power output of the laser effectors and the quality of the optic lenses allowed effective range in perfect conditions up to a kilometer. For the laser arrays to image farther out in water with less scattering, they needed to consume more power and put more strain on the equipment. More power and a longer imaging period were necessary to get a higher resolution image and thus a better prediction. So it was a tradeoff between these elements to decide how good of a picture you needed to get and how often it needed to update. In open combat, using the LADAR as the primary imager could put a lot of strain on it.

	One helpful innovation was the use of computer algorithms to synthesize different kinds of sensor data. First a powerful LADAR scan would create a “master image” which would be altered moment to moment using fluid data, acoustic data and complex mathematics to deliver “best guess” predictions. This allowed the LADAR to be run less in ship to ship combat where the variables of where the enemy could move were more limited. This was the venerable standard on ships– and led to a few superstitions among officers as to whether the prediction was any good, since machine learning introduced potential errors.

	That was the magic of predictive imagery and how it allowed humans to kill each other underwater.

	This of course assumed perfect water conditions: water turbidity levels of less than 25 Katov scale.

	At 100-150 Katov of red biomass concentration in the water, continuing to image with the LADAR array would require outputting more laser power, straining even the exotic matter lenses and agarro-lattice effectors of the Union’s current imaging LADARs to their uppermost limits. They would definitely need to service the sensor array after the battle was over to prevent a breakdown later down the line.

	At 300 Katov there was not an imaging system on the planet that could continue to present a clear image without burning all of the sensor equipment out. This would ultimately affect the ability of the main gunner to target enemy ships. Without LADAR to correct against the raw acoustic data, in a battlefield this noisy with munitions from the Divers and the circling ships, they could find their guns near-completely blinded. Soon they could be in a situation where it was impossible to put a 150 mm round anywhere near the Antenora. Torpedoes could work by using camera navigation, but not well.

	On the bridge the tension was palpable. They could barely follow the Diver battle because everyone had scattered and Zachikova did not want to risk exposing the drone too far off the seafloor. Meanwhile the Antenora was putting a ton of pressure on them. Now the rising biomass put them on a clock too. If they could not do something about the Antenora before the area became saturated, then the initiative would fall to the enemy. With their shields and higher speed, they could close in with impunity within the biomass cloud, absorbing any retaliatory blindfire, trapping the Brigand and collecting their prize.

	They weren’t faster than the Antenora, they could not withstand anywhere near as much fire, and they did not know what the situation could be like if they were crippled and boarded. Right now the only reason the Antenora couldn’t just run right up to them after shrugging off all their fire was that the Divers were in between them, and that the Antenora needed to be careful to collect their VIP. Even with that handicap they were still schooling the Brigand– it was at this point no contest between the two ships.

	Alex had even overheard the captain of the Antenora was a stone cold badass from how Korabiskaya and the Rontgen lady reacted to just talking to her. That Rontgen started hemorrhaging even! 

	All they did was call this lady for a few minutes!

	Alex bit her finger, thinking.

	If someone didn’t come up with a plan soon, they were fucked.

	But they didn’t even know the properties of that defense system.

	So how could they do anything about it?

	Alex took in a deep breath.

	She tried to center herself, to dig deep into the palace of her mind.

	Big screens, the latest graphics, the roar of the crowd watching her compete–

	Video games.

	They were not just a stupid pass-time. Video games required tactics and discipline. Alex would not be half the soldier she was without video games. Nobody believed her, but she truly thought they had taught her many things. Hand-eye coordination, quick thinking, the ability to read systems and see patterns. Fuck, her reading level would probably be shitty without all the RPGs she had played and all the time she spent arguing about the best characters on the BBSes. Video games had molded her into who she was.

	Most of all, they gave her something she wasn’t useless at.

	Everyone needed one of those.

	Think, Alex. This is a game. What are the systems? What can you do?

	And more importantly– what haven’t you done yet? What’s the unexpected trump card?

	She and Fernanda held the ship’s direct combat power in their hands.

	If anyone was going to break that defense it had to be them.

	They had all this ordnance, and they had fired it at the enemy to no avail–

	Video games, video games, there had to be something–

	Wait.

	Fernanda.

	Of course!

	Fernanda was the key! She had been the key all along!

	“Combo attacks! That’s it! We haven’t tried combo attacks!”

	“Huh?”

	Fernanda stared as Alex shouted and threw her hands up. Then quickly retracted them.

	“Combo attacks are a staple in video games.” Alex replied, lowering her voice to Fernanda.

	Despite her clear skepticism, Fernanda played along and spoke only between themselves.

	“Have you even the merest inkling of the situation we’re embroiled in?” She whispered.

	Her drawn-wide eyes looked at Alex with a fathomless disgust.

	Fernanda had no respect for her as a gamer. She had no respect for gamers whatsoever.

	However, maybe, she had a little respect for Alex as a person.

	Otherwise, she would have just told the captain that Alex was being gamer-y next to her.

	And maybe in this situation Alex wouldn’t be scolded. But in others–

	Nevertheless. Alex felt she was on the right path.

	She finally had enough relationship points with Fernanda to whisper to her.

	And this allowed her to open the route where she and Fernanda could execute–

	–a sick combo attack.

	She realized then that she should not tell this to Fernanda in that particular way.

	Or else Fernanda’s small amount of favor toward her might be completely incinerated.

	“Fern,”

	For a moment Alex waited for Fernanda to object to the nickname. She did not. Weird.

	Alex continued, “Fern, we need to try hitting the same spot together at the same time.”

	Fernanda stared at her for a moment. “Coordinating a torpedo and shells simultaneously?”

	“Uh huh. Cool idea right?”

	“You have no idea how impossible it is to time that, do you? My shells are a hundred times faster than your torpedoes. There is no possible way that we could land the shots at the same time.”

	Alex noticed she was not saying this in a cutesy complicated way. She didn’t bring it up.

	“Going on like this won’t work either.” Alex said. “We have to mix it up!”

	Fernanda resisted. “We may yet be able to pierce their armor with enough ordnance.”

	“I don’t think individual shells are going to work. They haven’t worked yet. But if we cause a really, really huge explosion right on top of the shield, in the same place, maybe we can overload it or something. We don’t know how it works– but we know that what we’ve tried hasn’t worked, Fern! I have an um– a real strong gut feeling about my plan, you know! Can it hurt to try something different?”

	“It’ll hurt in the sense of lost ordnance and time.” Fernanda said.

	“I’m not joking around, I’m being serious. I believe in this– would you please trust me?”

	Alex’s tone of voice went from confident to almost pleading.

	Reflexively, she reached out a hand to Fernanda under their stations.

	Fernanda stared at the hand below, and then at her.

	They had started off on a wrong foot, but across countless night shifts–

	Alex got to know her a little bit– and there was one thing she really did like about Fernanda.

	“Fine. I will trust you just this once. Don’t get used to it, gamer.”

	When it counts, she is really good-natured.

	Under their stations, Fern’s hand gave hers a brief but firm grip.

	Alex nodded her head in acknowledgment. She felt a bit hyped up– and anxious.

	I– I can’t disappoint her now, right? It’d be such a bottom move.

	“I hope you two had a productive conference!” the captain called out. “Keep firing!”

	Alex and Fernanda looked back over their shoulders nodded and turned back to their stations. In order to satisfy the captain they each fired one more barrage as ineffective as the last few had been. The Antenora was not quick to retaliate, giving them a bit of breathing room. While their weapons cooled down they reconvened in whispers, huddling close to each other in order to enact their new strategy.

	“So gamer, enlighten me as to the rest of your conspiracy?” Fernanda said.

	Alex smiled, cool and collected.

	“First, I’m going to DM Zachikova and ask her to crunch the numbers.”

	Fernanda sighed, but she did not protest.

	From her station, Alex wrote a quick text to Zachikova’s station and sent it out.

	“Yo! Can you run the numbers to get a torpedo and a shell to land at the same time?”

	A text message quickly returned: “Don’t @ me ever again. I will headbutt you.”

	Fernanda stared over Alex’s shoulder with narrowed eyes.

	“You’ve become maestro to an orchestra of irritation whose song has spread quite far.”

	Alex did not comment on Fernanda resuming her flowery speech.

	“Allow me to scribe the message before your plot is utterly buried in this gorge.”

	“No, no, I got it.” Alex replied. “Your guns will cool off soon, fire another barrage.”

	“If you say so, gamer.”

	That hint of vinegar returned to the tone with which she said ‘gamer’.

	Alex returned to her screen and typed a new message.

	“I’ll let you into the bridge to play with the drone all you want if I’m night shift.”

	Moments later a message arrived with an attachment. The accompanying message read:

	“Deal. I can’t program something on short notice but try running her station clock like this.”

	That attachment contained instructions for setting up their clocks to help them time the attack and how to carry it out, along with a tiny doodle of Zachikova in a graduation hat pointing at the explanations. Because Alex’s torpedoes were the slowest of the two, Alex would fire a torpedo at consistent maximum speed and Fernanda would use her station’s clock program to run a countdown and aim at an agreed upon location. She would then shoot at the appropriate time– and the shell should strike on time with the torpedo hitting the target. This execution was sort of what Alex was thinking too.

	She ran the instructions by Fernanda quickly, who sighed.

	“While I am a gifted witch of many arts, I am also only human, possessing only human reflexes.”

	“It shouldn’t be a problem if it takes you a tiny bit to react to the clock and shoot right?”

	“On the contrary, gamer, with these timings, any hesitation on my part would bring about our failure.” Fernanda sighed. “Nevertheless, since we are reduced to merely shooting torpedoes and shells into a mountain at this point there’s no reason not to try this imaginative scheme of yours.”

	“Right. Right. Thanks.”

	Alex felt a shiver inside her. They really were going to do it– so it could fail.

	In fact it was much more likely to fail than succeed. That drove a spike of anxiety into her gut.

	This wasn’t entirely about winning or losing, about a gamer’s pride, or whatever, but–

	–rather,

	Fuck, can I please get one thing right? One thing right in my entire life?

	Her head started to get scrambled. She was near to having a meltdown, so much anxiety–

	She drew in a breath, tried to fight off all the thoughts–

	But everything came crashing down on her shoulders for a second.

	Who was she kidding? In this situation all she could do was panic.

	She was a loser– a useless loser. Always a loser.

	No matter how many competitions she won and how much she touted herself.

	She couldn’t ever win where it mattered.

	All her trophies didn’t make up for all the things Alex had failed at. 

	Academy, society, family–

	All the people she had let down– all the things she had run away from–

	Video games became an escape in more than one way.

	It was the only place she ever won anything. The only thing she felt good at.

	All the pressure– how much she was pushed and how little she was accepted–

	She still heard the shouting in her head. Her father, her teachers, her superior officers–

	Everyone knew she was a loser! A born loser! Everyone could see it!

	Despite everything she knew, the competence she had shown with torpedoes, the fact that she was on this mission– none of that made up for all the scorn of her family, her failure to achieve, and how no matter what she did, how seriously she did it, everyone always thought of her as just a weird clown. But this time– it wasn’t even about herself! If they didn’t win they’d be dead.

	And that’d be the end– no more deferring her life and responsibilities, she’d have none.

	I don’t get how a lot of shit works, but I don’t want to die–

	–and I don’t want any of these people to die because I fucked up!

	I can’t fuck up that colossally can I? Everything else would be tiny compared to that.

	Thinking about the type of situation she was caught up in, she thought she’d cry.

	She probably looked like a nervous wreck and a coward all the time. Nobody liked her.

	It doesn’t matter, it doesn’t matter! Snap out of it. We can’t give up.

	But she really was doing her best. She was just doing everything she could to keep calm.

	Alex Geninov couldn’t help but run her mouth. She needed the story that she told of herself.

	I’m the big damn hero of a weird game. A weird, sad game with a lot of ups and downs.

	Telling herself this, and trying to put out of her mind all the creeping evil thoughts–

	I won’t fail this one. I won’t say I sat here and did nothing. I won’t run away either.

	“Torpedo out!” She declared, grasping her joystick with firm determination.

	“You can do it, Geninov! Strike true!”

	The Captain’s voice was so supportive. She didn’t know how much Alex needed it.

	“I won’t let you down ma’am!” She replied.

	At her side, Fernanda ran the clock. The plan was on.

	“Port sidepod.” Alex said. Fernanda nodded, not taking her eyes off her station.

	At maximum speed the torpedo would hit the Antenora in less than a minute.

	Please, please, please.

	On the main screen a blurry, lagging prediction of her torpedo appeared.

	The Antenora circling hundreds of meters away. That little blip neared and neared.

	Her torpedo felt so insignificant, like Alex herself–

	Like someone who could do nothing in the face of that evil juggernaut–

	No, no! Come on–!

	Focused on the screen, guiding the projectile–

	Through the stream of fire from the Antenora’s support guns–

	Because Alex was pretty tall and the stations so close together, she brushed her leg against Fernanda’s again in the anxiety of the moment. Normally this ticked off Fernanda, who in a calm and ordinary situation wanted the least to do with Alex that she could. But at that moment, Alex felt something back– two pats on her leg. Not to tell her to retract it, but– in support of her–?

	Impulsively, Alex took Fernanda’s hand into her own.

	Squeezing those slender, soft, warm fingers.

	Her grip was not rejected. Maybe there was a shared comfort.

	On her station, the broad side of the Antenora loomed massively in front of the camera.

	Her eyes felt hot. She thought she saw for a brief moment a flash of color–

	Fernanda’s hand conveyed her pulse and Alex felt receptive to it.

	For a second, Alex thought she understood her– they felt alike, reciprocal emotions.

	We won’t fail.

	There was a moment of synchronicity. A brief flash of shared joy and misery.

	Holding hands, fighting together despite everything–

	Now!

	“Firing main gun!” Fernanda declared.

	By the time Alex turned to the main screen the shot would have already hit.

	On her station camera, with a short lag time, the torpedo sent back its last message.

	A skin-crawling instant while they awaited the result–

	“I think it’s a hit!”

	Fatima al-Suhar half-stood from her station, gripping the earphones against her ear fluff.

	“I think– I think I heard a blast and then water rushing!” She cried out.

	On the main screen the prediction updated — effect on target. Breach on the port side.

	For a moment the bridge was completely silent.

	Then all at once the officers cried out with the realization of what had happened.

	“That’s what I’m talking about!” Ulyana Korabiskaya shouted out.

	At her side, Aaliyah Bashara patted her back as if urging calm.

	Fatima and Semyonova held hands and began to jump up and down near their stations.

	And over on the gunnery stations–

	Alex and Fernanda, holding hands, stared at the screen speechless.

	“Damage assessment!” Korabiskaya called out.

	“Confirmed unmitigated breach on the Antenora’s upper port sidepod.” Zachikova said.

	Tears began to flow from Alex’s eyes.

	It worked. It really actually worked.

	“That was a brilliant shot you two! I have no idea how you did it but keep it up!”

	Captain Korabiskaya hailed the gunnery section with an enormous grin.

	“Keep your eyes peeled and keep up the pressure! They’ll be desperate now!”

	On her screen, the last picture frozen on the moment of impact showed the shell from Fernanda’s gun entering the picture like a blur from out of nowhere. Beneath the ordnance, the purple field briefly split. Only a tiny hexagonal fracture could be seen but in Alex’s mind, she thought she imagined the whole latticework collapsing inward, allowing for the hull to be breached on that side.

	Her whole body began to shake. A stupid idea from her loser brain had actually worked.

	“Good job.”

	She felt a hand pat her on the back.

	Small and warm like the one she was still holding.

	“Don’t get a big head. There’s work still in need of doing, hero.”

	Fernanda’s fingers slipped out of her own.

	Alex felt her heart shiver.

	“Right. Thanks.”

	She thought she would hear a ‘don’t get too far ahead of yourself’ or something.

	But Fernanda had the tiniest smile on her face as she returned her attention to her station.

	And for a moment, Alex couldn’t help but look at her as if with new eyes.

	

	

	Shit, which direction is it coming from next?

	Dominika Rybolovskaya was caught in a vice.

	Between avoiding the shots from the Volkannon sniping at her and keeping up with the Jagd that was giving Valya Lebedova the run-around, she was going around in circles with no way to retaliate. There had already been too many close calls with both of her assailants, and she could hardly coordinate with her remaining ally to do anything about it. Valya was as overwhelmed as her, and they had no idea what was happening with Shalikova, McKennedy or al-Shahara. Dominika was a sitting duck.

	Waiting to react to the next attack, alone in the water until something came out of the fog.

	Sweat trickled down her face in long thin streams. Her breath caught in her chest.

	In the dim light the chromatophores on her chest glowed bioluminescent green.

	Caught in a fog of anxiety, her thinking sluggish, her arms raw from effort, mind blank–

	Her eyes scanned around, in the silence and stillness of this dead patch of ocean–

	Movement in the rear camera–!

	I’m dead! I’m dead! I wasn’t sharp enough–!

	“Ma’am, this guy bothering you?”

	From out of nowhere–

	An enormous saw-sword cleaved into the Jagd that had come rushing from behind her.

	Chunks of metal tore from its shoulder, arm, and hip before it retreated once again into the fog.

	And its place, at her back, was the Cossack of Sameera Al-Shahouh Raisanen-Morningsun.

	Briefly speechless, Dominika wandered if she was dead and dreaming.

	Katarrans shared common myths about soldiers or mercenaries whom, having died, began dreaming in the instant of their death about whole lives of battle and glory. Success, victory, and joy flashed in the last moments of their biological life. Brains slowly shutting down in reality but wanting to believe that they were alive and victorious. Cold tears drew from Dominika’s eyes in that moment–

	–as Sameera’s smiling face appeared on one of her secondary screens.

	“Miss, can you indulge me being a romantic bonehead just this once?” Sameera said.

	“Fuck you. You’re such an asshole. I could just about kick your fucking ass.”

	Dominika started sobbing. Gritting her teeth, she raised her hand to her eyes.

	She was so thankful– her heart was soaring with joy. She could kiss that idiot dog.

	“Music to my ears. Tell me what you need, Nika, and I’ll do it with flair.”

	Sameera smiled. Despite herself, Dominika found herself smiling back too.

	

	

	Where the fuck did that thing come from? What the fuck is it?

	Gertrude Lichtenberg stared speechlessly at the enemy that suddenly barred her way.

	There was always something. Always something in her way to Elena.

	She climbed over so many corpses for that radiant girl always a step farther away.

	Her unblinking, stunned eyes pored over the newest stone in her path.

	Suspended in the water ahead of her was a Diver with a dark gold paint job. From the body plan it suspiciously resembled a Magellan like her own Diver. She could see it in the beveled edges of the shoulders and chest, the rounded, cylinder-like construction of the forearms and forelegs, rather than the predominantly angled, square shapes of the Streloks or the S.E.A.L. from before. The head was different, however. Instead of the cyclopic hood of the Magellan it had a visored, helmeted humanoid head.

	Everything was just a bit thicker-looking than the Magellan however– more rugged.

	To start, it was just a bit taller than her Magellan, closer to 7.5 meters.

	Over the cockpit, the armor was more solid, with a thicker upper chest that thinned toward the angled skirt. Each hand was like a thick gauntlet that extended back over the arm, the wrists mounting what were clearly revolving projectile launch tubes of some kind. On the shoulders there were thick, square guards that vaguely resembled the drone mounting points of Selene’s Jagdkaiser. Instead of accepting the drones atop the shoulder however they seemed to be able to go inside it. There were two flat delineations upon each shoulder, probably the bays for the drones or projectiles– these were probably disc-shaped rather than the long cylinders launched by the Jagdkaiser, judging by the space involved.

	Propulsion seemed pretty standard. There was a backpack with intakes on the shoulder, hull and hip, jets in the legs with intakes on the knee, verniers for additional solid fuel thrust. There appeared to be six jets in the backpack, like a Second Generation Diver. On each of the intakes there was a thick cap. A red biomass filter? For weapons, it wasn’t carrying a rifle and Gertrude couldn’t spot a sword on it either, so perhaps it had internal weapons like a Jagd. What was this thing? Where did it come from? 

	How had these mercenaries gotten a hold of it since they last met?

	On the chest there was a logo, a sunburst– and the word HELIOS inscribed.

	“These mercenaries are clearly backed by someone powerful. To steal Elena from me.”

	Everything was starting to make sense. After their last battle, the mercenaries must have received some kind of resupply from their masters that included this thing. For a moment she feared Elena might have been taken from these cowards and that this battle was all a ruse to ferret her away– but she could not think that way. Maybe the appearance of this unit meant Elena was still there and a prize worthy of protecting with everything they had in their arsenal. It was impossible to know the truth.

	All she could do was believe.

	Believe that all her sacrifices had been worth it.

	Every humiliation, every instance of bloodletting, everything– for Elena.

	“Get out of my way, you piece of shit. I’ll kill anyone I have to! I’ll get her back!”

	On one hand she unfolded the Magellan’s advanced XM-979 rifle.

	On the other, she flashed the futuristic silver vibrosword that had come with the machine.

	This Magellan was the strongest machine she had ever piloted. She could absolutely take it to victory. Norn had conferred her this armor so she could become Elena’s knight. She would not fail. She could not fail. There was nothing left for her if she lost Elena here. Gertrude’s heart pounded, her whole body shivered. Her lips drew apart slowly in a bloodthirsty grin. She was ready to do anything.

	Her mind was a breathless turmoil of all she had suffered and all the suffering she’d inflict.

	For Elena’s sake–

	Compared to all the monsters at Gertrude’s back, these mercenaries were nothing.

	And compared to the monster baying for blood inside her, it was they who needed to fear.

	“I’ll rescue you, Elena. I’ve always been your prince charming. I promise. I promise.”

	Her unblinking eyes focused on the tiniest instant of movement from the enemy.

	She had to be aggressive, the instant it put a toe out of place–

	Bubbles blew from the shoulders and Gertrude charged with all her might.

	Four disc-shaped drones flew out of the shoulders in opposite directions.

	Gertrude expected gunfire, but if she was fast enough–

	The “Helios” suddenly reversed, thrusting backward but still facing her.

	From its shoulders, its jet anchors flew out at her. It had attacked with them before.

	Gertrude ducked under the anchors.

	She could have cut the cables, but if she pressed on she’d be inside the enemy’s guard.

	With a quick kick of vernier thrust, she threw herself forward, continuing her pursuit.

	In response, the “Helios” raised its arm.

	A stream of bubbles blew from the seam between the gauntlet and forearm.

	There was a flash–

	Like a jet anchor– suddenly that closed fist went flying at her on a cable.

	Speechless, unable to halt or dodge, she met the vernier-powered punch chest-first.

	Her entire cockpit rattled as the punch struck her, stopping her charge in its tracks.

	Gertrude tumbled, her Diver’s hull pushed back while its jets were still going.

	Briefly out of control, she corrected with a quick spin and went into a controlled dive.

	Overhead, she avoided the jet anchors recalled by their cables to Helios’ shoulder pods.

	“What the fuck is that thing? What the fuck is it doing?”

	She checked her monitors. She was shaken up, but the hull was relatively stable.

	In front, the Helios ceased reversing, but rather than take advantage and attack, it resumed its wary stance right in front of her. Arms out at its sides, jets engaging only to correct its depth and remain in orbit between Gertrude and its mothership. Did it not intend to fight for real? Was it just buying time? Why did it keep shooting anchors at her? Were they trying to capture her alive?

	“Is it stalling? But what the fuck is it stalling for? Do they have backup coming?”

	In battle the Antenora and the Pandora’s Box were both letting off sonar pulses.

	Norn would detect anything coming from a dozen kilometers away.

	There was no sign that the Antenora was backing off. So a ship couldn’t be coming.

	Or at least, it couldn’t be coming in a time frame that would benefit the Helios at all.

	“Maybe the pilot is hopeless, and they’re making up for it with the tech.”

	Circling under the enemy Diver, Gertrude raised her rifle and put the Helios in her sights. 

	She spontaneously opened fire, ready to gauge the reaction of the pilot as a dozen rounds tore through the water between them. With a clumsy boost, the Helios tried to dodge aside– but quickly found itself back in Gertrude’s line of fire as she corrected for those spastic, predictable movements and began to lead her shots into the Helios’ path while sweeping around its flank, now climbing.

	Vapor bubbles and gas bloomed around the Helios, several shots making their mark.

	Tongues of gas blew from the dented and pitted armor of the Helios.

	Through the smoke, it lifted an arm, and from one of its gauntlets launched a projectile.

	Gertrude climbed and backed up at full speed, out of pure reflex, but the projectile had not been aimed at her. Instead it exploded into a cloud between her Magellan and the Helios.

	Dark particulate matter danced in the water, slowly dispersing through the marine fog.

	“A smokescreen?”

	Soon the chemicals began reacting with the water, almost like they were boiling it.

	Frothing bubbles began to expand haphazardly to obscure the Helios.

	Dozens of pops of color– a chemical flare? A corrosive cloud? What was it?

	Gertrude’s computer was not equipped to analyze chemicals in the water.

	As the effect of the munition continued to spread through the water she continued backing off from it. Her fingers tightened on the controls, teeth grit, furious. This thing was clearly just buying time, but what was it buying time for? Was the Antenora losing the battle? That could not be the case. She could not possibly have come this far for nothing. She couldn’t stand to walk out of this empty handed.

	Her mind started to spiral, caught in a sudden heartbreaking madness.

	Gertrude would save Elena or die. There was nothing else for her.

	All of this time, ever since they had met in Schwerin, ever since they went to school together–

	Elena was her light. She was the only thing making Gertrude’s existence meaningful.

	That dirty little guardsman’s girl in her muddy overalls, she was nothing, lower than a beast.

	Born to no one, known for nothing, denied any pleasure of living. A peon; a faceless slave.

	Without the princess’ hand, if that touch had never been extended, Gertrude would be nothing.

	Her life would have been meaningless. 

	Dead, less than dead, invisible, nonexistent, as particulate as the marine fog.

	It was her love of Elena that made her anything. That made her human; worthy of living.

	I can’t lose her! I can’t, I can’t, I can’t, I can’t!

	Without Elena von Fueller what would be the meaning of Gertrude Lichtenberg’s entire life?

	Heedless of the nature of the cloud ahead, Gertrude threw all her weight into her sticks.

	She would break through this final barrier– she would kill everyone between herself and Elena!

	

	

	“She’s just gonna charge right through it huh?”

	“Called our bluff– don’t worry and just keep it steady. We’ve got options.”

	“How is it going on your end?”

	“We’ll need to buy a bit more time. Sorry.”

	Karuniya Maharapratham sighed.

	Soaked in sweat, breathing labored, her fingers hurting as she gripped the controls.

	Surrounded by metal, suspended in the deep, dark ocean.

	Operating a machine, seeing only through cameras– it was unfamiliar.

	Knowing that she stood between Murati and death was all that steeled her wavering mind.

	Occupying the front half of the Helios cockpit, Karuniya was taking care of most of the piloting. The two-seater cockpit had Murati directly behind her, with her own set of controls that mirrored Karuniya’s, along with her own screens, though she had less of them than Karuniya did. She could look over Karuniya’s shoulder too, but she was not doing so. She was mostly busy with her part of the plan and could only advise– and maybe, she respected Karuniya enough to trust her with the present situation.

	This only made Karuniya even more embarrassed at how outmatched she felt.

	“I would feel so much better if I had even an ordinary rifle.”

	She cycled on the touchscreen through the equipment on the Helios.

	Back at the hangar it had been a whole episode trying to get this thing launched.

	“What do you mean it has no weapons? Why the hell would we launch it then?”

	Chief Mechanic Lebedova and Theresa– Tigris began arguing immediately.

	“It’s designed for Deep Abyss exploration, so it doesn’t have built-in weapons, and it doesn’t use Union hands so it can’t wield your weapons without a conversion. However it has a lot of advanced systems and gear and it’s built extremely sturdy. Murati Nakara already has a plan for it, so just trust her!”

	Behind the firebrand Tigris, Murati, with a chest brace to keep her ribs steady and walking herself on a crutch, smiled and waved passively while the scientist and mechanic screamed at each other for several minutes. Until finally the machine was allowed to launch on the condition that Tigris allow herself to be arrested and removed to the brig along with the strangely afflicted “Euphrates” for later interrogation. With that negotiated, Karuniya had taken this machine out into the water and traded a few blows in order to secure Marina McKennedy’s escape– as well as time for Murati to execute her strategy.

	“You’re doing well Karu.” Murati cooed.

	“I don’t believe you– here she comes!”

	“Don’t panic! You’ve got room to react!”

	Charging through the smokescreen, the enemy, dubbed a ‘Magellan’ by the targeting computer, covered its approach with gunfire while advancing with all of its thrust toward the Helios. Karuniya pulled back hard on the controls, launching the Helios up and back, but not fast enough. Gunfire rattled the cockpit as several shells impacted with the armor, detonating and tearing off pieces, and the Magellan corrected its path and resumed pursuit very swiftly. Karuniya had not moved fluidly and lost her momentum.

	She was at a disadvantage, slowed down while the Magellan sped up. 

	Seeing it hurtling toward her again and again made the situation terrifyingly clear. 

	Karuniya was in the middle of combat. This was an enemy trying to kill her.

	In this place, in this moment, she couldn’t sidestep a fight by saying “I am just a scientist.”

	Murati’s here with me. This time– I have to protect her.

	Thinking quickly, she selected one of the Helios’ built-in equipments–

	As the Magellan appeared in all of her forward cameras, swinging its sword–

	“Launching canister!”

	From the gauntlet erupted a utility canister, like a barrel-shaped grenade.

	The Magellan cut through the canister, scratching the surface of the retreating Helios–

	–unleashing a gelatinous, quick-hardening mass of breach patching gel that stuck to its sword.

	“Now’s your chance, Karu!” Murati shouted.

	“I don’t know whether I love or hate your backseat driving!”

	Karuniya pulled the Helios back, while striking the activation triggers for the jet anchors. 

	While the Magellan struggled with the bundle of concretized gunk that had affixed to its sword and hand, the Helios’ jet anchors launched like a pair of tentacles. The Magellan threw itself into an ungainly dodge to avoid the jet-powered tungsten hooks, punching the breach sealant mass repeatedly with its free hand while the jet anchors retracted and launched again and again, repeatedly whipping the water at its flank, around its shoulder, nearly smashing off a piece of the flank armor. Cracks formed and pieces began to fall from the sealant mass, soon freeing the Magellan’s sword arm from most of the gel.

	In a clear fury, it swung its sword to eject any remaining matter into the water around it.

	Charging forward, it swiped at the Helios, Karuniya boosting down and then to the left to avoid the close range blow. Pressing its advantage, the machine swung furiously, forcing Karuniya on the defensive. Raising the gauntlets, she managed to deflect a strike by blocking with her arms, the sword leaving a wound in the thick wrist armor but failing to cut through or destroy the launchers– the Magellan must have read this desperate guard as an attempt to parry or grab its sword, because it briefly backed off.

	“Any more ideas?” Karuniya said, swallowing a lump she had held in her throat throughout the melee.

	“I’ve almost got it!” Murati replied, “Just a little bit more! You can do it! You’re holding it off!”

	“I’m really starting to doubt our chances here Murati!”

	While they were shouting, Magellan leaped suddenly skyward with all of its thrust.

	Karuniya was momentarily stunned– as if this was somehow different than how it had moved before. 

	Of course these machines could move in any direction in water she knew that– but she had been trying to stay on a roughly even plane to react to the Magellan more easily as it attacked. All of a sudden it was above her and she felt like she was moving with a second’s delay trying to figure out where the Magellan was going to come from, its angle of attack and the distance it needed to cross–

	At the peak of its ascent it suddenly dove at her with all its weight on its sword.

	Karuniya moved to intercept while desperately flipping through the available equipment–

	And the briefest glimmer of a grin appeared on her face.

	“This–!”

	A bit of Murati had rubbed off on her somewhere. She felt a wicked thrill as she reacted.

	Karuniya was unused to thinking in terms of combat, but she knew that their objective was not necessarily to return with all of this machine intact. There were parts of it that were expendable if it would preserve their lives. Furthermore, she knew that their objective was also not to sink the enemy machine necessarily, not by themselves. She needed to buy time for Murati’s plan. So she finally had a good idea.

	Murati– I understand you a little better now.

	Narrowing her eyes as she watched her plot unfolding–

	That finality as she depressed the triggers and sticks. She was captive to that moment.

	In that microsecond span of time that lasted an eternity, suspended between life and death.

	She thought of Murati– and how dearly, how much, with all of her might, she wanted to bring Murati back safely to the hangar from this horrific event. How much she didn’t want to be out here, how much she didn’t want to fight. But also– how much, with Murati in danger, she would fight, and scrape and claw helplessly at the metal of the enemy machine if it would release Murati from any suffering.

	That must have been how Murati felt every time she went out to fight.

	All of the people who stayed behind and depended on her. Like Karuniya herself.

	Now, literally behind her, it was Murati who was depending on her to save everybody.

	So with this fire in her heart, she released a canister from inside the gauntlet’s launcher.

	Grasped it into the machine’s jet-anchored fist between palm and fingers.

	And threw a steel punch across a dozen meters to meet the Magellan’s charge. Leaning into her sticks as if it would cause her physical pushing to actually push the fist faster on its vernier thrusters. 

	Gritting her teeth and ready to scream in the next instant. As if piloting with all her body.

	Set on its violent course, the Magellan drove its sword down to slice through the digits in the fist.

	But right before the crash–

	That fist clenched and squeezed the canister it was holding.

	Exploding into a cloud of anti-flooding agent that froze into a bubble-shaped ice block.

	With the Magellan’s sword, both arms and chest frozen into it in the act of cutting through.

	Got you!

	Karuniya let go of the cable. Sacrificing the Helios’ hand to watch the enemy slowly sink.

	But behind the Magellan, its hydro-jet thrusters worked furiously.

	Instantly the ice began to crack, the Magellan struggling with all its mechanical strength.

	Thrashing like a rabid monster, its cyclopic eye livid red. But it was too late–

	Inside the Helios, the monitors began to brighten.

	“Karuniya, you’re amazing! It’s– It’s doing something now!” Murati cried out.

	Across the walls of the cockpit, began to glow lines of circuitry with a rainbow gradient.

	There was a glow, coming from below and behind her–

	Karuniya realized quickly, it was she herself, and Murati. Glowing with strange colors.

	On her main screen, a large square symbol that she realized was a stylized setting sun appeared.

	Along with text briefly appearing over the user interface.

	ARRAYS ESTABLISHED. NETWORK ONLINE.

	HELIOS INFORMATION SYSTEM: May the light of our bonds create our own sun.

	Outside the four drones expanded a network of bouncing laser and acoustic signals through their unique arrays that covered the entire battlespace and this picture appeared on the visual monitors. 

	For the first time, the imaging prediction was seeing every unit, their exact positions on the battlefield, and establishing links between each friendly machine to allow coordination. The clearest picture Karuniya had ever seen of an underwater battlefield. Their maps were updated, and even the camera feed was more legible. Those squat, fat drones loaded into this machine held something truly special.

	The Helios’ equipment panel showed that a pair of antennae had risen on the head.

	Then one of the ancillary screens showed something playing– a video.

	Murati gasped behind Karuniya. They were both seeing the same on their own monitors.

	Two people appeared on the video which appeared to be taken with a portable camera within some kind of workspace. Holding the camera, facing it toward himself, was a dark-skinned man with short, dark hair. Behind him, smiling, was a woman, her skin a bit lighter brown, and her hair dark but brownish as well. They were dressed in slightly greasy work coveralls, and there were parts lying around them.

	In the woman’s hands was a large, thick, disc-shaped black drone.

	Smaller than the Helios’ but undoubtedly a similar design.

	“We don’t know where these little ones might end up on their long road,” the man began, “but I thought it’d be significant to document where they started, for posterity.” At that point the video became slightly distorted. Next, the two were together, both their faces close to the camera now. “This is Helios,” the man continued, “Tentative name. Inspired by a friend. It’ll hopefully get us all talking together. Even where there are no cables and no networks that serve the rich men, Helios will let us shine our own light.”

	It was the woman who started speaking next. “It’d be naïve to think this will solve anything by itself. Just us two, all we can do is scratch the surface of the injustices and oppression in our world. But if this project can connect even one person to someone they can help, if it can get even two people to meet and protect each other from being exploited, they will have done everything we could have hoped for.” 

	At that point the woman paused, collecting a tear with her fingers. “I really do think if all of us who have borne the pain of hunger and the weariness of work could truly understand each other, if we could communicate and organize at a large scale. We are all so divided by individual stations, individual nations, thousands of kilometers of water separate us. With this, maybe we can take a tiny step toward bridging those gaps outside the control of the Empire. Maybe we’ll see nothing come from it– but I hope at least that in the future, even a fragment of what we left behind can help our children build a better world.”

	They tilted the camera then, perhaps meaning to, perhaps by accident.

	Showing that the woman on the video was pregnant.

	“A thousand generations live on in us — and a thousand more will follow us.” The man said proudly.

	At that point, the video cut off. Those two smiling, optimistic folk disappeared forever.

	Karuniya did not have to turn around to realize how much Murati was crying.

	She thought in her mind’s eye that she saw Murati, tears streaming down her face.

	In fact, she thought, for a moment, that they were face to face.

	Suspended in a void surrounded by colors.

	She could reach out, touch her, and wipe the tears herself.

	They would be really happy with you, Murati.

	I’m really happy with you too, you know.

	Despite everything that’s happened, I am grateful to share this ocean with you.

	Murati smiled at her, cloaked in a euphoric white light.

	Karuniya blinked. In that span of time she was back at the controls–

	And a flashing red box drawn over her camera feed alerted her.

	The Magellan excavated its arms from the frozen water, having lost its rifle and sword.

	Despite its condition, it continued to fight.

	Reaching around its back, it produced a grenade.

	“Murati, brace yourself!”

	That grenade left its throwing arm and there was a flash as its rocket engaged.

	Karuniya once again readied to dodge–

	Mere meters from the Magellan, a burst of gunfire set the grenade suddenly alight.

	Taking the machine’s hand clean off and knocking it back from the shockwave.

	Into a Strelok with an assault rifle raised to the Magellan’s backpack at point blank range.

	“Sorry! I made it right in the nick of time!”

	Over a video feed, Karuniya and Murati heard the voice and saw the crystal clear smile of Valya Lebedova, their glasses slightly askew, face glistening with sweat, salmon-pink hair thrown about. They looked almost embarrassed on the screen. “Got it under control I think. I’ve been kicked around a lot today and felt like a huge useless fool– so big thanks Lieutenant for giving me a little moment to look cool.”

	Murati leaned down toward Karuniya, patting her shoulder gently. “Thanks for coming Valya.” She said.

	There was a brief moment of tension but–

	Wounded, out of weapons, caught off-guard, the Magellan slowly raised its damaged arms in surrender.

	

	

	Dominika and Sameera floated back to back, keeping their eyes peeled for the enemy.

	“That Jagd is too slippery, even with damage.” Sameera said.

	“I can’t find that sniper either. We’re going to have to make a move.” Dominika said.

	“Okay. I’ll rush out and make a big fuss. You try to pick out one or the other.”

	“Such a boneheaded move– but it’s really all we got, huh? Fine, I’ll–”

	“Wait–”

	At that moment, something connected to Dominika’s machine via laser.

	In an instant, her map of the surroundings and the ancillary monitors with her sensor reads update with all kinds of blips, terrain data. Her cameras looked like an entire dreadnought lined with station-size floodlights had suddenly navigated overhead and lit up the entire ocean. This was a filter, based on predictive imaging, but whose? She hadn’t gotten an update from the Brigand in a while– and all those blips! They were definitely the mapped positions of every unit. Was this really correct?

	Enemies were profiled– she could quickly spot the Jagd and the Volkannon.

	“Are you seeing what I’m seeing?” Sameera asked.

	Dominika was, but for a moment she could hardly comprehend it.

	In terms of information, it was like taking off a blindfold from over her eyes, and where she was previously stumbling, she was now able to see every step she was taking. For a brief moment the light was almost blinding, and there was so much to see. She immediately found the position of the sniper, trailing below and awaiting a laser mark from the Jagd, which itself she could now follow, a blip on the sensor map. 

	She had full targeting data, as if there was a laser mark being shone on every enemy. 

	It was almost like sniping in station combat. Seeing through open air across a vast distance.

	But where had this windfall of intelligence come from?

	If questioned it any longer, she would lose the opportunity to take the enemy unawares.

	There could be no more hesitation.

	“We’ll have to trust it! Let’s disperse and take them out before they heed the radiation warnings!”

	“Acknowledged!”

	Sameera rushed out into the water, not haphazardly, but with a purpose. She too was seeing her enemy.

	Dominika hefted her sniper rifle and aimed precisely at the Volkannon.

	Its outline appeared distantly in her sights, the camera feed enhanced by the predictive imaging. Its coordinates displayed in her scope perfectly matching the data that was being fed into her sensors. There was no mistaking it. She had the enemy in her scope, she had every advantage. She held her breath.

	First at one shoulder and then between breaths at the opposing shoulder.

	With two quick presses of the trigger she sent two 50 mm shells into the enemy Diver.

	Two hits, in a second, dead on the mark–

	Both its shoulders blew apart, sending its cannons floating away in pieces, tearing its arms.

	Its rotund hull went rolling down to the seafloor.

	Had it even seen what took it down? It was in the same position she had been.

	In less than a moment, she had completely turned around a situation that had felt hopeless.

	Behind her, Sameera met the Jagd with an alacrity that seemed divinely inspired.

	Having traced its exact path, the close-combat Cossack intercepted the Jagd at top speed.

	With one swing of her sword she took out its remaining arm entirely.

	Battered by the attack, the Jagd twisted in the water, briefly out of control.

	Then with an almost dismissive butt of her flat, Sameera sent the hull careening toward the seafloor.

	Both enemies were completely disabled. In one sudden swerve, they gained the upper hand.

	“Capture or finish off?” Sameera asked. “They could have valuable information.”

	“I went easy on it at first– but maybe we shouldn’t take chances.” Dominika replied.

	They had no idea how long this information windfall would last. They had to act quickly.

	Ruthless, Dominika swung her Strelkannon around, quickly aiming her sniper rifle at the Jagd–

	“Stop! Stop fighting! Everyone must stop right now! I’m begging you!”

	As crisp as if it came from right beside her, a voice sounded from the communicator.

	The pleading voice of a violet-haired girl who then appeared on Dominika’s monitor.

	“This is Princess Elena von Fueller! Please stop fighting! Please!” 

	Rather than merely from heeding the message–

	Sameera and Dominika stopped fighting because they couldn’t believe what they were hearing.

	

	

	 


8.14

	Sitting in a corner of a room she never left. 

	Alone.

	Everything was dim. Her stomach was rumbling. She hardly understood why.

	She hadn’t the words, at first, to ask why she was trapped here.

	Trapped in a hole in the rock in a pit that led straight to hell.

	“Princess.”

	They called her that– a word meant to evoke the legacy she had been bequeathed.

	Those who called themselves her servants waited on her and bowed their respect.

	But she was small, grey, skinny, and hungry. Her tail was the biggest part of her.

	Spending her days huddled in the dark in pain, waiting miserably for food or drink.

	When she ate, it was bony fish, vent worms.

	Things that had no taste to her but staved off the pain of hunger.

	Until one day, a traveler fed her bread. 

	Then the fish, the worms– they disgusted her. Even eating became painful.

	“You can call me Ganges. I come from very far away. I wanted to see you.”

	She came and she left hardly remembered– and the world was dimmer for it.

	Astra–

	Her name when she wasn’t “Princess” was Astra Palaiologos.

	And every time the outside world intruded on the prison in which she was kept, it brought with it nothing but pain. Because it was so grand, so vast, everything in it so magnificent in scale that it made the dim, deep hole into which she was cast, 3000 meters below, the surface, all the darker, all the more meagre. She wished she had never tasted bread, never learned of the world outside the abyss, never learned of outsiders and the Empire from which they hailed, never learned of the Kingdom of Katarre that should have been hers, but which was taken. Never learned that all her useless retainers had failed to save her parents and brought her here to hide until she died. Never learned about duty, fealty, responsibility.

	Never learned that, perhaps, she was created in a way where she might not ever die. That perhaps, this experience of life would last forever.

	She wished she had never learned–

	“You’re a very special girl. I hope that you can live in peace, Astra.” Ganges had said.

	Astra looked up at her with dim eyes that saw only enough light not to go totally blind.

	She reached her hands out to touch, desperate, weak, addled by malnutrition–

	What she really wished was that Ganges would’ve never existed. That she was dead.

	In a sudden fog of color that old, painful memory gave way to a new one.

	A room, broad and vast, high-ceilinged, blue and green carpet streaked red.

	Light had been shut out of it save for a few emergency LED flashers.

	Standing at the end with a line of corpses behind her.

	Before a throne, before which, a man groveled before her bloodsoaked body.

	She was not Astra– she had buried that name with the rock that these men destroyed.

	She loomed over Him. Blond, clean-shaved, in the prime of his life, silk-dressed, eyes wide and red with tears, on his hands the blood of a guard that had been smeared nearby and could not protect him. Upon Him the colors of his dynasty, blue and green, and the semiconductor of fate that calculated all outcomes and became the heart of industrial society. Konstantin von Fueller– Emperor of Imbria.

	“Please, I beg you–”

	“Be quiet.”

	“A being of such miraculous power as you, surely, you have mercy in you?”

	“Not for you.”

	She raised a hand, and in an instant, the blood, the sweat, from all around her, congealed and crystalized in her grip as a great, jagged red and clear spear. She hefted the weapon and put the sharp end close to Konstantin’s forehead as if gauging the distance for a thrust. He stared at her, unwaveringly. He was in tears, shaking, but he looked at her, locked eyes with her, unmoving. She didn’t know whether it was a challenge, “kill me while you stare me in the eyes,” or simply a show of witless panic.

	He began to speak, his voice cracking, spitting through strong sobs– and she allowed it.

	“Had I the power you command, I promise you, I swear upon god and family, I would have done everything I could to prevent whatever befell you and brought you before me. I wish every day that I was a stronger man and could end the atrocities happening all around me. I know not how much you have suffered, only that we all have– but I beg you, please, allow me even a single day of life with which to right all of these wrongs. If you kill me, I can do nothing for anyone. Please, have mercy. Please.”

	She scratched across his forehead with the sharp tip of the spear, drawing blood.

	Blood which incorporated into the blade making its edge glint with a mirror sheen.

	“You have no idea– I have already given you so many more days of life. So many.”

	Her power had stopped the powerful Shimii tyrant Mehmed from annihilating Imbria.

	And to what end? Killing him hadn’t ended the wars and slaughter. It had saved nobody.

	All it did was liberate Mehmed’s enemies– and subject Mehmed himself to atrocity.

	Those people she supposedly saved were oppressed, fearful and dying every day.

	Despite the supposed authority and protection of the so-called Emperor they served.

	“Then I apologize deeply; I knew not that I should reward your heroism.” Konstantin said.

	He was so pathetic. A weak, helpless man trapped in this dim corner of the ocean.

	Waited on hand and foot and dubbed king of a country tearing itself apart in front of him.

	“Fueller,” she practically spat out the name, “why should Imbria live even one more day?”

	Konstantin stared up at her. He slowly rose from his groveling and sat before her.

	Legs crossed, head bowed, hands clapped as if in prayer– still begging.

	“Because its people don’t deserve this era of chaos. And we can end it– we can reform it.”

	“‘We’? That is a lot of people, Fueller.”

	Her grip on the spear wavered just a little. Had she struck in the heat of the moment, before thinking, she would have just killed him. But now, she was thinking– would killing this man solve anything? Was it as easy as finding the right man to kill? If not Mehmed, then him? If not him then who? 

	Could she really revenge herself fully on this man she had never met nor seen before?

	Without the violence affording her momentum– what would she do?

	She had abandoned her home, her name, and the companions she had made.

	“When Emperor Nocht slew my father unjustly, I acted rashly to avenge him.” Konstantin said. “I was foolish, I didn’t understand the scope of the violence I was setting in motion. I didn’t understand the truth of the challenge I issued when I killed that man. I didn’t realize that killing that man wasn’t the end of my suffering or the start of a revolution by itself. I didn’t know what it meant to revitalize this state or reform its foundations. I still don’t– but I can’t escape it now. I’ve set a great violence into motion.”

	He reached out to grab the edge of the spear. It bled his palm. He held it to his head.

	“If you kill me– you won’t be able to escape the pull of this vortex either.”

	She gritted her teeth. Frustrated– frustrated with herself. Hopeless, without vision.

	“If you let me live– if you join me. We can set things right. End the bloodshed. Build up the nation. Protect the people. I called my movement the Fueller Reformation for a reason. We have to stop the violence, along racial, religious lines, nations, castes. We have to reform the state. What is your name?”

	She didn’t have a name.

	“Norn.”

	It was an old story told by someone she had hoped to forget.

	Konstantin’s face lit up with a smile.

	“Norn, the weaver of fate. Of course. Of course you are. Norn– we can do this together.”

	Upon that scene which she was watching over as if peering from her own shoulder–

	A voice intruded, a voice belonging to neither of them.

	“Why did you believe him?”

	“Because I wanted to. Because I had nothing else I wanted to believe in, over him.”

	“My darkest shame is that I believe you should have become Emperor in his place.”

	“Your darkest shame should be dragging me out here after Ganges told you to leave well enough alone.”

	“You were the only one who could keep the world from ruin. Then, and maybe now, Norn.”

	“You are always pushing others to take responsibilities that you refuse, Euphrates.”

	Norn von Fueller moved away from the throne.

	As her cheek turned on the scene unfolding behind her everything melted into color.

	Euphrates stood before her in the void of the aether as if barring her way.

	“You taught me too well, and I made the same mistake that you made with Yangtze.”

	Norn locked eyes with Euphrates.

	That blue-haired, fair-skinned girl in her lab coat, vest, and pants–

	Shuddered in place. Shaken. That impenetrable armor of her ethicality began tearing.

	“That’s an utter mischaracterization. You don’t know anything about me.”

	Norn smiled. “No. It’s the whole truth Euphrates. It’s why I wanted you to see him. Konstantin turned into a brother to me. I did once, truly believe, that I could entrust the world to him. Not because he himself was so convincing or capable. But because I didn’t want responsibility for the world.”

	She approached Euphrates, descending on her, jabbing her index finger like a knife on the shoulder between emphasized words, words raining like blows of the icy spear she once turned on Konstantin. “Euphrates, I wanted the world to rest solely on his shoulders. I wanted to congratulate him if the world was saved, and I wanted to excoriate him if it was destroyed. In the exact, same, manner in which you gave up your precious Sunlight Foundation to Yangtze, whom you can no longer face up to. You wanted to laud her achievements and to curse her deviations, but most of all, you wanted to remain a third party to the colossal responsibility you laid on her shoulders. You crowned her like I crowned Konstantin.”

	Her grinning face within inches of Euphrates’ pale, sweating, choked expression.

	“You are not here to save anybody. You are not here to stop me. Because those would be the actions of someone taking responsibility. You are here, Euphrates, to defray responsibility. Onto me, or onto Tigris, or onto whomever can confront the situation while you pretend to be the hero in the final accounting. This is the perfect power for you to wield. A power you can turn on someone to prevent you from acting.”

	Her final poke of the finger shattered Euphrates’ shoulder as if she was made of glass.

	A reflection of her soul. Breaking apart, speechless, demoralized, mentally defeated.

	Norn had finally figured out her trap. And all around her, the void in the aether collapsed.

	

	

	“–ordnance penetrated to the social module. No casualties, nobody was there.”

	“I can still feel it shaking. Was it mitigated properly?” Adelheid said.

	“Exterior breach sealant and flood mitigation was unsuccessful. Isolation was successful on the social pod, it is sealed, and flooding did not spread. Shield is down over that area. It will need immediate maintenance. For safety reasons, I recommend sealing off the officer’s habitat.”

	Adelheid and one of the drones were assessing the situation. The Pandora’s Box had struck them.

	Despite Hudson’s supposedly impenetrable shield– that cat always oversold everything.

	Norn herself was bound up in a thought for a moment.

	Unbidden thoughts of Konstantin von Fueller.

	Her bridge crew was speaking up, but their voices felt distant to Norn for a moment.

	She felt the return of her aethereal form to her material body like she was rid of a migraine that she had been enduring. It was a lightening, liberating feeling, like a plastic sheet that once restricted her movements was peeled off her skin. She had bested Euphrates in a mental contest– if it wasn’t for the fact that it was just an extension of herself, she would have thanked her aethereal self for her help.

	“Norn, your eyes aren’t glowing red anymore. Are you alright?” Adelheid asked.

	Norn shook her head and ran her hand down the bridge of her nose.

	“As alright as I can be.”

	While this was a positive development, the situation was still grim. 

	They had underestimated the mercenaries.

	Norn had entered the battle with an overabundance of confidence. Her troops would lack in cohesion from never working with each other, but they had the right gear and decent skills. She believed them capable enough to hold off or sink a bunch of bandits in laundered Union gear. Now, however, she was sure her enemy were not such lowly peons– these were likely Union soldiers in disguise. Though they lacked cohesion too, they had experience and innovative tactics when cornered. Norn had been focusing mainly on Selene. That girl was outmaneuvered utterly and about to make an enormous mistake.

	Her enemy must have unlocked their own psionics, to have stood a chance.

	Perhaps Euphrates had trained all of these people– though that was not like her at all.

	Nevertheless, Norn had to cut her losses now. Fighting to the death was pointless. But she also had to prevent a rout of her forces. De-escalation and an orderly retreat could still be in the cards.

	“Selene, stand down. You are not authorized to fire a cartridge.”

	On the main screen, the Jagdkaiser’s forward camera feed broadcast back to the Antenora via an intermediary relay buoy. Norn saw the machine’s arm, extended and ready to fire. Between Selene and her enemy stood one of the mercenaries, along with the Grenadier of Sieglinde von Castille. They were trying to dissuade Selene from firing. And the girl hesitated just enough for Norn to intervene.

	In the next instant, Selene’s face appeared on the Antenora’s main screen. Sweat-soaked, red eyed. On the part of her neck visible over her suit, the sinews glowed with a rainbow gradient over the main artery. Her outer irises glowed with the same colors, and had developed a fractal pattern to their outer edges.

	Tell-tale signs of overdosing on Yangtze’s psynadium drug to boost her psionic tolerance in combat.

	“Norn, I have her.” Selene whimpered, near breathless. “I have them! I can kill them all!”

	“You are not authorized to fire a cartridge. Your chassis is unstable. You would die too.”

	“I don’t believe you! I can survive it! And if– I don’t care if I die! I’ll wipe them all out!”

	Adelheid averted her gaze. This was a low, painful moment for Selene.

	Norn shook her head at the girl on the screen.

	“You’re not the only one who has lost face here. We are going to retreat; this entire situation was ill-advised, and I will have restitution for it. Selene, live to make them taste a future defeat. All corpses are the same in death. It is only in life that you can distinguish yourself. Thrash, gnaw and bite for every second of life you can to spite your enemies. Trading life for glory is for fools.”

	Selene visibly gritted her teeth. Her eyes were overflowing with tears.

	Hunched over her control sticks, ready to annihilate the enemy and herself in an instant.

	Norn feared the worst for a moment; but Selene fell back on her seat, gaze averted.

	Her pride as someone who viewed herself superhuman had been wounded.

	Thankfully, she was not so far gone as to fully forego reason for violence.

	“I have no doubt about your abilities.” Norn said. “Pull back. We’ll talk later.”

	At that moment, Sieglinde von Castille also appeared on the main feed.

	“Milord, you must retreat from this foolish endeavor while you have the chance.”

	Norn narrowed her eyes at the defeated ‘Red Baron’ and scoffed.

	“Don’t lecture me. Go talk to your intrepid leader about retreat if she’s still alive.”

	“I’m not unaware of the responsibility we bear for this. I swear I will stop her.”

	In that moment Sieglinde’s face disappeared from the main feed.

	And shortly thereafter appeared another face, the video initially garbled–

	Adelheid gasped; even the drones looked at it with a muted disbelief.

	“Something is connecting to us. Unknown protocol, but we can try to next-nearest decode.”

	“Interesting.” Norn grinned, leaning her chin up on one fist. “Monitor, don’t block.”

	It was definitely the Pandora’s Box– because Norn knew the silhouette trying to broadcast.

	When the communication was accepted, and the picture clarified completely–

	Long purple hair, a slight frame in a chaste blue and green dress, bright indigo eyes that looked just a bit older than before, but cheeks still just a bit baby-soft. Princess Elena von Fueller.

	

	

	Elena quietly panicked in her room as the bearing monitor displayed a familiar Ritter-class.

	The Antenora was the flagship of the Fueller family. Of course she had seen it before. She had even ridden inside it once or twice. The physical ship was different now, it used to be a Prinz class and the flag was moved to the new Ritter– regardless. Her head was going at a hundred kilometers per hour trying to make sense of it. Was that really Norn von Fueller after her? What did this mean for their journey?

	In her mind it could only, possibly, mean one thing.

	Gertrude had survived their last battle; she was sure of that already.

	Tragically, this had to mean Gertrude was back a second time.

	And the Union soldiers would kill her.

	Around her the ship shook. Ordnance detonated around the Brigand, an almost per-minute quaking that at times was violent enough to nearly knock Elena out of her bed. Lights flickered, her stomach churned. Surely, the Brigand was giving as good as it was getting. In her dim little metal room, she rubbed her hands together, wept, her voice caught in her throat. What could she possibly do about this?

	How could she stop it?

	She gritted her teeth, hating herself fiercely.

	“I’m so stupid! Powerless; useless! I can’t– I can’t do anything but sit here and cry! Everything I love, everyone I care about, are all going to be killed because of me. Is it really true that all I can do is sit here? Sit here crying and suffer this over and over? Whether I die or Gertrude kills me– I can’t imagine the suffering this useless battle is going to cause. I have to do something– I have to. I have to!”

	Gertrude would keep coming after her. Nothing would deter her.

	There was nothing in the world Gertrude loved more than her.

	Gertrude Lichtenberg was hers. Her companion, her friend, her knight, her hope, her love.

	It was Gertrude who was supposed to save her from everything, right?

	But–

	“That’s why I’m so useless! That’s why all of this is happening!”

	Elena had always been powerless. She always needed someone to rescue her.

	And those people put themselves in danger again and again.

	Not just Gertrude; but Marina, and even Victoria, and–

	Bethany.

	Her weeping and sobbing intensified as she remembered her lively nag of a maid.

	Bethany had died, she had died and was gone and would never come back.

	Because Elena was powerless to do anything.

	Powerless to see the danger looming around her. Powerless to take precautions or defend herself. Powerless to get herself out of danger when it came. She was a burden on so many people who gave everything they had for her sake. Like a poisoned chalice, passed around the hands of anyone unfortunate enough to know her. Now it was the crew of the Brigand who was unfortunate enough to be passed the cup. But out there, everyone was taking a long drought of the poison now regardless.

	Gertrude would fight no matter what; and the Brigands would unknowingly defend Elena.

	Until everyone died, each one to protect her from the other.

	It was too cruel. It was too evil a fate to allow to pass.

	Elena stepped up from her bed–

	In time for another explosion to knock her to the floor.

	Falling on her face, groaning, lifting herself up on her hands.

	Teeth clenched. Her arms and legs hurting, feeling like she would heave up her lunch.

	She could have stayed on that floor and moped, but she slowly lifted herself up.

	Running on an anxious strength drawn from nowhere and everywhere.

	Amid the rumbling, she searched under her bed.

	Marina had few possessions, but she did have a few things of use–

	Cosmetics, and clothes. She always had a lot of clothes around to disguise herself.

	Marina was taller and broader-shouldered than Elena, but she found a dress that was a lot closer to her own size among the cocktail clothes, blue and green, long-sleeved, and modest, like formalwear for a family outing. The colors reminded Elena of the Fueller family regalia. She also found a product to remove the black hair dye. As quickly as she could, she washed her hair, dressed up and set about her course.

	Walking out of her room moments later, she was no longer “Elen” the analyst.

	She told herself: Elena von Fueller was formally stepping into the UNX-001 Brigand.

	Out in the hall, a group of sailors took a lingering look at her but said nothing. They were running down the halls checking for damage, testing the electronics, crawling into the walls to check for leaks. Farther down the hall Elena could see activity near the bridge. There were a few people together, moving someone on a carried stretcher. By the time she arrived, there was only Zhu Lian and Klara Van Der Smidse guarding the door to the bridge. They waved at her as she arrived but were still staring.

	“Uh, hey!” Klara said, “Nice dye job! Purple looks good on you!”

	Zhu smiled briefly at Klara’s remark, but then put on a more official face.

	“Sorry Elen, the bridge is kind of in chaos right now. You shouldn’t bother them.”

	Elena took in a deep breath and made herself speak.

	“I know this will be a hard pill to swallow, but I think I can stop everyone from fighting.”

	She had not come up with a better excuse than that.

	Elena was not a grand orator– all she could do was be honest and try to keep calm.

	Klara and Zhu glanced at each other briefly. More concerned than angry or suspicious.

	“Elen, it’s a boulder sized pill to swallow. It’s the hardest to swallow pill ever.” Klara said.

	“I don’t mean to disrespect you, but you were acting erratic in the last battle too.” Zhu said. “So tell us what you’re thinking, but we can’t let you be disruptive in the bridge for no reason. I’d like to think we’re all friendly, and we like you, but Klara and I need to do our jobs properly.”

	“I understand but–”

	“She’s the princess of the Imbrian Empire, Elena von Fueller.”

	Behind Elena, a girl approached from the direction of the brig, where the party from earlier had gone. She must have been with them. Dressed in a nun’s habit, with w-shaped eyes, dark-pink skin, and long purple hair, some of which was wriggling at the side of her head. Diaphanous purple and blue fins wiggled atop her head. She waved and smiled and confessed to Elena’s secret without any prompting.

	Everyone, Elena included, stood speechless for a moment.

	“They wouldn’t know!” Maryam Karahailos said, bubbly and cheerful. Two long, thick pieces of her hair that ended in little paddle-shapes, pointed at Klara and Zhu independent of the sister’s hands. “Because they are new to the Empire, but I recognized you the moment I saw you! I’m glad you survived!”

	“Maryam, this chick got some hair dye and contacts. She’s not a princess.” Klara said.

	“Why don’t you let her on the bridge so the Captain can decide.” Maryam said.

	Elena did not know why Maryam was suddenly helping, but she felt her heart lift.

	She had one ally in here at least! Elena tried to press the security girls alongside Maryam.

	“Klara, Lian, please, please let me talk to the Captain! I can explain everything!” She pleaded.

	Zhu Lian grunted brusquely. “I am doubly not letting you on the bridge for this.”

	Molecular Control.

	Had Elena heard Maryam say something? She thought she had, but–

	Klara and Lian’s eyes flashed briefly red– was Elena seeing things now too?

	Was she really losing her wits? When she most needed to keep it together?

	It reminded her of Vogelheim, of Victoria, but the energy she felt was so brief.

	And so vastly powerful.

	Then, suddenly, Klara and Lian both sighed heavily, and visibly dropped their guard.

	Maryam really hadn’t moved a muscle. She was just smiling at them the whole time.

	Was she really–?

	“Fine, but if the captain tells you to leave, you damn well better.” Zhu Lian finally relented.

	Elena could hardly believe what she was seeing. But she thought she knew what it was.

	They started to move from the way, and in her desperation, Elena simply accepted the boon.

	“Whoa! Hey, the sister, she’s–”

	Klara pointed at Maryam with a sudden shock on her face.

	“Oh, this? It just happens sometimes.”

	Maryam’s nose had started bleeding heavily. Dark, inky blood trailed down her lips as she spoke.

	Her words slurred slightly. Her legs clearly began to turn to jelly.

	Zhu Lian stepped forward and held her steady. Maryam’s once sharp gaze started to trail off.

	“What happened to you?” 

	“It’s nothin’– It’s nothin’–“

	“No it’s always something around here.” Lian said, taking Maryam’s arm over her shoulder and helping her walk, even at Maryam’s increasingly slurred protests. “I’ll take her to medical, I think she might’ve taken a knock when she was helping Valeriya and Illya carry that Euphemia lady away. There’s been a lot of quakes and she looks like she’s made of jelly, she could have a concussion. Klara, keep an eye on Elena. Let her on the bridge but if nobody cares about her story, you gotta get her out, understand?”

	“Duh. Don’t treat me like a bimbo Lian, just go.”

	Klara smiled and shushed Zhu Lian away.

	Gently, Zhu Lian urged Maryam to take small steps back down the hall with her.

	Elena turned to Klara, with a sense of disbelief surrounding everything that had just happened.

	However, she finally had an opportunity. Maryam– she would have to talk to her later.

	Right now, she was closer than ever to a threshold that had felt impossible to cross moments before.

	“Okay, the stage is yours, Princess.”

	Klara took a deep breath, opened the bridge door, and stepped in.

	Walking in behind her, Elena saw all kinds of inscrutable data and maps and video on the vast main screen, officers hard at work on the three tiers of stations in the descending bridge. At the top, just off of the door, was the Captain’s and Commissar’s chairs. They had been whispering to each other. Ulyana Korabiskaya, the gallant blond Captain, turned to her with gentle confusion. 

	She looked her up and down, clearly surprised by her attire and hair color.

	“Elen? Is that Elen the analyst?” Ulyana said.

	Elena was briefly reminded of Bethany. Maybe every pretty older woman did.

	There was something comforting there. She wanted to believe the Captain would understand.

	“Sorry, Captain, this lady’s got something to say to you.” Klara said.

	For a moment, the bridge shook as another shell exploded somewhere near the Brigand.

	Ulyana Korabiskaya turned to the main screen, gripping her chair tightly.

	“God damn it, they just don’t quit. Keep shooting! We have them on the run!” She said, before turning back to Elena. “We’ve got a bit of a situation here analyst. What do you need me for? I applaud your new look, but this is a very critical moment. If you’re inquiring about McKennedy, she is alive.”

	“No ma’am– I’m here to turn myself in.” Elena said suddenly. “I’m– I’m the one that they want, Captain.”

	Ulyana and Aaliyah Bashara both were now staring fixated at her and then at Klara.

	Nervous, Elena performed a curtsy. “I’m Elena von Fueller. The Inquisitor and the Praetorian are after me.”

	Ulyana and Aaliyah turned to each other, blinking mutely. They turned back to Elena.

	For a moment they just stared. Their lips moved very slightly, but the words aborted every time.

	“You can ask Marina McKennedy to confirm, ma’am.” Elena said. An awkward smile, shrinking a step back.

	At the same time as each other the Commissar and Captain brought hands up to their faces in despair.

	“Ya Allah!” Aaliyah mysteriously cried out, lapsing into some Shimii saying out of consternation.

	The Captain then shouted a strange archaic curse: “When it rains it fucking pours!”

	

	

	“It really is a small ocean, isn’t it?”

	On the Brigand, the brig was not very spacious, as there was not much thought given to the capture of prisoners given the mission they have been given. There was one larger containment area behind bars which could hold about five or six people humanely, or up to twenty in very inhuman conditions; and four personal containment cells each for one person, each of which could be made lightless, soundless, padded, and individually temperature controlled. There were no illusions as to their ultimate purpose.

	Illya and Valeriya had moved “Euphrates” to one of the individual cells and laid her on the fold-out bed, which could be locked to the wall if they were intent on being really cruel to whoever was inside. There was no better place to put her for now, as she was stable, unconscious and under suspicion. “Tigris” joined her soon after in an adjacent cell. She had agreed to this and did not resist arrest.

	But Valeriya and Illya had a secondary concern while they went about this task.

	And that secondary concern was clearly concerned about them too.

	Xenia Laskaris eagerly awaited them on their way out of the brig. Submachine gun slung around her shoulders, a magazine held between her gloved fingers. Her antennae flicked with recognition.  

	“Don’t worry,” she said immediately, “They aren’t paying me enough to do anything about this situation. I wouldn’t risk my neck for those two. I was honestly far more interested in getting to see you two again.”

	She held out a hand. Smiling, Illya shook, and then Valeriya gave her a brief shake too.

	“It’s been a while. How have you been carrying on?” She asked.

	“Living with things, and without them. We were also thinking about you during this mess.” Illya said.

	“Oh?” Xenia said. Her tail twisted behind her back. “Were you worried for me?”

	“Worried for you, and worried about what you could get up to.” Illya said.

	“Like I said, they’re not paying me enough to become a problem for you.” Xenia said.

	“Good. We know how big a problem you can be, and our officers really don’t.” Illya said.

	“She won’t be.” Valeriya mumbled, shaking her head with a neutral expression.

	“You think so?”

	“I trust her.”

	“Do you?”

	“She owes us.”

	Valeriya put on a tiny smile.

	Xenia smiled back, stretching her arms up behind her head and leaning back.

	“See? And you know your lady friend isn’t easy to get along with.” She said.

	“Right.” Illya smiled. “Well, if Valeriya says so, then I really have to trust you.”

	“Charming!” Xenia laughed. “So, you want something from me right?”

	“Of course. You know how it is.”

	For both Katarran mercenaries and special operations personnel, the world was defined near entirely by transactions, and people were what they could do, what they knew, what they promised and what they owed. Exceptions were few and had to be cherished. That was why Illya held Valeriya close.

	Unbeknownst to most of the Brigand, Illya Rostova and Valeriya Peterburg were no ordinary security guards. They had to support the mission of the Brigand, and it was a mission they believed in and which made sense to them. However, their identities gave them a separate sensibility from the rest of the crew.

	Between them and Xenia, friendly as they were, what mattered most was how they could be valuable to each other, and help each other survive the violent underworlds in which they lived and moved. Illya believed in communism, but there was no economy and no charity for people like them, tasked with smoothing out the sharp, jutting edges of the world so that the peaceful folk only saw curves there. For special forces to exist at all, they had to be exceptions, in ways that were not fully understood by civilians. Not only could they kill others; but their lives were also forfeit the care and kindness given to others.

	In training and thought both, Illya and Valeriya were not just security guards, they were beasts.

	BEAST– short for “Benthic, Abyss and Station.” Parvati Nagavanshi’s concealed weapons.

	It was a sacrifice that they chose naively but lived with wholeheartedly.

	For the sake of another old friend; and the naive, fragile world she gave her life to protect.

	Illya fixed the grinning Xenia with a calm, but resolute expression.

	“We need information. I found this Solarflare LLC business fishy from the start. It reminded me of what we saw a few years ago, with the Ahwalias. So from one operator to another. I need to know how big a problem are those two going to be, and if they are involved in anything larger than corporate R&D.”

	She motioned with her head toward the cells where the unconscious Euphrates and the irate but compliant Tigris had been locked up. For the moment, they were playing along, but surely they wouldn’t stay there. Those two were more than they let on. Their names, which were taken from old world mythology, laid a pattern for Illya and Valeriya. That was something they only realized when Tigris divulged her real name. But Illya had been wanting to grill Xenia about them ever since she realized her Katarran acquaintance from their sordid past was aboard– their responsibilities just got in the way.

	Xenia knew the score. She had owed them something, and now she could square it away.

	“From one operator to another. Because you two are honorary Katarrans to me. I can tell you a little something about a certain Foundation.” Xenia began. “As much as they’ll let the help know.”

	

	

	Clouds of gas and bubbles dissipated from the waters around Goryk’s Gorge.

	An eerie, tense calm settled over the former battlefield.

	The Brigand’s laser network between Zachikova’s drone and those of the HELIOS had grown suddenly capable of delivering much higher fidelity communications across the entire area of combat as long as they routed everything through the HELIOS itself. Murati Nakara informed the Brigand as such, and this helped them concoct a plan to bring about a parley. Though a long shot, it proved initially successful.

	Elena von Fueller’s pleas for the fighting to cease broadcast to every unit in the vicinity and to the Antenora itself. Despite the fierce fighting, no one on either side had been killed, but everyone had damage, and every Diver was running low on battery and vernier fuel. The Antenora also had a breach that was much more serious and debilitating than the damage inflicted on the Brigand, but the Brigand was much more vulnerable. In the final calculus, this made the decision to stand down far easier.

	Without fighting, the momentary peace could not have been achieved.

	Nevertheless, token forces on either side remained, as tension and distrust remained high. They met between the two ships in order to respond rapidly if their counterparts took any suspicious action.

	On the Antenora’s side, Gertrude, Selene and Sieglinde.

	On the Brigand’s side, the HELIOS’ two pilots Karuniya and Murati, Khadija, and Marina McKennedy.

	Though the Union had other Divers in much better repair, they chose their forces to show some good will toward the Antenora. Out of all of them, Khadija still had the Diver in the best shape, giving the Union an advantage nonetheless. But as Shalikova pointed out to her Captain, Selene’s unit was still capable of rapid movement and possessed a strange, additional weapon that it had threatened to use on her.

	So perhaps the Union advantage was not so great after all.

	Nevertheless, the focus wasn’t on fighting anymore but on the awkward parley.

	All of these parties which were deploy outside crowded the main screens of the Brigand and Antenora in a massive video call. Norn von Fueller and Ulyana Korabiskaya represented their ships, and Elena von Fueller was in the center, hands behind her back, pouting slightly on camera. To the side of her, in one of the video squares, Gertrude Lichtenberg’s eyes drew wide, clearly stunned. She started to weep.

	“Elena. It really is you.” Her voice took a reverent tone. “You’re here. You’re alive.”

	She lifted a gloved hand to her cover her mouth, clearly sobbing.

	“It’s– It’s lovely to see you Gertrude.” Elena said. Shrinking a bit from the attention and the tone with which it was given. “I wish it didn’t have to be under these awful circumstances.”

	“H-How are you?” Gertrude looked mildly hesitant to ask. “You’re not hurt are you?”

	Elena smiled a little. “I am unhurt. They’ve been treating me fine, I promise.”

	“They had better been–“

	“They were perfectly gentlemanly.” Elena said. “They are actually kind people, Gertrude.”

	“Right. I’ll trust you. It’s just– I’m really relieved to see you.”

	“I was afraid we would never meet again.” Elena looked embarrassed to relay that fear.

	“I’ll always be at your service Elena, no matter what.”

	“Thank you, Gertrude.”

	Both of them looked like they had so much more to say, but were awkwardly brief.

	Were it possible for the two of them to be alone, they could have been much more candid.

	However, in the current setting, it was impossible for the two close companions to truly bond again.

	With all of the eyes watching, they could not be as intimate as they each desired to be.

	Elena was just embarrassed, with a girlish flush; but the Inquisitor was clearly afflicted by her desires.

	“Come back with me.” Gertrude said suddenly. “Elena, come back. Let’s talk things over tea.”

	She reached out to the screen, her eyes wide, speaking breathlessly, succumbing to her emotions–

	“Out of the FUCKING question, Lichtenberg.” Marina shouted suddenly, interrupting the Inquisitor. “I’m not letting you endanger her for whatever sick scheme Norn von Fueller and the Inquisition are plotting! You Imperials want her back, you’re gonna have to take her, you’re gonna have to take her from a veritable fucking army we got here! An army that has already proven they can kick all of your asses–”

	“Korabiskaya, shut this embarrassing woman up or we have no parley.” Norn demanded.

	Marina flew into an even more frothing rage. “FUCK you Norn! You and I have unfinished–”

	“Don’t act like you have the authority to order me around, Norn.” Ulyana replied.

	Nevertheless, Ulyana silently agreed with Norn and had completely muted Marina’s irate audio.

	Murati Nakara, Karuniya Maharapratham, and various unrelated persons made awkward faces on the video call but otherwise remained mum. The discussion naturally came to involve only a few of the people watching: Gertrude Lichtenberg, Elena herself, Ulyana Korabiskaya as a moderator, and Norn as an interested party, and the one who seemed most likely to resume combat. Elena and Gertrude lost their moment to catch up as friends. Rather, the conversation became a tense, business-like affair.

	“I don’t think we will get anywhere without first establishing what exactly is going on here. Elena, would you care to enlighten us on the situation?” Norn said. “Your disappearing act, and your subsequent actions, have led to a lot of suffering that I must now insist you take full responsibility for.”

	Gertrude looked upset with Norn’s tone. “She’s the victim, Norn! What matters–”

	“Shut up, Gertrude. And it’s master Norn to you.”

	In response, Elena performed a deep, repentant bow on camera.

	“Of course, aunt Norn. I’m sorry. I’ll explain everything.”

	Watching this, everyone must have wondered what kind of person the princess of the Imbrian Empire must have been to make such a vulnerable gesture as bowing before someone– and not only that, but the lordly character of the person she was bowing to, Norn von Fueller. Nevertheless, Norn settled and allowed the princess to speak. With her voice just a bit stuttering and stressed, Elena began to recount her tale, saying what she could say and admitting to what she could admit, but with many gaps that she was unable to fill. She spoke matter-of-factly, outlining the events with as little emotion as she could.

	Elena told Norn and everyone watching, a brief story of the events of her birthday; Gertrude’s visit, her brother Erich’s no-show to her party; the attack on Vogelheim; her escape with Marina McKennedy; the subsequent destruction of Vogelheim which she saw from outside only, as the station cylinder split and collapsed. She told them about Serrano. Though she knew the truth of the Brigands, she was kind and clever enough to speak only in the terms which everyone else was using, calling the ship the “Pandora’s Box” and referring to the group as “mercenaries.” In this narrative, Marina had employed them. 

	However–

	“They have served excellently. I would prefer you cease your hostility toward them.”

	Elena stuck up for them. Then of course was the part of the story everyone present knew.

	Gertrude’s attacks, Goryk substation and ultimately, Norn’s pursuit, and the recent battle.

	Throughout the story, Gertrude looked terribly affected. Shutting her eyes, grimacing.

	As if she felt the pain Elena had at each moment and it moved her nearly to tears.

	“It’s all my fault.” Gertrude said. “If I had stayed behind, I could have protected you.”

	“Gertrude, of course not.” Elena said. She averted her gaze. “You couldn’t have known. I don’t want anyone to blame themselves, least of all you. You’ve always been so good to me. I am doing all this right now because I don’t want anyone to blame you or hurt you. So let me be the only one that needs to efface myself here right now. You can’t take all of my problems on your shoulders again.”

	“I can’t accept that.” Gertrude said. “Elena, the only who has been hurt here is you.”

	Elena looked somewhat frustrated with that response.

	She ignored Gertrude for that moment and turned her attention back to the Praetorian.

	“Aunt Norn, I understand that these events have caused you material and personal grief. However, at the moment, I don’t know who I can trust in the Empire. Vogelheim was supposed to be safe. The Volkisch came and shattered my world and all the little lies that supported it for me. I can’t just forget that.”

	“You suspect your brother was involved.” Norn replied casually.

	Elena was visibly disarmed by her tone. “I– I didn’t say that–”

	“It’s obvious, isn’t it? I suspect as much. Who else would it have been?”

	“I mean– Marina got a hold of the information too–”

	“You don’t have to cover for him in your mind. Distrust him too.” Norn said.

	Elena blinked. “I just don’t understand. You serve brother Erich, don’t you?”

	Norn cracked a grin. “You and I take ‘serve’ to mean very different things. To you servitude toward the Empire is a recognition of its heavenly virtues and thus becomes a dignified duty. But I have no great respect toward the lordly qualities of individual men. Elena, right now, my position is convenient. Nothing more. My beloved nephew gets only as much as he gives to me. The Fueller Family is a useful bit of structure in my life. I am not blind to your brother’s more devilish qualities. But I will neither help you nor him in your squabbles. In fact, I’d love it if you wanted revenge on him. Then I could use you too.”

	For a moment, Elena blanched. “You’re also laying claim to the throne then, aren’t you?”

	“Nobody fighting right now believes that throne is worth anything. Except maybe you.”

	Laying back on her chair, grinning widely, resting her cheek on one fist.

	Norn von Fueller looked greatly amused by the naïve responses of her “niece.”

	“All I care about is power. The throne of Imbria is a powerless fixture. You can have it.”

	“Princess, it appears your aunt has made her character quite clear. She’s playing all sides.”

	Ulyana Korabiskaya entered the fray with a cool-headed, motherly-sounding remark.

	She turned narrowed eyes on Norn von Fueller. “However, despite my disgust, I don’t believe this is the time or place to have involved philosophical or ethical discussions. For Treasure Box Transports, the only question left unanswered in this discussion is ‘what happens from now’. And the most pertinent choice to make is whether you remain with us or join Norn instead. I have no opinion on the subject.”

	Elena nodded. She took a deep breath and let out a gentle, weary sigh.

	“I have been giving that some thought–” Elena said, barely squeaking out the words–

	“What is there to think about?” Gertrude interrupted. “Elena, you can’t possibly be thinking about remaining with these mercenaries. How can you even consider that? I understand you did what you had to when Vogelheim was attacked, and that Marina woman and this Volgian gave you a way out. But I’m here now– you don’t need to keep paying for these mercenaries! That’s wholly unacceptable! I’ll protect you! No matter how you feel about master Norn! I’m here, and that’s all that matters isn’t it?”

	Elena averted her gaze from Gertrude, unable to respond to that outpouring of passion.

	“My demands remain the same.” Norn added. “I see no reason to leave Elena here.”

	“Princess, they are capable soldiers with more resources than we have.” Ulyana said.

	On the video, Elena fidgeted, bowing her head such that her hair hid her eyes.

	“But do you trust them as much as you trust us? Or well– can you trust them?”

	There were a few surprised faces as Ulyana Korabiskaya said this.

	She had on a self-satisfied little smile. Norn cocked an eyebrow.

	“Korabiskaya, fleecing this naive girl for more money should be beneath you.” Norn said.

	“You can read into it however you want, Norn. This isn’t about you.” Ulyana said.

	Norn grinned again. “I should remind you, Ulyana Korabiskaya; I didn’t sortie in a Diver during our previous confrontation. You are aware only of a fraction of the nightmares I can create for you, so don’t test me. You have no reason to be getting confident or to be pushing Elena in this conversation. All of you are breathing right now because I am limiting my involvement in this charade, nothing more.”

	“Right now, I am only looking out for my employer’s best interests and nothing more.” Ulyana said.

	She was not shaken at all, despite Norn’s very clear and direct threats.

	Gertrude interrupted then. Raising her voice, sounding openly irritated.

	“Elena, that volgian bitch is clearly trying to manipulate you!” Gertrude said. “You are too trusting, to a fault, but you don’t have to second guess yourself. I’m here. You know me. We’ve sworn oaths to each other, and I would never allow you to come to harm. I love you with all my heart! If you can’t trust master Norn, you can trust me. I will take you to the Iron Lady and you will assuredly be safe there.”

	“That same Iron Lady that we bested before?” Ulyana said mockingly.

	“Shut the FUCK up right now Korabiskaya!” Gertrude said. “Had it not been for the fact that I couldn’t bear to endanger Elena, whom you held HOSTAGE in your dirty little can of a ship, I would have sunk all of you in seconds flat! You wouldn’t have stood a god damn chance! I’ll boil your entire crew alive in that–

	“Gertrude, you’re being awful scary!” Elena interrupted. “Please calm down! Let me speak!”

	“I’m– Elena, this is ridiculous. This is completely ridiculous. You can’t–” Gertrude struggled–

	“I haven’t even gotten a chance to speak and you’re already saying it’s ridiculous?” Elena shouted.

	“Elena– I– I mean–” Gertrude was tongue tied. Elena shut her eyes, frustrated with her friend.

	“I believe it would be helpful to clear the airwaves and let Elena speak for herself.”

	Ulyana spoke up again, smiling gently. She gestured for the hesitant princess to speak.

	Elena looked over her own shoulder at the captain behind her on the bridge.

	Ulyana nodded encouragingly in response, visible on the video.

	Again, the princess took a deep breath, with a hand clutching her dress.

	She turned back toward the camera.

	When she held her head high once more, she recomposed herself. She looked determined.

	“Gertrude, I love you very much, and you know this. I love you in a truly unique way out of anyone I love. You’ve always been there for me, even against my wishes. I used to think it was charming. But out of the love that we have, I need you to respect my wishes now. I’m not a child; and I may not be worldly, but that doesn’t mean I don’t have my own desires. I’ve been thinking about my place in the world and recent events. There is nothing that I can do if I join you Gertrude– and yes, I confess, I am afraid that Norn might use me as part of some plot for the Fueller family. As the Imperial Princess, I am just an object.”

	Gertrude began to speak up, but she had been muted– Ulyana had muted her as moderator.

	She noticed what had happened and became clearly irate– but Elena could keep speaking.

	“Gertrude, please just stop and listen to me. I, Elena, as an individual and person. I want to continue to travel the Imbrium. I’ve already seen and learned so much. I’ve met new people and I’ve had my naïve ideas challenged. But it’s not enough to just be a passenger here– that’s why I’m coming forward. I’m tired of being powerless. I can’t take people sacrificing themselves for me any longer. I don’t want to be waited on hand and foot. I don’t want to dress up pretty and receive news of more deaths in my name. I know if I go with you, Gertrude, or with aunt Norn, I will remain powerless. People will keep fighting over me as imperial Princess or using me for what that title once symbolized. So I am abdicating the position of Imperial Princess. I’ll find my own strength and my own purpose, as my own person.”

	Elena fixed her gaze on Gertrude, who, unable to broadcast her voice, simply stared.

	Her eyes dead and wide as if she had the air punched out of her gut.

	“Gertrude, if you truly love me, then I know we’ll find our way back together. But for now–” Elena clutched her chest. Tears drew from her eyes as if the words were painful to say. But they were clearly words which she had thought for very long, painfully long. “Gertrude, bury your love for Princess von Fueller here in Goryk’s Gorge. Start over with me by loving the person I want to become instead.”

	Gertrude raised a hand to cover her weeping eyes.

	Elena could not bear to look, and averted her own, breaking down into sobs.

	There were a few silent reactions from the participants. Of these, Sieglinde von Castille, who had been staring impassively, now looked moved herself, and raised a hand to her own lips. Khadija al-Shahara nodded her head as if excited for the girl’s determination. Selene Anahid appeared utterly dazed.

	Norn grunted loudly. Her grin had turned a little smaller than before.

	“That’s a lovely little speech. But Elena, whether you like it or not, because of your birth, nobody will care that you have abdicated your titles or not. You have value as an object. People will still chase you, covet you and use you. You won’t be able to escape it. It doesn’t matter what you decide as an individual.”

	“Aunt Norn, I realize that you were quite right, when you said the throne of Imbria is powerless.”

	Elena’s gaze turned from Gertrude to Norn. In turn Norn fixed her own gaze back on the girl.

	Despite those imperious eyes clashing with her, Elena never once wavered.

	Wounded by the words she had to say to her lover and friend, and visibly shaken by the monumental declarations she had to make, Elena, eyes still tear-stained, shoulders quivering, small and weak in the face of Norn’s confident power. And yet, her eyes once fixed on Norn’s did not once shrink away. She looked at her as if to say, that whatever spear of rhetoric Norn would launch next, she had to launch unblinking at the girl opposite her, for Elena von Fueller would not blink in response to it.

	“I’ve decided that I no longer want to hold on to something powerless.” Elena said. “I will find my own power and have my own achievements. You are right, you speak more sense than you know, Aunt Norn. I realized– I had always asked myself why my father’s Reformation failed. Why, after he declared an era of change, was the Empire still so cruel and petty, so randomly, pointlessly wicked? I think– it’s because the throne of Imbria has never had any power to change anything. The Empire can’t be reformed by it.”

	Her words now hardly stuttered, a confident little grin on her eyes, those shining eyes.

	Even Ulyana Korabiskaya seemed to recognize the change that had gripped her.

	Elena von Fueller spoke, for the first time, with a passion wholly her own.

	“Elena Lettiere. From now on, I am Elena Lettiere. And I will fight to change this world.”

	“Incredible. Your eyes looked just like his, when he spoke the same sort of utter foolishness.”

	Norn sighed. She played it off– but there was a change in her.

	Her gaze looked upon Elena not disdainfully but with a strange fondness to them.

	“I believe you will suffer for your pitiful little dreams just as your father did, when he swore an oath like that with those exact deluded eyes you are making.” She said. Elena did not waver, despite this pointed criticism. Norn continued, smiling. “Elena Lettiere, I will reassess your value as a captive and your position as friend or foe when next we meet. Until then, pray you don’t see the Antenora ever again.”

	Elena let out a long-held breath in relief. She looked like she would cry.

	“To clarify, you’re retreating?” Ulyana asked, raising her hand as if a student in a classroom.

	“We’re retreating. Go on your merry way Korabiskaya. I will also reevaluate you if we meet again. Maybe someday I’ll throw some coin at your people myself. You’ve proven– interesting.” Norn said.

	Ulyana scoffed.

	“Yeah? Well, I’m going to try my damn best never to see you again, so don’t bother.”

	Elena spoke up with an awkward smile. “Captain, can you allow Gertrude to speak again?”

	“Since we seem to have reached a productive agreement, sure.” Ulyana said.

	Gertrude was unmuted. Elena looked back at the screen expectantly.

	On her face was an expression that seemed both melancholy and sweet.

	“Gertrude– I still love you, but I hope you understand my feelings. Let’s just–”

	In response, Gertrude’s own expression was not soft and sad but furious.

	With clear anger and disdain in her eyes and a tense expression on her face.

	“Elena, you are mine. I haven’t come here to just let you go.”

	“Gertrude–”

	“I absolutely refuse this. I won’t allow this. Selene! Fire cartridge at will!”

	On the main screen of the Brigand the Jagdkaiser came into focus–

	Lifting its arm, the claw separating, the magnetic field brimming around the bore–

	“What?” Norn shouted. “Selene, you are not authorized! That woman can’t–”

	Suddenly, there was once again chaos that gripped everyone present.

	Perhaps, all along, Gertrude had noticed something where nobody else had.

	That Selene had been completely gone during the call, eyes glassy and dead.

	That she was perhaps susceptible–

	To that final desire to succeed over her inferiors.

	Having heard the words she wanted to, a demented, violent grin appeared on her lips.

	And with her eyes lined by a glowing rainbow fractal, she obeyed the order she desired.

	Irrespective of Norn’s cries, the Jagdkaiser armed a cartridge and readied to fire.

	Steam vented from the weapon-arm, a brief purple glow–

	“Despicable! Absolutely despicable Lichtenberg! I won’t endure your villainy any longer!”

	At the Jadgkaiser’s side a one-armed mecha appeared instantly, brandishing a sword.

	With one swift slash of her vibroblade, Sieglinde von Castille chopped off the Jagdkaiser’s remaining arm just below the shoulder, the Grenadier’s vibroblade coming out the other end of the superheated launch tube a partially molten, dull stick with a sharp point. That arm which had been raised to the Brigand thrummed as if taking on a foul afterlife, steam spouting from the severed end of the launch tube. 

	Sieglinde was too late, to the horror of the helpless participants watching these events transpire.

	Even cut off, the firing end of the claw glowed purple and red for a split second.

	Before sending an erratic bolt of consuming purple lightning snaking toward the Brigand.

	Even at a velocity far slower than any conventional munition, it would soon inexorably reach its target like a ravenous serpent. Agarthic energy which annihilated matter instantly, making it disappear as if it was removed from material existence altogether. There was no way the Brigand could escape it.

	Everyone watched for seconds of mute horror, unable to tear their eyes from the glow.

	Until two objects threw themselves in its way.

	Zachikova’s drone, too slow to transpose itself in time.

	And a beautiful, graceful red and white fish that had been following it–

	Launching itself headfirst between the bolt of diabolical energy and the Brigand.

	For an instant, the surface of the Leviathan’s body glowed with its own purple energy, hexagonal delineations visible over its skin as if it too had a shield like the Antenora’s. When the bolt crashed into the beast, it appeared that it could surmount the assault, the projectile losing much of its coherence, breaking into multiple streams of energy like water falling over a rock, dancing and flickering around the surface of its body. Then dozens of thin streams of vapor rose from all over the skin of the great creature, and these became fissures from which red, thick blood erupted from all over its body. 

	Despite its resistance, enough of the obliterating bolts pierced its body to kill it.

	“Lichtenberg! You have befouled everything you ever claimed to stand for!”

	Having subdued the Jagdkaiser, the Sieglinde charged at the Magellan.

	There was no response from the Inquisitor who had begun this disastrous attack.

	Overcome by the sense of what she had done, and that it had failed, Gertrude choked.

	She cried out, covered her face with her hands, pathetically awaiting her end–

	The Grenadier drove its broken sword through the Magellan’s head, spearing the main camera and down into the chassis, forcing the Magellan back– but there was not enough blade left there to kill the pilot deeper inside. That vibrating tip stopped just short of piercing the cockpit and killing Gertrude. There was no mistaking the intent, however. And Gertrude visibly paled at the sudden, vicious attack.

	All vessels cut off their video feeds, leaving the Inquisitor alone and adrift with what she had done.

	Her assassination failed, Sieglinde von Castille suddenly fled to the Brigand’s lines.

	The Antenora approached to recover Selene; the Brigrand and its forces fled with the surrendering Baron.

	Everyone feared a resumption of hostilities–

	At that moment, however, an even greater distraction overcame this scene of chaos.

	

	

	I’ll protect them, Braya. I’ll protect you.

	No!

	Your body is in there– I’ll protect you.

	Don’t do it. Please!

	Her drone had been mere meters off from the bolt–

	All of her cameras filled with the light,

	and the sight of her beautiful dancer struggling, succumbing, bleeding–

	no no no no no no NO NO NO NO NO

	Zachikova watched, screaming inside of her own metal brain helplessly.

	Within a cloud of blood that majestic form she had– she had fallen in love with—

	Ruined, broken, almost deflated, her softness and grace shattered utterly–

	Please no, please–

	One of the drone’s cameras caught the slightest twitch of movement.

	Of one beautiful eye turning on her with what was clearly the last of its living strength.

	No, don’t leave, please–

	I’m sorry, Braya–

	In the background, a great geyser of brownish-red miasma erupted from Goryk’s Gorge.

	Even the ships and Divers began to stir from the currents created by the rising biomass.

	Zachikova’s instruments recorded truly insane levels of Katov pollution–

	However, Zachikova was completely fixed on the drifting body of her dancer.

	She couldn’t let her fall to the bottom of the sea and be set upon by abyssal bottomfeeders.

	There was no use– no use for the body of a dead creature– but still–

	Mind racing, Zachikova could not bear to part, it would be too horrible to consider.

	Extending her drone’s arms, she embraced the rapidly dying body of the beautiful dancer.

	Then she issued a command to the drone to return to the utility chute with the body.

	We’ll meet again– Braya– I love–

	And simultaneously, Zachikova ripped herself from the body of the drone.

	Awakening with a start in the bridge of the Brigand.

	Her head hurt as if she had torn a piece of her own skin off, having pulled her own biomechanical plug. Reeling from the ungentle separation, sweating, eyes afire, heavy breathing. Her head pounding, tears flowing from her eyes as rivers. Unbidden thoughts and emotions flooded her brain, years of emotion she had repressed and weeks of feelings she barely wanted to admit. She thought she was going crazy.

	But she couldn’t let go. She had to see her again. She had to.

	On legs that nearly bent out from under her–

	Zachikova took off running from the bridge, offering no explanation and heeding none of the words spoken to her. She took off down the hall as fast as she could, barely seeing where she was going, past the sailors, past Klara Van Der Smidse whom she nearly shoved down. To the elevator, mashing the buttons all the way down to the first tier, cursing every second of the ride, pounding the panel. 

	When the doors opened she charged across the hangar, past the deployment chutes with the returning Divers, past the shuttle bay, shoving sailors away, heedless of the shouting around her. She hurried through a side door in the rear that led to a pod adjacent the lower end of the reactor room. Down a dark maintenace corridor to the dimly lit bulkhead into the drone chute and maintenance room.

	Her whole body screamed with pain, her lungs tearing themselves apart in her chest.

	Wiping rivulets of sweat and tears from over her eyes with her clenched fist.

	Stopping, only briefly, in front of the bulkhead door.

	Glancing at the monitor on the wall. Her drone returned, and the chute had been drained, sealed, and pressurized. She feverishly ordered the drone be lifted by automatic crane from the chute into the utility room with its contents, and heard the mechanisms go off. Then she paused, a sense of trepidation. 

	Crossing the bulkhead in front of her she would be face to face with– the remains–

	Vomit rose to her throat. She grabbed hold of her mouth, fought the urge.

	Even if it disgusted her– even if it scarred her– she had to see her again.

	“It’s my fault she died. It’s my fault. I have to– I have to see her.”

	Teeth grit hard, body tight, dizzy with nerves, hugging herself, she shoved against the door.

	Sensing her, the bulkhead opened automatically into the room.

	“Gahh!”

	Overwhelmed by the smell of salt, brine and a horrid, fishy smell that felt like it turned to oil in her nostrils. Zachikova gagged, but a cry sounded that was not her own. Something squirmed in the dark, the only light the dim LEDs outside the door from the hall leading to the utility room. There was a puddle in the room, jelly-like melted– her head swam, senses failed eyes clearly glitched a waking dream–

	Flesh. She saw flesh sloughing off — a figure cloaked in personhood lithe, draped– with–

	Hair? She has hair? She has a face? Eyes, skin, limbs, breasts, horns–?

	Zachikova stared, weeping, sweating, clothes clinging, skin blanched, throat burning with rising bile–

	In front of her, a woman– a woman– tore something from her head and bled onto the floor.

	Pale, slender, long red-and-white hair falling over her shoulders, down her back–

	To the floor, where red gore pooled like the entrails of something rapidly decaying. Long-limbed long fingers grasped a curled bone-like horn, thick as a tusk, soaked bloody. Cast aside dismissively, making a clanking noise as it struck the wall. Eyes opened once shut, filled with an intellect that glinted bright in the shadow and acknowledged the terror-frozen girl at the door. She smiled. That body smiled.

	“Braya.” A cooing voice came out of the woman-body. “Is it a pleasure to see this form?”

	

	

	Clouds of red and brown biomass erupted out of Goryk’s Gorge like the breath of a foul titan corrupting the waters around the gorge to an unprecedented degree. A stormwind-like current blew. Visibility even with floodlights was quickly reduced to below a dozen meters, and all around them the seething mass of dancing microorganisms in the marine fog seemed to take on a new diabolical character. Dim red as though the creatures were giving the surroundings an eldritch bioluminescence, the rushing biological tide turned the surrounding sea into a vision reminiscent of hell, save for the presence of fires.

	“Biomass concentration approaching 400 Katov and continuing to climb.”

	“Unknown biologics on sonar. They are increasing in number and intensity.”

	“Successfully recovered Jagdkaiser and Magellan, bringing in–”

	Norn cut off the drones, bolting up from her seat, fists clenched, furious.

	“Order the security forces to detain Lichtenberg! I am going to rip her fucking head off!”

	“Begin separation for Selene!” Adelheid added. “Norn, I’ll go get the doctor.”

	“Right.” Norn said, clenching her jaw too. “Be careful, she could act out at you.”

	“I can take Hunter III. She should be able to stop Selene if she gets– dangerous.”

	Adelheid’s voice trailed off, stifling a tiny sob. Her features had a gentle, melancholy expression of concern, brows lightly furrowed, eyes wandering. Her hands were shaking. Norn herself had a noticeable vibration in her temples, a twitch in the cheek that indicated her concern. She was neither meeting the eyes of her adjutant nor staring directly at the main screen. Both of them were shaken.

	They had all been too careless, and the Antenora had been defeated.

	However–

	“Norn, you don’t need to project that aura of infallibility. I’m here for you.”

	Adelheid tugged on Norn’s shirt gently like a red-headed cat nipping her owner’s heel.

	For the first time in what felt like hours, Norn turned a smile full of love on her.

	“I appreciate it, Adelheid. But I shouldn’t have been so weak from the start–”

	“She’s comin’! She’s comin’!”

	Norn and Adelheid turned around. There was a mad shout coming from behind them.

	Backed against a corner as if something was approaching her, crawling on the ground.

	Squirming, mouth hanging in horror and the red rings of psionic power around her eyes.

	“Boss, I can’t stop it! She’s comin’! The Autarch! We gotta run boss!”

	Hunter III raised a shaking hand at the main screen, tears rising as steam from her eyes.

	On the predictive image appeared a distant, enormous shadow read by the computer as a dreadnought.

	

	

	“Hey uh, I’m not used to running this, but we’re hitting like 400 Katov out there.”

	Alexandra Geninov tapped on the LCD screen at the Electronic Warfare station in disbelief.

	Part of what Zachikova had been doing was monitoring part of the sensor package to free up Fatima to focus on detection and early warning. However, after the failed attack by the one-armed machine from Norn’s forces, the electronic warfare officer had run out in a panic. Respecting her feelings, the Captain allowed her time alone and ordered that nobody fetch her for a few hours unless there were problems.

	Alexandra Geninov had temporarily taken her place as the most computer-savvy of the officers. The fighting had completely halted and the Brigand was poised to retreat, having recovered their divers along with one unexpected addition. As the hangar assessed that situation and detained Sieglinde von Castille, the ship began to head in the direction of the Gorge, away from the Antenora and toward Rhinea.

	And closer to the heart of a seething red tide the likes of which Ulyana had never seen.

	Despite the rising, thickening, furious biomass all around them, the bridge was quiet.

	Eerie as it was, there was an even more eerie sight which had shaken them all.

	“Zachikova was clearly affected by the death of that creature.” Ulyana said gravely.

	“I’m honestly affected too.” At her side, Aaliyah patted her shoulder, briefly but gentle.

	They had all seen it on the main screen. It still felt like it couldn’t have been real.

	At Lichtenberg’s command, a strange projectile was fired at the Brigand. That glowing purple bolt would have punched right through their armor, in one way and out the other. It was clearly some kind of agarthicite weapon, a design so evil it was unconscionable it existed. Agarthicite was the life blood of their society, but when disturbed, it could vaporize almost any kind of matter in an instant. Without ultra-dense Osmium or a miracle, that purple projectile would have bifurcated them like a hand tearing paper.

	They owed their lives to that creature Zachikova had discovered, and its curious, tragic humanity.

	There was no way they could have prompted it, commanded it to do such a thing.

	Whatever anyone had to say about animal intelligence– it chose to sacrifice itself.

	“It saved us. It really gave its life for us. What animal would do that?” Aaliyah said.

	“Leviathans are pretty mysterious.” Ulyana said. She sighed. “To think that’s what it took to survive.”

	“It was a miracle.” Aaliyah said. “Don’t blame yourself. We did what we could.”

	“It wasn’t enough.” Ulyana raised a hand to her forehead, feeling a coming headache.

	At that moment, the cat-like ears of sonar operator Fatima al-Suhar visibly perked up.

	She stood up from her station, an incredulous look on her face. Ulyana took notice.

	“What’s wrong now?” Ulyana asked wearily. When it rained, it truly fucking poured.

	Fatima took a moment to respond. “Biologics. All kinds of biologics. Strange ones.”

	As she spoke, there was a red warning flash on the main screen.

	Their predictive computer drew a box around an area of the Gorge off of the side cameras.

	There, it struggled pixel by pixel to render what seemed like a gigantic shadow within the red and brown cloud. Though the computer tried to label this a “dreadnought” none of the officers watching the main screen with deep held breaths could possibly believe that, seeing what looked like a distant unfurling of enormous wings, the stretching of a pointed, horned head at the end of a neck on a massive body.

	From its mouth a roar unleashed that left no doubt about its provenance.

	This was a Leviathan– a Leviathan larger than the Iron Lady, rising from Goryk Gorge.

	And the predictive imager, able to count on only its sonar, marked dozens of target boxes around it.

	These subordinates mustering around the massive Leviathan it labeled as Divers.

	

	

	 


Sinners Under The Firmament 

	9.1

	For Ulyana Korabiskaya, her lowest point in life came when she awoke without warning within a chaotic, white-walled medbay in an adjacent substation to Mount Raja. Disoriented, with her hair cut off on one side rendering half her head more susceptible to the stale, chill air. She reached a hand to her head and ran her shaking fingers along heavy stitches. They hurt to touch, sending a jolt of pain into her skull.

	Tears came to her eyes unbidden, teeth chattering.

	Despite the pain she still felt trapped in a nightmare. Her vision had swam in and out of dreamscapes where her body floated amid suffociating steel rooms, water up to her chest. Ripped pipes vented gas and smoke, fires danced atop shreds of steel sewn with fiber-optic cables torn from the wall. There were people screaming, drowning, burning, dying. She tried to reach out to them, but she would vanish in one dreamscape, passed out, maybe killed– only to arrive at another with the same hopeless scene.

	When her eyes adjusted to the light in that bright white room–

	There were dozens, maybe a hundred people in the medbay with her. Alive, dead, dying.

	Everything suffused by the din of the suffering, the hopeless whimper of human injury.

	In adjacent beds were people with all manner of wounds, many maimed, some beyond recognition. 

	Burn victims patched from head to toe in bloody gauze. Moaning bodies with painful but not life threatening injuries who were last in line for medicine while nurses cried for more anesthetic and painkillers. A soldier assuring the medical staff that a shuttle from Mount Raja would restock them soon. Amputees, at least some of whom were, perhaps by virtue of their time of admittance, already having the remains of the limb prepared for a cybernetic implant to prevent them from being disabled permanently. 

	This involved bio- and ferro- stitching on the wound in cold blood. These were the loudest cries.

	Ulyana did not understand at first. Everything had a very hazy, distant, surreal logic to it.

	Had she not been in her bridge? Was she not– was she not the Captain of the Pravda—

	Through the door to the medbay, a figure dressed in black and red strode through.

	She navigated the packed beds, the struggling nurses and doctors.

	Her eyes did not once waver, she hardly took any of the scene around her.

	Perfectly composed, she arrived at Ulyana’s bed and took off her hat.

	“Yana. Are you awake? I’m so sorry. But you’re alive, for that we must be thankful.”

	Commissar-General Parvati Nagavanshi.

	Ulyana’s eyes shut, filled with tears. She gritted her teeth, grabbed hold of her blankets.

	“No, please, Parvati, please tell me it’s not– please tell me–” Ulyana begged.

	“It’s not your fault.”

	Nagavanshi reached out and took her hand for comfort.

	Ulyana Korabiskaya broke down into sobbing, crying, and finally screaming.

	

	

	As soon as she maneuvered her Strelok out of the deployment chute and onto the hangar proper, Khadija al-Shajara slammed the button to open the cockpit and practically leaped out of the machine before the doors even fully opened. She fell between a group of engineers. Cranes attached to the roof of the hangar were moved along rails, lowered to the chutes to help the more damaged machines up into the hangar to be secured on their gantries. Red, gaudy red– Khadija was looking for the Grenadier.

	“I’ll leave it to you all to get my machine sorted. Where’s the Imperial?”

	She saw the briefest hint of a red helmet and shoulders, steel lifting hooks around the hull.

	Khadija ran through the mechanics and stopped at the edge of the chute.

	Waiting for the machine to be lifted, and the upper hatch of the chute to close.

	And then for the machine to be set down and its hatch to open.

	The instant that the bottom half of the hatch lowered enough to be used as a handhold, Khadija practically leaped up into the cockpit, charged the seat and grabbed hold with both hands on Sieglinde von Castille’s collar. While the whole hangar seemed to watch, Khadija, eyes afire, fangs bared, teeth gritted, stared into the Baron’s eyes, and held her as if sustaining that gaze would kill her.

	“So this is who you are.” Khadija said.

	Sieglinde von Castille gazed back, eyes mournful, shoulders slouched, hands shaking.

	She was almost a head taller than Khadija but looked so much smaller then.

	“Red Baron.” Khadija cursed.

	“Lion of Cascabel.” Sieglinde’s voice was almost a whimper.

	They stared at each other for what seemed like breathless minutes, the hangar at a standstill.

	Khadija clicked her tongue and shoved Sieglinde back into her cockpit.

	She leaped down onto the floor of the hangar and walked away, hands balled into fists.

	Chief of Security Evgenya Akulantova parted the crowd of mechanics and approached the machine, drawing her grenade launcher in one hand, though it was a two-handed weapon for most. With a rubber padded missile loaded into it, she aimed inside the cockpit and tipped her head to the side to motion for Sieglinde to come out of it. There was a gentle smile on the Chief’s soft grey face, bearing sharp teeth in an almost disarmingly amiable fashion. A gentle, maidenly giant with a brutal weapon.

	“You are Sieglinde von Castille, is that correct? Until the Captain gets to talk to you in-depth, we are treating you as a prisoner rather than a defector. Peer titles don’t mean anything in here, but I hope you find the brig hospitable, nevertheless. I strongly suggest to step out of the cockpit with your hands up, and let my subordinates inspect you.” she nodded now towards Klara van Der Smidse and Zhu Lian, who had arrived with similar grenade launchers on slings around their shoulders.

	Silent, Sieglinde did as she was told and made no move to resist being pat down.

	She was escorted to the brig, and the hangar resumed gawking and returned to its normal operation.

	Out of the other tubes, the HELIOS of Murati Nakara and Karuniya Maharapratham was collected next, along with the remains of the SEAL of Marina McKennedy. Sameera’s Cossack was in almost perfect condition and hardly needed assistance lifting itself out of the water. Once all the Divers were collected, they were lined up abreast on gantries at each opposing wall so that they could be inspected. Chief Lebedova took one look at them and lifted her hand over her eyes, shaking her head vigorously.

	“Some of these are in deplorable condition. We just got done reassembling that Cheka too.”

	As had become usual, the Cheka’s electronics had nearly burnt out and several of the power cells distributed across the chassis as well as a few internal systems would need to be replaced. On one end of the hangar Sonya Shalikova and Murati Nakara (who was blamed as well despite being uninvolved this time) were both being lectured by Gunther Cohen about their repeated misuse of the machine.

	Sameera’s, Khadija’s and Valya’s Streloks were all in decent condition.

	The Strelkannon was already a maintenance-intensive machine so every sortie meant that a dozen people had to take care of it. That would not change here, and the Chief was already in her mind plotting out the service schedule for it. It had taken a few bumps, and specifically the torpedo launcher was damaged, and it would be a delicate operation to remove the remaining munitions and fix the pod.

	Aiden Ahwalia’s Strelok was recovered from the seafloor. He himself was unharmed, but the machine was in pieces, only the cockpit was untouched. It was as if a monster had torn it apart with its bare hands. They could salvage some of the electrical parts and hydrojet components, but the chassis was basically nothing but food for the Ferricycler so they could ferrostitch simple metal parts from it. 

	They had no spare parts for the S.E.A.L. so that one was a complete write-off.

	Sieglinde’s Grenadier was in the same category. They would probably disassemble it.

	The HELIOS was in decent condition thanks to its sturdiness, but it was missing an arm which would have to be replaced by kitbashing a Strelok arm, since they, also, had no spare parts for that machine either. It had come out of the container that the Solarflare ladies had asked them to label as “spare parts.” Thankfully the most complicated part of the system, the drones that it launched, were in perfect condition. Those, Lebedova thought, would be impossible to replace if anything happened.

	“We have to clone the software on this thing and get a look at the guts.” She noted.

	As for the Brigand itself, there was damage practically everywhere.

	No breaches, but plenty of electrical systems to replace, armor plates to sub out.

	The Ferrostitcher and the Ferricycler would be running day and night.

	“I’ll let the reactor engineer know just to be on the safe side.”

	This time around there was no round of applause for the pilots. 

	Not for a lack of strong feelings, as everyone was grateful for their efforts. But because they were recovered in the middle of a continuing alert, where the sailors were still working all around the ship looking for leaks and electrical damage, or in the hangar assessing damage and beginning to put together tools and parts to begin repairs. Even with the pilots recovered, that alert was not rescinded. The Antenora was still being closely monitored as it began its retreat and the record-breaking levels of Katov mass in the water were a concern. Everyone was busy, and there was no time for heartfelt pleasantries.

	It was at that point that the bridge informed the hangar of a new development.

	They were so busy, and so incredulous, that at first, the danger barely registered.

	But they understood implicitly — the danger was not yet over.

	

	

	Sonya Shalikova stood outside the medbay doors for a moment.

	Collecting the military greatcoat she was wearing over her pilot’s suit for warmth.

	Clutching it to her chest, heart beating as if she had run a marathon.

	The Cheka’s environment control system had broken down during the battle with Selene, so as a precaution, she was being sent to rest in the medbay for observation. However, she had a certain powerful desire pursue as well, having learned that Maryam Karahailos was also being kept in the medbay for observation. Something she had steeled herself about doing when she was out at sea.

	“Ugh, is this stupid? I haven’t known her for that long.”

	And yet, didn’t people go out on dates as perfect strangers? Didn’t they even have sex?

	She probably knew a lot more about Maryam than most people did on their first date.

	So then if she wanted to– then it made sense– it wasn’t anything weird–

	“You only live once.”

	It was a silly refrain but it encapsulated her current motives.

	Fighting Selene pushed her to stand on the border to the afterlife and to interrogate herself. She could no longer punish herself and berate herself and live sternly in repentance for her sister’s passing. There was a vast ocean that was full of mysteries, and many people who depended on her. Shalikova had to move on from her past. She had to forgive herself as her sister would have forgiven her, and start to truly live.

	And part of living was being honest with herself about what she treasured, what she desired.

	This wasn’t some erratic feeling for a stranger. It was Maryam! It was different! 

	She could do it for Maryam!

	Shalikova gathered her breath and strode through the medbay door.

	Murati’s and Sameera’s beds were empty– they were both still in the hangar. She had gone ahead.

	Farther down the aisle, however, a certain purple cuttlefish girl sat up in bed, humming.

	Bobbing her head from side, shuffling her legs under the bedsheets, amusing herself.

	She was– she was really cute– wasn’t she? Shalikova felt a fluttering in her chest.

	It was as if over the past few days she had put on lenses that made her see Maryam differently.

	“Oh! Sonya! Is it really you? I’m not having a medicine hallucination am I?” 

	Maryam put on a truly sunny smile upon seeing Shalikova enter the room.

	Shalikova knew if she responded and started talking to her, that she would lose her guts.

	So she strode quickly past all of the beds and up beside Maryam’s without saying a word.

	Tracked unerringly by those w-shaped irises from the door all the way into her space.

	“Sonya? Did I do something to make you mad–?”

	At Maryam’s bedside, Shalikova bent at the waist and grabbed the sister’s shoulders.

	Pulling Maryam into a clumsy kiss on the lips. Holding for a second and parting.

	Looking deep into those magnificent Katarran eyes.

	For Shalikova, savoring the experience of her very first kiss–

	It barely felt like anything. In fact it was almost embarrassing how normal she felt about it.

	Had she expected firecrackers to go off? Tongue? Her pale skin turned red as beets.

	Maryam was also turning red, putting her hands up to her cheeks, swooning and giggling.

	Those fins atop her head started to wiggle with delight.

	“Sonya–!”

	“I– I think I love you, Maryam.” Shalikova said and instantly wanted to kick herself for it.

	While the two had their moment, the bearing monitors in the medbay blared a silent alarm.

	Unbeknownst to the young lovers, the Brigand was dealing with a crisis yet again.

	

	

	“Start moving away from it as fast as you can! Now! Right now!”

	Ulyana Korabiskaya briefly stood up from her seat to punctuate the urgency of this order.

	Helmsman Kamarik did not need to be told twice. The Brigand turned its prow away from Goryk’s Gorge and began to accelerate as much as it could with the damage it had previously sustained. On the main screen, amid a mass of red matter, the predictive imaging attempted to block out a “shape” for the “dreadnought” it had spotted and assigned mechanical explanations to the biological details it was seeing. Everyone on the bridge focused on their stations rather than look at the main screen.

	From the electronic warfare station, Alex Geninov waved frantically at the Captain.

	“Uh, ma’am, I started to clone the storage on that HELIOS thing like the hangar was asking for, and the HELIOS Information System seems to have data on that Leviathan. As soon as I started a connection to that Diver it started trying to image the Leviathan through the network. Take a look.”

	“Feed it to the main screen. Let’s see what Solarflare LLC has dug up.”

	Alex did just that, and after a moment to think, the predictive imager discarded the idea that the Leviathan rising out of Goryk was a known dreadnought model. Instead a fully biological classification appeared, and the picture became crystal clear as to the features of the gargantuan monster roaring to life right in front of their eyes. In the HELIOS Information System, this beast was described as a “Fortress-class” Leviathan with a unique name. It was known as “Dagon.” And there was more–

	“Syzygy flagship Dagon– what the hell does that even mean? Flagship?” Ulyana said.

	“Flagship implies its leading something.” Aaliyah said. “I can’t imagine this is correct.”

	“I think the pictures are correct, I dunno about the description text.” Alex hesitantly added.

	On the main screen the clarified image showed a creature with a long body that seemed covered in some kind of fur or fibers, black and brown. Upon its back were two sets of appendages that resembled more than anything the wings of a bird, folding on clawed joints. One pair of wings had a truly enormous span and a second, smaller pair guarded what appeared to be attached bio-hydrojets. A smaller set of these hydrojets rested on the creature’s tapering rear, where a massive dolphin-like tail stretched.

	Toward the front of the creature was a small serpent-like head adorned with forward and side-facing horns, and a mouth that unhinged horribly to let out great, shrill bellows that Fatima al-Suhar described as sounding like the shrieking of a woman. She was clearly unnerved by them. As more data was fed in and more of the picture was clarified, bio-weapons could be seen, two large bio-cannons on the back and numerous remora-like “Sprayfish” class Leviathans burying into the monster’s skin like gas guns.

	“It’s imitating a dreadnought?” Ulyana said. “Damn it, what on Aer is going on here?”

	“Oh! Looks like my intuition was right. All of you really are still in horrible danger!”

	There was an incongruously delighted voice coming from the door to the bridge.

	Braya Zachikova arrived, quiet, with a sullen expression. 

	And she arrived with a guest.

	

	

	In the middle of the near-lightless utility room, framed by the dim rays of the LEDs out in the hall, Braya Zachikova had found a woman where she had expected the corpse of a fish. Around her was a puddle of oily colorless flesh like raw leather or wet innards, sliding off her back and limbs like she was dropping a coat from her slender shoulders. That movement, the easy wet peeling of meat from off a human body, when Zachikova looked at it she felt her vision distorted, as if her brain was a predictive imager trying to make sense of something, framerate lagging, pixels out of place. An alien imitation of motion.

	At first the smell of her was disgustingly fishy and salty, clinging to Zachikova’s nostrils like the flecks of oil in the puddle below, as if it would be impossible to clean the aroma out of herself. Then however it became sweet, almost floral, as the flesh further contracted and more of the creature’s new, human body appeared in its place. It stirred something inside Zachikova, something under her gut. 

	There was a quivering feeling, a sense of pressure or contraction in her.

	Something new, never before felt.

	Speechless, she took a step back, and the lights behind her shed on the woman instead.

	The creature’s eyes shut for a brief moment and slowly reopened, as she adjusted to the light.

	Seeing her, truly seeing her, Zachikova felt her heart stir as it had done for the dancer.

	She was pale as porcelain, skin stark white except for the two thin, smooth, small, upright horns that grew from her forehead, parting her long, swept, red-streaked white bangs. Her eyes were no longer lilac but gold irises on black sclera, reflecting nothing, but striking Zachikova as containing a truly unfathomable intellect. Her hair, red and white, fell in waves of silk behind her back and over her shoulders.

	Her pallid figure was slim, long limbed, slender, lithe, every adjective that could come to Zachikova’s mind as her eyes followed the smooth, gentle curve of her round shoulders, crested the hill of her breasts, followed her flat belly and the slight, firm roundness of her hips. From her hips, calves, and forearms, thin white and red fins grew sleek, diaphanous and moist. They resembled the koi fish-like profile that had so enamored Zachikova. Her slender, long fingers looked temptingly soft as the features of her face. Curled behind her was a white tail that could reach to the floor, parting at the end like a dolphin’s or whale’s.

	For Zachikova, who had rarely felt physical attraction, looking at this woman sent jolts of titillating electricity into her core, over the tips of her own fingers and to the ends of her own breasts.

	“Braya.”

	She spoke her name, cooing it softly. 

	It felt as if there were flesh in her metal ears for that voice to caress.

	“Braya. Do you like this form? I wanted to enter the next phase of our courtship.”

	Zachikova couldn’t respond to that. She couldn’t master herself enough to speak.

	When she had found something aesthetically pleasing in the past, it had often been a design, a machine, or a clever bit of software. She had felt a sense of titillation toward such things in the past on rare occasions, but she knew it was incongruous and ignored it. People had hardly ever interested her, and when she felt that she became taken with her Dancer she knew intellectually that physical affection from it, true skin to skin affection, was something impossible. But it was no more impossible to her than having sex with Semyonova, Geninov, Murati or any human person she had ever felt even the vaguest physical attraction towards. Physical and social permissibility were no different to a heart as closed shut as hers.

	In short: to her she it was equally impossible to fuck machines, fish, or people.

	So it never mattered. It shouldn’t have mattered. She had been happy to love her Dancer from afar.

	To acknowledge her as a superlative design, and feel happy as a witness.

	Knowing there was a gap in their species did not blunt her appreciation.

	Now however it was as if hormones that had been repressed for decades flowed heedless.

	Now– it was permissible. It was permissible to think– in physical terms–

	Her imagination could scarcely handle the feelings flooding in.

	She thought initially that it had to be the smell– it was enchanting her somehow.

	Pheromones. Like an animal– it’s got pheromones– the sweat, the sebum, it attracts me–

	“Braya~”

	Zachikova stood frozen still as the body in the puddle stood clumsily on her sleek, human legs.

	On her soft, delicate-looking feet, balancing herself by that long, graceful tail.

	There was a brief red flash in her eyes, clearly visible amid the inky black of them.

	Beneath their feet the puddle of flesh stirred one final time.

	Gore and guts that had peeled from the woman began to coil around her arm as if alive again and beckoned by her. Glistening grey and brown flesh thinned, dried, and blood dribbled out from it as if wrung out, all while the mass snaked as if on the creature’s fingertips. When it finally settled, she took the mass and casually spread it, having formed a white robe parted down the middle, which she draped over her shoulders, wearing it in a way that her breasts and everything else was still exposed.

	At her feet the puddle had turned dark red from all the blood and fluid drained from the robe.

	Zachikova watched her, unblinking, as she approached to within a few steps of her.

	“Braya. Braya, Braya, Braya– I love saying your name like this. Hearing it in my throat.”

	She smiled, her cheeks spreading ever so softly on that smooth, immaculate face.

	One hand laid upon Zachikova’s shoulder, and the second gripped her firmly on the hip.

	Her touch was like pure ecstasy, being in her presence, held by her, a sweet warm feeling–

	It wasn’t pheromones. Zachikova wanted this. Her heart pounded and not out of fear.

	Everything that she thought it would feel like, to touch, to be held, to be enveloped in the flesh of another close enough to feel her heartbeat through the touch. This really was her– it really was the Leviathan who had enamored her with its graceful dance. Had she been human all along or had by some miracle a human form been given to her Leviathan, to meet Zachikova like this? Regardless, the press of physical intimacy destroyed all other thoughts in the officer’s mind. She was starving for touch.

	Rather than her fantasies of swimming in the ocean together– Dancer had come to her.

	That hand laid upon her shoulder glided across, to the back of her neck.

	Skin to skin, for the first time. Like a wave that touch reverberated across Zachikova’s body.

	As if touching not just the skin of her neck but touching every skin, even the deepest.

	“Braya~”

	Taller than Zachikova, the woman guided her head to tip slightly up for her access.

	While her lips drew near and pressed, touching, at first, glancing.

	Zachikova felt the hand behind her press on her flesh and the hand on her hip nearly lift her.

	Despite the differences in size and strength Zachikova did not wait.

	Reciprocating, she pushed back onto the creature with her own needy kiss.

	With ardor they locked lips again and again, lingering breaches inviting brief mutual taste.

	Parting less than a millimeter for less than a second before they joined again.

	At first their opens eyes were fixed together as tightly as their lips, but as if one the two shut out the light, feeling only each other in the darkness. There was a trust built between their flesh, suspended in an all-encompassing embrace. Zachikova felt her mouth parted by the creature’s tongue and gave no resistance. She felt the weight of her bear slowly down. Compliant, wanting, needy, she let the creature sit her down and let her lay atop her, tongue crawling deep as throat, slender roaming fingers. Undoing Zachikova’s pants and sliding teasingly down her lower belly, across her quivering inner thigh–

	Pause– 

	Zachikova opened her eyes with a start. The woman had turned her head to the wall, eyes glowing red.

	Her distracted long tongue retreated leaving Zachikova gasping, shuddering between breaths–

	Sloshing thick fluid spilled from her once invaded lips tasting salty-sweet–

	Those fingers on her thighs slackening in their grip, ending the fantasy–

	What had been pure physical instinct before gave way to the squeamishness of intellect. Realizing there was a woman on top of her of unknown provenance whose fingers were just about to go inside her, whose tongue she had tasted to her throat, Zachikova crawled out from under her in a sudden panic. Everything felt suddenly irrational, though not wholly unwanted– she could no longer lose herself to the longing flesh having been given time to think, and made herself deny the pleasure then.

	She retreated back to the unemotional logic that governed her mind.

	And away from the intoxicating taste of another body–

	“Who are you? I’ll sound the alarm!” Zachikova said.

	Pulling her pants up, she put her back to a wall and her hand over a red emergency button.

	The creature’s fluids still trailed from Zachikova’s own lips. She had to brush it off.

	Her flight triggered no chase. Her counterpart was serene in tone.

	An unconcerned, gentle smile adorned the face of the creature as she stood back up.

	“Of course you know who I am, Braya.”

	“Quit being coy!”

	Something distracted her again– the creature kept looking to the wall.

	“Oh Braya. Well. I’m afraid that this vessel is not out of danger. We should sort that out first.”

	“Do I need to either repeat what I said, or push this button?”

	At this, the creature pouted. That expression– Zachikova’s loins stirred again.

	She was so beautiful– so beautiful, with an alien eroticism to her every movement.

	No, calm down– quit acting so stupid, Braya Zachikova!

	“Oh dear, my little Braya– ah, well. I should have known you’d be a little closed minded at first. That’s fine then. We can start over from the beginning. You’re worth it to me.” The creature took the makeshift robe which she had put over her shoulders, and slipped her arms in the sleeves, fastening it around her hips, such that it split tantalizingly just above the knees. Zachikova tried not to stare at her.

	“Give me a name or I’ll have security sort you out.” Zachikova threatened.

	“You can call me Arbitrator One.” She said. “We write the number in the ancient tally.”

	So it was actually written as Arbitrator I, but it was not pronounced that way.

	“What kind of a name is that? It’s more like a made-up title isn’t it?” Zachikova said.

	“No, it’s my name. But if you want, you and you alone can call me Arabella.”

	“You’re Arbitrator I then.” Zachikova said. Trying to make herself be cold to her. To reject her.

	It almost hurt. She– she wanted to treat this creature lovingly. It was irrational! She had to resist it.

	Braya Zachikova was a machine. She couldn’t let herself act so foolish around this thing.

	“Braya, I’m a bit disappointed.” Arbitrator I put her hands behind her back and leaned forward, her eyes narrowed, giving Zachikova a petty, hurt look. “I thought you of all people would understand me.”

	“Are you the Dancer?” Zachikova said. Then she realized suddenly– would she even know that name? And before Arbitrator I could respond, clarified. “The Leviathan that– that died in the Gorge–”

	“That was a part of me. I am as much exclusively it as you are only the last skin you shed.”

	Her eyes lit up again and she started to look around the room again with a sudden urgency.

	“It’s really surfaced.” She said.

	“What are you talking about?”

	“Braya, you’re all in danger. Please believe me.”

	She kept repeating that. Was it true?

	Then again–

	At this point it hardly mattered. Zachikova felt a stab of anxiety. She had to report this– all of this.

	The Captain would have to sort it out. Whether Arbitrator I was lying or not.

	Zachikova lifted her hand from the emergency alarm, feeling dazed by everything that happened.

	“Braya, you need to navigate this vessel away from here.” Arbitrator I insisted.

	“Away to where?” Zachikova said, sighing as she humored her.

	“Hmm. Preferably we’d go that way.” Arbitrator I pointed her hand straight up.

	

	

	At this point, in this particular day, the bridge officers on the Brigand had seen enough people come in and make mysterious pronouncements that the moment Zachikova came through the door with her mystery guest, everyone had already made time in their busy schedules to stare at her. However, the last few people that had come in, like “Euphemia Rontgen” and “Elena” were ordinary-looking folks. 

	Even for a Katarran (they assumed) this new entrant was particular.

	Bare-foot, wearing a tight white robe, overlong red and white hair– and those horns!

	Those eyes— then again, Maryam Karahailos had strange eyes too.

	However, the most salient thing for the officers was where this woman had come from.

	Everyone had formally been told of the Solarflare LLC employees, and of Maryam and Marina.

	“Zachikova, who is this woman? Where did she come from? Why is she on the bridge?”

	Ulyana Korabiskaya was firm but not necessarily adamant.

	A lot had happened that day. For the moment she was in a fey mood in which she believed she was ready for anything. Come what may! She was rolling with the punches. Her scientist guests lying about their names and what was in their crates? Fine. Marina had fooled them all into escorting the Imperial Princess this whole time? Sure. She had always expected Marina to be lying, though not with such grandiosity. An enormous Leviathan was bursting out of the Goryk Abyss? Why not, at this point. Bring it on.

	She did not want to admit it, but this was a nascent panic beginning to snake through her brain.

	“She came from– Um–” Zachikova paused. She raised a hand to her lips. Her face was a bit more expressive than usual, in that her brow was ever so slightly furrowed. She then proceeded to speak, after gathering her thoughts, unsmiling and with a neutral gaze. “She came from outside the ship.”

	“From outside the ship? From the open ocean? That’s what you’re telling me?”

	“Yes.”

	Zachikova made no expression. Ulyana narrowed her eyes. The mystery woman smiled.

	“Did the Antenora fire a boarding torpedo at us?” Ulyana said.

	“We’d know if that had happened.” Aaliyah interjected, listening to the whole exchange.

	“Was she a stowaway with Solarflare LLC’s cargo?” Ulyana asked Zachikova.

	“No.” Zachikova said. Ulyana crossed her arms with exasperation.

	“Then did she crawl through the vents? What the hell is going on?”

	Aaliyah groaned and put her head against the computer terminal arm on her seat.

	Ulyana’s brain had briefly pored over the realistic possibilities. None of it made sense.

	Zachikova seemed unable to say anything but, “She really came from outside the ship.”

	So Ulyana then turned to the mystery woman herself. “Okay, you, identify yourself now.”

	“I am Arbitrator One, written with ‘I’. I come from the people known as the Omenseers.”

	That woman crossed one arm over her chest and performed a short bow, smiling.

	“I’ve been contending with liars all day, so forgive me, but– No, you’re not!” Ulyana said.

	Arbitrator I shrugged with her palms up. “Then you may call me Arabella then, I suppose.”

	“Don’t call her that.” Zachikova said suddenly. “That’s– That’s clearly the fake one.”

	“Aww. Little Braya is jealous– you’re right, that name is only for Braya.” Arbitrator I said.

	Zachikova turned sharply to her. “Knock that shit off, they’ll misunderstand!”

	Ulyana stared at Zachikova then at Arbitrator I in turn. One flustered, the other grinning.

	In her mind she ran through the things she knew about Zachikova.

	And the things she knew about the present situation.

	Something was connecting, but she didn’t want it to connect.

	Because it was too absurd. It was a desperate bit of pattern recognition and nothing more.

	Last time she saw Zachikova she had run out after her pet Leviathan had sacrificed itself to save them. Ulyana had heard reports from the sailors of Zachikova running across the hangar to the utility chute near the rearmost part of the ship’s habitable pods. That was where she had recalled her drone to after the previous events. Ulyana, at the time, figured that Zachikova was in a vulnerable state and that she wanted to collect a final memento of the creature from the drone. Now she was on the bridge with–

	Now–

	Zachikova was here on the bridge– with a mysterious woman who–

	–who looked a little bit like if someone was trying to cosplay that Leviathan,

	and was saying weird things and had come out of nowhere

	Oh no no no no no Absolutely no Absolutely no That is completely insane—

	“I’m–” Ulyana had an involuntary twitch. “I’m going to ask again and I want a rational answer.”

	“Esteemed Captain,” Arbitrator I performed another little bow and raised her voice as if speaking to an audience. “This vessel is in grave danger, from which you may not be able to escape without my particular expertise. I implore you to defer the matter of my identity at least temporarily until such a time as Braya– and of course other hominins aboard– are safe from Dagon’s emergence out of Agartha.”

	Ulyana only heard one word of that. “Did you say ‘Dagon’? Did I hear you correctly?”

	“Indeed, that is the name of the creature.” Arbitrator I said.

	“Then you’re with Solarflare LLC! Quit making up ridiculous–”

	“Uhh, Captain! That big guy is doing something!” Alex Geninov shouted.

	On the main screen, a Radiation warning suddenly appeared.

	They had been scanned by LADAR, the sensors detected the lasers. This was shortly followed by the sensors detecting that a sonar pulse had bounced off the hull. And then another– Fatima al-Suhar withdrew from her ears her headphones, rubbing the sides of her head in pain. She must have heard the pulse, but she was too dazed– Ulyana realized that all the roaring may have been bio-sonar pulses.

	That LADAR warning could not have come from the Antenora either.

	Both ships had gone their own ways and the Antenora knew the Brigand’s position already.

	“Fatima, are you alright?” Ulyana asked.

	“That noise felt a knife cutting across my skull.” Fatima replied, nearly weeping.

	Ulyana was speechless. She felt pure anxiety vibrating between her skin and flesh.

	“Have you heard any technological noises since the Antenora fled?” She asked.

	“It couldn’t have been technological.” Fatima said. “It had to be biological, Captain.”

	There was no denying the terrible hypothesis in the back of her mind.

	“Take a rest. You’ve done more than enough today.” Ulyana said.

	“Thank you Captain. I’m very sorry. I should be stronger–”

	“Don’t worry. Please just take care of yourself.”

	Fatima nodded her head and leaned back on the padding of her chair, gently sobbing.

	Ulyana trusted her. There really were no mechanical ships being caught on their sonar.

	So that LADAR had to have come from the Leviathan. It really was an imitation battleship.

	Leviathans were much faster than ships. This creature had seen them. Would it give chase?

	And if it gave chase could they escape it? Could they fight it off in their current state?

	On the main screen, the creature looked to still be extricating its bulk from the Gorge.

	They still had some time to react, but how much? How vehemently would it attack?

	Ulyana called on Semyonova, on the station adjacent to the despondent Fatima.

	“Have Maharapratham called to the bridge right away. She needs to see this.” She said.

	Semyonova nodded and began to work on her task when she was interrupted.

	A pale white hand gently patted her shoulder as if to say that wouldn’t be necessary.

	“Have you perhaps a clearer picture of the danger you are in?”

	Arbitrator I chimed in again, reminding Ulyana and the officers of her presence once more.

	“Captain, I can tell from your aura, you have acknowledged an idea of what I am. It disgusts you, but it’s the only explanation that makes sense, isn’t it? For now, we can leave it at that– I am indeed the Leviathan that was outside. I am friendly– I want nothing more than to save this vessel. Right now, understanding the situation won’t save you. You will have to trust me and verify later.”

	Those eyes of hers, yellow on black like a beast. Even Katarrans didn’t have eyes like that.

	Meeting those eyes and the depth of their alien intellect, Ulyana felt her heart quaver.

	Then as Ulyana’s own ordinary eyes locked deep with Arbitrator I’s exotic eyes–

	The latter’s, in a blink, became ordinary green irises on white sclera just like her own.

	She had changed them– right? She had transformed them. They weren’t like that before.

	Was she seeing things now? Ulyana relented. She wasn’t equipped to tackle this now.

	“Aaliyah, are you okay with adding this to the pile of interrogations we need to do?”

	“At this point, I don’t think we have a choice.” Aaliyah replied.

	On the main screen, there was a sudden gust of red biomass from the gorge.

	As with a flap of its “wings” the massive Dagon finally emerged fully into open water.

	They were uncomfortably close to the Gorge and therefore to the creature.

	The Captain tried not to show it but her breathing was accelerating heavily.

	She felt a pressure so powerful that it was crushing her against her seat.

	Watching that lumbering creature begin to move, and begin to turn–

	Was she going to lose this ship and the lives of everyone in it, like the Pravda?

	Ulyana’s voice caught in her throat. Her chest heaved, her skin felt tense over her flesh.

	Her head filled with hazy thoughts of flooding, electrical fires, gorey images of the injured swimming in and out of her vision. Reaching for them, unable to take their hands and save them. Surrounded by the bodies. Would it happen again? Was she destined to lose everything again? Her own life was meaningless to her in that instant. She thought of her crew– what would happen to them? The events of the past few weeks sped through her mind like a blur, could she have done anything, anything at all to forestall this? 

	Could she do anything now? She was practically choking.

	“It’s unmistakable now! It’s bearing right toward us!” Semyonova shouted.

	Ulyana felt a stone sinking down her throat and landing heavy in her stomach.

	Despite their vaunted position there was nothing a Captain could do but give orders.

	They weren’t the heroes– they sent people to their deaths. She was nothing without this crew. This magnificent crew had already done so much, proved themselves so extraordinary while against horrific odds and in less-than-ideal circumstances. Despite their eccentricities, despite their differences, they had survived to this point even as things always seemed to crumble around them.

	Ulyana esteemed them dearly. She would give anything to protect them.

	Now however she felt like any order she could give would be suicidal.

	Where could they run? How could they fight? She had no directions to give.

	Every choice available felt like it would lead to their deaths.

	I couldn’t redeem myself Nagavanshi. I’m still useless. I’m still powerless.

	Staring at that monster on the main screen, she felt like there was nothing she could do–

	“Captain.”

	She felt a hand caress her shoulder and pat on her back, coming from beside her.

	Ulyana glanced at her Commissar, Aaliyah, her ears erect and tail swaying gently.

	Her orange eyes fixed Ulyana’s own in a way that sent a tremor into her chest.

	“Ulyana Korabiskaya. I haven’t seen you pull off miracle after miracle just to give up now.”

	“Aaliyah–”

	“We can talk later. Right now, they need the Captain to be decisive. Take a leap, however insane; I’ll follow you, no matter what it is. I trust you. You’ve more than won that trust. We can interrogate all that happened, and all that we did right or wrong, after the fact. You’re not alone; I won’t let you be.”

	Ulyana looked into Aaliyah’s unwavering eyes feeling foolish for her lapse in strength.

	For everyone’s sake couldn’t let this become like the Pravda. So she had no other choice.

	She let go of her trepidation. When it came down to it, she only had one asset remaining.

	“‘Arbitrator I’, you clearly are tied into this, so tell me how we can escape.” Ulyana said.

	Arbitrator I stared at the main screen with those newly green eyes, smiling contentedly.

	As if knowing that her time had come. She gestured her white hands to the main screen.

	“Dagon is still immature. I believe its juvenile body will not allow it to rise without being damaged by the changes in water pressure. It needs the deep water to support itself.” She said matter-of-factly, with mysterious confidence. “Therefore, we can escape by going up, Captain.” With that same odd cheerfulness to her pallid expression, she pointed her index up at the ceiling. 

	Zachikova blinked incredulously at this.

	“She mentioned this to me before, but I thought it was nonsense.” Zachikova said.

	It was true that the body plans of deep sea fish meant that their flesh and organs could collapse in lower pressure water if they ascended to the photic zone, something that the Brigand as a pressurized steel vessel did not have to contend with. That would potentially prevent Dagon from pursuing if the Brigand performed a “rapid blowout” ascent. However, even if it was true that Dagon was not equipped to rise up the water table, there was nothing waiting for them in the sunlit ocean but more death.

	Arbitrator I smiled as if she knew what Ulyana was worried about.

	“I can keep the vessel safe from wild Leviathans. I can do nothing against Dagon.” She said.

	There was no time. Ulyana had to be decisive. She had to trust this ‘Arbitrator I’ figure.

	They only had one choice. They could not possibly stay and fight Dagon in their condition.

	And so it was– like in the legends, like in fables told to scare and fascinate children.

	To survive, they would have to make myth reality and ascend to the surface waters.

	“Helmsman, blow all the ballast water! Angle fins for rapid ascent!” Ulyana declared.

	Everyone on the bridge, even the gas gunners two tiers below the Captain, turned their heads over to stare at her as if they couldn’t understand. In response, Ulyana stood from her seat aiming a hand at the main screen with a flourish. “Quit tarrying! Prepare to ascend the photic zone!” For most people, heading surfaceward was an insane endeavor– but on the main screen, there was an even more insane sight, the hulking Dagon looming nearer and nearer, and appearing large and larger than their ship.

	Helmsman Kamarik looked back at Ulyana from his station, first surprised then unnerved.

	“Captain I– I gotta confess, I’ve never even simulated a rapid ascent.” He said.

	“I’ve read about the process.” Ulyana said. She struggled not to stutter or get tongue-tied.

	“Well. Okay. You’re the boss. I guess I’ll get the ballast going then.” Kamarik said.

	He spoke almost as if in the form of a question but began the process.

	As part of their mobility options, ships, whether Imperial or Union, had a suite of control surfaces on the exterior, particularly the main fins and the mast/conning tower fins, and internally, they had ballast tanks to control mass and density at different parts of the ship. Ballast tanks were filled with water that could be pumped into and out of the water system. The amount of water ballast could be reduced by filling them with air from vents to make the ship float more, or increased for negative buoyancy. 

	Truly expert helmsmen used all of these elements to their advantage for combat maneuvering.

	Ascent was normal for ships — naval combat was three dimensional.

	Those same mechanisms that could be used to move up and down in a controlled fashion within the aphotic waters could be used for an extreme ascent into the photic zone, the forbidden realm of sunlit ocean beyond the upper scattering layer. Nothing physically prevented them from doing so. There was less pressure in the photic zone, so it was even mechanically safer to operate there. However, the presence of corrupted weather and Leviathans made it a fool’s errand. Only a scant few rapid ascents had ever been performed by Union ships, and it was something that was useless to teach to new crews.

	“Helmsman, the only tricky part will be stopping our ascent short of the surface.”

	Once the ballast was blown and the ship started climbing rapidly, the water system would be strained.

	In order to stop themselves quickly to prevent breaching the surface and exposing the ship to the full extent of the Corruption, they would have to dump water back into the ballast tanks and level out.

	Cutters and most civilian vessels did not have internal water systems strong enough to refill the tanks in the middle of an ascension, so they never blew their tanks. Anything Frigate size or larger could do it provided there was water in the system ready to route into the tanks. Ulyana knew, theoretically, that even if water collection was compromised during the ascent, there was always enough water in one place: the reactor cooling. It could be routed into ballast temporarily, leaving the reactor to run hot for a time.

	“At 150 depth, we should be able to level out if we pump heavy water into the tanks.” Ulyana said.

	Helmsman Kamarik whistled admiringly. “Ma’am, this is fuckin’ crazy. But here it goes.”

	“Semyonova, relay to the hangar!” Aaliyah said. “Tell everyone to secure tools, now.”

	“Um, yes!”

	Semyonova quickly broadcast to the ship– but she had maybe twenty or thirty seconds.

	Not nearly enough time to warn everyone–

	“Alright, here goes nothing!” Kamarik said. “Blowing the ballast and angling up!”

	At first there was a periodic vibration, that traveled from the ship into the bodies within.

	As the ballast water blasted out of its hatches and the ship tilted it became a quake.

	Rumbling that presaged the beginning of a mythical flight.

	Parvati Nagavanshi had been right. Ulyana could either become the greatest Captain the Union had ever seen, or a washed up nobody, reaper of ships, a death-omen if she even survived the madness she had been thrust into. She thought she had come to terms with the last crazy task she had to confront and then there would suddenly be a new, even more startling development to test her resolve.

	This time, it wouldn’t be like the Pravda. They couldn’t be any more different.

	She watched the main screen as the monster called Dagon left their sight.

	Grabbing hold of her chair as the ship angled almost 40 degrees toward the firmament.

	Shooting up faster and faster, rattling and shaking, the main computer blaring statuses.

	Turbines and pumps and air vents in the water system struggled and cried out for aid.

	Already damaged electrical systems reported sporadic failures with lights, circulators, network boards.

	Every officer grabbed hold as best they could as the ship climbed. 

	Arbitrator I seized Zachikova into an embrace and held on to the post of Semyonova’s chair with her tail. Geninov, Fatima, and the rest grabbed on to their chairs which were bolted to the ground. Helmsman Kamarik struggled between holding on for life and limb and continuing to operate his station. As the Brigand tilted to an ever more violent angle and picked up speed, anything freestanding on the officer’s stations like half-empty cups of coffee or broth or cans of protein stew went flying to the back of the bridge, spilling and rattling. Every human body threatened to fly to the back as well.

	It was a spectacular insanity. Nobody was prepared for this. Nobody could prepare for it.

	Ulyana went from being almost sick with nerves to grinning at the sheer chaos of it.

	She felt as if the judgment of God was being cast upon her. Her sins weighed like the ballast.

	And despite everything, she had blown them out to begin her climb to paradise.

	Having surmounted so much danger, staring the sky in the face, it led Ulyana to finally realize: the Pravda had not been her own fault. She had made no decisions as the Captain of the Pravda, she had no agency in the midst of the disaster. She was a victim. She was in command of a test voyage and the ship’s guts failed that test. It was not like the decision to fight back against the Iron Lady, to charge into Norn’s claws, to trust Elena Lettiere, or now, the decision to follow Arbitrator I, a being who had appeared and spoken mere sentences before suggesting that they ascend the heavens to escape their fate.

	Those were pivotal moments where she had affected the lives of her crew.

	As Captain of the Brigand, Ulyana had made several choices, pored over, and reasoned to the best of her ability, with all the information at her disposal at the time she made those choices. She gave orders, oversaw plans and organization. People, and the ship, moved as she commanded. On the Brigand, she had been responsible for the lives of many. It was not so when the Pravda met its demise.

	That had been a tragedy, a wound in history which she was truly helpless to forestall.

	And by contrast, on the Brigand, Ulyana was not helpless or hopeless. She had agency.

	She was exercising the power and judgment she had to the best of her ability.

	As the ship became free of its water weight and rose, Ulyana shed her own burdens.

	No regrets. At every turn, I’ve done the best I could. Thank you, Aaliyah.

	With one hand holding onto her chair, Ulyana stretched out the other.

	Around Aaliyah Bashara’s shoulder, as the commissar struggled to hold on as well.

	“Are you ready to follow me into hell, Commissar?” She cried out, over the rumbling and rattling.

	“Always, Captain!” Aaliyah shouted as well.

	On the cameras, the red waters were quickly left behind.

	Katov biomass readings plummeted, and the water turned from red to black to blue.

	Dagon had vanished, and the sight in front of them was a thick cloud of organisms.

	“Crossing the upper scattering layer!” Kamarik shouted. “Hold on, baby, hold on!”

	Sensing the advance of the ship the teeming mass of pelagic fish and the ordinary predators that thrived on them spread open suddenly as if forming among them a door. A biological gate to the heaven that was barred to humanity, and there were less than seconds of recognition of this grand feat and what it signified as the Brigand hurtled through the 100 meter strata of marine life at immense speed.

	“400 depth– and climbing!” Geninov cried out in mixed awe and terror.

	On their cameras the surroundings were beautiful and alien.

	Blue water all around them. They could see— the water was streaked with light.

	Directly above was God, white disk adorned with grand rays. 400 meters, 300 meters–

	Beams of light shooting eerily into the water. It was the corrupted surface directly above.

	Mere hundreds of meters away. Closing in. Humanity’s forbidden, fallen holy land.

	Sinners who had been cast from heaven now leaped toward the firmament.

	“Pump the reactor cooling water into the tanks! Level us out now! Right now!”

	Against the force of the water the Brigand’s fins returned to their horizontal, level plane.

	Through a herculean effort of every available mechanism the reactor cooling pods drained heavy water into the ballast tanks at maximum pump. Red alerts screeched as various components strained under the pressure, turbines grinding, pumps screaming. There was compounding damage everywhere–

	“She’ll make it! She’ll make it!” Kamarik yelled.

	Ulyana held on to hope as the ship struggled, shaking itself apart.

	At her side, Aaliyah threw her own arm around the Captain, clinging tight to her.

	With her at my side– we won’t fail.

	Judged–

	–and found worthy.

	Directly below the sun disk, body of God, the Brigand leveled out, avoiding the surface.

	A mere 50 meters below the edge of their world.

	On the bridge, the officers nearly stumbled out of their chairs, having been leaning to keep themselves level while the ship had been tilted and now finding themselves in obscene angles with the ship righted. All the cans and cups rattled one more time. One final quake spread through the ship that rumbled right into Ulyana’s chest as they stabilized. On the main screen there was bright, blue ocean all around them.

	Final labored breaths shook the terror out of their chests. They were– they were safe? 

	“Damage report.” Ulyana said, exhibiting a slight trepidation.

	“We might have some leaky pipes and a few pumps to replace.” Kamarik said.

	“We have electrical damage basically everywhere. Core’s heating up.” Geninov added.

	“The hangar’s a mess. Tools everywhere.” Semyonova moaned. “A few injuries. No deaths.”

	“Subhaan Allah.” Fatima said, holding a hand against her breast and breathing deep.

	Ulyana laid a hand over her face. What a mess. “At least we’re alive. Kamarik, get us down to 200 or 300 depth again. Take it slow and start phasing out the heavy water from the system and refilling with sea water. Prioritize refilling the core, even if we have to move at one knot or stay still. Semyonova, tell everyone not to use the faucets or anything right now, it’s going to be full of agarthic salt if they do. God, what a mess. Everyone run checks on your own systems. Are all the sensors still up? We need to plan repairs too. Get Lebedova on it if she isn’t. If she needs additional manpower the pilots can help.”

	It was a lot easier to resume the act of being Captain than to take in what had happened.

	At his station, however, Kamarik was smiling placidly, leaning back on his chair.

	“Something wrong?” Ulyana asked, near breathless from everything that had transpired.

	Kamarik shook his head. “No, just taking this whole shit in. We’re naval legends now, Captain.”

	He ran his hand over his station screen like he was comforting it. “This dame really did it.”

	“We’re gonna be dead legends soon!” Geninov shouted from Zachikova’s station.

	Dozens of red flashes appeared on the main screen, target boxes around incoming objects.

	Leviathans. Sprayfish class, Barding class, Greathorn class– leviathans of all sizes.

	Great maws, long bodies, numerous jets, bio-cannons. All kinds of body plans.

	They had detected the Brigand and were approaching, cautiously, curiously, in numbers.

	“We traded a big one for every fucking little one in a ten kilometer radius!” Geninov cried.

	Ulyana shut her eyes and drew in a breath. She tried not to panic. It was another moment.

	One of many that would characterize their journey from here. All she could do was face it.

	“You said you would handle this? Show me you aren’t a fraud then– or die with us.”

	She turned a glare on Arbitrator I, who seemed perfectly calm with the situation.

	Letting go of Zachikova, whom she had been tenderly embracing during the ascent.

	She walked forward, between all the stations on the middle tier, just below the Captain.

	“Of course. Please observe. I am who I say I am. And with this, I seal an oath to this vessel.”

	On the main screen the pack of Leviathans approached, circling, spiraling, hurtling forth–

	Arbitrator I raised her hand to the main screen, eyes glowing with red rings.

	“Raise not your arms against the master of Lemuria and chosen of Shalash. Omensight.”

	Ulyana felt something stir. Something that made the tiniest hairs on her skin stand on end.

	In front of her Arbitrator I glowed for a split second with a myriad of colors.

	It could’ve been the lights, or it could’ve been Ulyana’s own exhaustion.

	These brief explanations could encompass none of what happening, however.

	At her command (at her command?), the Leviathans drawing visibly nearer to the Brigand were given sudden pause, those with fish-like bodies hovering briefly in place before turning away, those with serpentine bodies directing their snaking masses in directions away from the Brigand and coiling at a distance. Those with whale-like bodies that could not easily turn their bulk dove deep to swim beneath the Brigand, unable to swim over due to the proximity to the surface. That teeming mass of life which they had attracted crossed past them and dispersed. Ahead of them the ocean became clear again.

	Clear of the Leviathans, but in their place, the sunlit world was still filled with life.

	With the danger passed, the main screen filled with the beauty of paradise. 

	White rays of sunlight penetrated the water’s surface and illuminated schools of small fish swimming in their thousands. Jellyfish with surfaces cycling through the colors of natural rainbows rose and fell in their natural diligence. Larger fish preyed on the small as if nothing had disturbed their hidden world. Those Leviathans went from being threats to rejoining nature, navigating with their own majesty amid the ordinary creatures. In contact with the light, and separated from the benthic world of humanity, nature flourished in the photic zone. Ulyana watched this serene landscape, with quiet reverence, as if still counting the seconds of life that she had left in the face of a danger now, finally, abated.

	A collective sigh reverberated across the bridge. They were finally safe. 

	They had survived.

	Exhausted officers put their heads on their station desks, deflating after the danger washed over them. Geninov was loudly sobbing. Fatima and Semyonova openly crying. Kamarik repeatedly tapped his fist on the wall near him. Fernanda stood up from her station and bowed her head over it, shifting her feet as if to keep from kicking. Beside Ulyana, Aaliyah’s ears and tail drooped so low they might have fallen off.

	In place of the adrenaline and the blood boiling stalwartly in her veins, Ulyana felt a sharp stab of pain in the middle of her forehead. She hardly felt a migraine like this since she stopped drinking herself drunk. Life had stopped moving second by labored second, but she still felt the inertia brimming inside her. All of it was over, finally over. No enemies on their sensors. Just them, alone, and the open sea.

	Her crew could rest. A Captain’s work was never done, however.

	“Hey,”

	Leaning back for comfort, calmly breathing, Ulyana fixed her attention back on Arbitrator I.

	“What was all that shit you just said? Explain what the hell just happened. Right now.”

	She jabbed an accusing finger at the pale woman below.

	Arbitrator I beamed, bobbing her head from side to side with her hands behind her back.

	“It was just the incantation to my magic spell!” She declared cheerfully.

	Beside the Captain’s chair, Zachikova raised both of her hands to her face, groaning.

	Ulyana felt a familiar gentle pat on the shoulder.

	“We’ll save it for the interrogation, Captain.”

	At her side, Aaliyah Bashare smiled, relieved and cheerful, while comforting Ulyana.

	Her face might as well have glowed for how beautiful it looked at that moment.

	“To hell and back again, Captain. Or I couldn’t call myself your Commissar.” She said.

	Ulyana returned the smile gratefully. “You have no idea how much that means to me, Aaliyah.”

	While the ship slowly got underway again, the two of them fixed gentle eyes on one another.

	So it went.

	For the first time in what felt like forever, the Brigand was free from external, violent threats.

	It would take time for Ulyana to feel safe about everything she had learned today, however.

	Their horizon was filled with fog and smoke. But they could do nothing but go forth through it.

	For the next leg of their journey, the Brigand’s path would be lit by the sun itself.

	An even grander journey awaited them. At least Ulyana would not have to command it alone.

	

	

	Within the roiling red cloud that had burst from Goryk’s Abyss lumbered a great tyrant of the seas.

	Rising out of a wound in the earth, roaring its entrance into the world of “human civilization.”

	Avoiding its strength, the humans which had borne witness to its rise fled in every direction.

	Its name was Dagon. With six eyes on its head and several across its body, the monster watched the machine it had sought to pursue shoot skyward at a bewildering pace. In itself, the beast scarcely understood what it was seeing or what had happened– but deep within the pressurized cavities of the monster there were symbiotic intelligences that understood what had transpired. They guided the creature to resume its flight within the shadowed wilderness of what was known as “Sverland.”

	These intelligences did not answer to the beast, however, nor did the beast truly answer to them.

	Both Dagon and its navigators bowed before the authority of the being Dagon was born to protect.

	“We were tracking a ship, weren’t we? How come nobody’s updated me on it?”

	Her voice reverberated across the interior of Dagon’s cerebral pod, stirring semi-transparent teal-blue organelles on the surrounding walls, like sinewy boils in which humanoid bodies could be seen to float, suspended in a film of dimly glowing gel, and affixed by their slender, pale necks to great bundles of nerves and arteries. Moisture glistened on the leather-pink surfaces which hardened black at the edges of the organelles. They shuddered with understanding of her requests and spoke silently to her.

	Numbers and coordinates and data filtered into her mind from the minds surrounding her.

	“Huh? You all let it get away? Why? There was no reason to engage it? Putting those vile excuses for homo sapiens in their place is good enough for me. It would have taken us no effort to crush them utterly, no? What do you mean? What do you mean it would have been dangerous?”

	She developed an angry twitch as she conversed verbally with beings speaking mentally.

	“Autarch, the vessel rose to the surface. It was a powerful vessel. We did not engage in pursuit.”

	“I know. Navigation told me. But thank you for appearing, Enforcer II, to take the blame.”

	In the middle of the womb-like cavity rose a black, crab-legged armored throne upon which sat the exalted Autarch of the Omenseers, known as Arbitrator II. Her current body was still immature, a slender pale figure with red hair longer than herself and a single curled horn on the side of her head. Dressed in a white robe bedecked with biologically luminescent cuticles, a tail twice her size curling around her throne.

	At her feet, a pale woman with wavy brown hair kneeled. She had arrived from a sphincter leading down into the lower womb, within which prepared combat bodies were maintained. Her white and black dress had a trim of brown fibers and colored algae and flattered her mature figure. If at present the Autarch appeared like an older teen or younger adult, the creature before her was a middle aged woman.

	“Autarch,” Enforcer II began, “Forgive me for the miscalculation, but I’m afraid Dagon is not yet mature enough to rise any further. It was grown in the Agartha, and its body is still soft. It must adapt to the waters of the homo sapiens and must then adapt to the waters farther above. It will take time.”

	Arbitrator II rolled her eyes. “Okay but why didn’t we fire at the ship? How mature are the weapons?”

	“I’m afraid the bio-cannons have only reached 40% maturity. Missiles are at 50%. Forgive me, milord.”

	The Autarch’s voice became slower, deeper, evident of her displeasure. “Hold out your arm. Right now.”

	Enforcer II quietly and dutifully outstretched her arm. Arbitrator II did not even move in her seat.

	In a split second arm fell from elbow with a violent, bloody discharge as if sliced off.

	Blood sprayed in a streak over Enforcer II’s beautiful features. She grimaced, enduring the pain.

	On the ground, the severed arm rolled down the pod before the floor itself opened to consume it.

	Absorbing the flesh into the surroundings such that it could not be recovered.

	“While you reflect upon your gross miscalculations you can restore your arm bit by bit. Dismissed.”

	Enforcer II mustered a pained smile and bowed to Arbitrator II, arm still bleeding.

	Arbitrator II laid back, sighing. “Oh well. No matter. For now, I’ll just savor the journey.”

	Gazing around the kingdom in miniature from which she would survey the “human” world.

	Grinning with self-satisfaction. Soon, she knew. Soon, the time of the Syzygy would be upon them.

	Dagon glided over the ocean surface, beginning its path through the fringes of human existence.

	A great shadow of once-dormant secrets now probing out from within the depths of Aer.

	Arbitrator II drummed fingers on her cheek. Idly recalling visions of her previous selves.

	She had airy glimpses, passing feelings, of a great history to which she was a crucial part.

	“Why hurry, after all? Let’s toy with them a bit. The Titan of Aether has an unchangeable destiny.”

	

	

	 


9.2

	“Large biological entity rising from the Goryk Abyss, 2 kilometer from stern.”

	“Profile matches ‘Dagon’, fortress-class of the Omenseer military group ‘Syzygy’.”

	“Shields are at 60% power, no coverage over breached area.”

	“Port-side stern guns are not responding electronically. Could still be manually operated.”

	“Milord, your orders?”

	On the bridge of the Antenora the main screen filled with a red and brown fog as the levels of katov mass continued to climb. Deep within that fog an enormous monster had arisen. Taking turns and speaking quickly but not over each other, the drones delivered their reports. There was no anxiousness in their voices or mannerisms, but they knew this was a crisis and it necessitated alertness and alacrity. 

	Norn and Adelheid turned from Hunter III, who was caught in a strange panic squeezing up against a corner of the bridge, and they looked over the situation developing on the main screen.

	“Retain course away from the gorge for now. Where is the Pandora’s Box?” Norn said.

	“They are moving in the direction of the gorge.” Said one of the drones.

	Norn’s lips curled into a self-satisfied grin. “Oh, nothing to worry about then.”

	“Acknowledged.” Said the drones.

	“Nothing to worry about?” Adelheid asked. “That monster’s like Hunter III, isn’t it? The drones said it belonged to those Omenseers. It’d be pretty tough to kill if that’s the case, right?”

	Norn glanced at the main screen again, shaking her head.

	“We don’t know the full extent of what they’re capable of, but I doubt it’s an Omenseer body. An Omenseer would need to consume an enormous amount of mass to assume such a gigantic form using their powers as I understand them. And even if they had all that mass, they would need even more mass to patch it up against damage from a ship’s gun– it wouldn’t be a fight like those soldiers had at Ajillo against Hunter III where they couldn’t harm her. Regardless, it’s the Pandora’s Box’s problem.”

	The Antenora was navigating away from the Goryk Abyss and the Pandora’s Box was set on going to Rhinea, which would lead them to follow the Goryk Gorge westward, closer to Dagon. So in terms of who the monster would see and target first, the Pandora’s Box would present the closest target of opportunity. They would be worthy bait to allow the Antenora to flee easily. There was no danger to them.

	Adelheid seemed to catch Norn’s drift– and seemed dissatisfied with it.

	“I suppose so. I take it you’re not going to try to intervene for Elena then?”

	“Why would I? She could’ve been safe with me, and she chose not to. She talked big about finding her own way– let her taste the consequences of her actions then.” Norn shrugged. “I’m quite happy for Arbitrator II’s timely return to the world. It’ll serve to put Elena back in her place.”

	“Sounds like you’re holding more of a grudge than I thought.” Adelheid said, grinning.

	Norn tossed some of her blond hair in a dismissive gesture. “Be quiet, you.”

	Adelheid was briefly erased from her attentions, and Norn knelt in front of Hunter III again, who had her back to the wall, her eyes glowing with red rings. Hunter III was seeing past them with those eyes, past the walls, past the Katov mass, to the Leviathan in the waters behind them. She was performing psionics, which she would have referred to as Omenseeing, to try to ward off the Leviathan’s attack. And perhaps, for other reasons as well. From what Norn managed to dig up from the archives of the Sunlight Foundation, it was their understanding that every Omenseer had a connection to Arbitrator II. At this moment, if the Autarch was on that biological vessel, she was likely able to communicate with Hunter III.

	That was how Hunter III was so certain that the Autarch was near.

	What was she being told? Was she trying to resist her influence in some way?

	It wasn’t the first time they had seen this. Hunter III and Norn went back a few years. 

	When she had first found the little creature, unconscious in a puddle of her own filth in the depths of an underclass station habitat, the Autarch herself had given her a warning, in Hunter III’s own voice.

	“Titan of Ice, you offer sympathy to this little wretch at your own peril. I am watching.”

	Presumptuous little bitch. If Euphrates and Tigris had killed her before, Norn could also.

	Still, it was advantageous to be able to travel in the photic zone without coming to harm. This is why tales of things like the Omenseers were once legendary among the ocean-going caste. They had attained all kinds of names in the canon of sailing myths, but all of the stories cast the ancient navigators as kingmakers of legendary ships, bestowing power and treasure. That it came with potentially having a spy aboard at all times didn’t outweigh the benefits unless Norn needed to confront the Autarch directly. 

	But the arrangement always mystified her. The Autarch was up to something.

	Norn had hoped to sever this connection, and thus truly command Hunter III.

	However, her confrontation with Euphrates made her realize she was still lacking in ability.

	She survived and outwitted Euphrates, it was only their familiarity that allowed her to find an advantage. 

	Challenging an entity that was powerful in the Aether was trickier than she envisioned.

	Even with all of her powers and understanding, Arbitrator II felt farther out of reach than ever.

	Norn knew about the act, about the exertions, about the effects of psionics– but not enough about the source of the power, and how it interacted with the invisible world. In order to become stronger she needed to understand and explore Aether itself. She needed to know more about the mechanics of Aether as force, and the makeup of Aether as the space for clairvoyance and spiritual journeys.

	Her intuition was deep and broad, it made her strong.

	But it was incomplete. It was not true knowledge. And so Arbitrator II still eluded her.

	Norn set down her hand atop Hunter III’s head and stroked the creature’s hair tenderly.

	“I’m sorry. Please endure, and do not fear for us. I promise that I will free you.”

	Hunter III shuddered, blinked, and tears escaped from her eyes.

	

	

	In the middle of the hangar, the crew gave plenty of space for the confrontation to play out.

	The recovered Petra and Yurii, the crew extracting Selene, Adelheid, they watched silently.

	“Get up.”

	“Master, please–”

	“Get up from the fucking floor Gertrude.”

	She was kneeling, bowing. After everything she did! That shameless bitch–!

	“I fucking said get up!”

	Compelled by an invisible force, Gertrude Lichtenberg nearly jumped from the floor of the hangar as if picked up, lifted, and thrown onto her feet. She landed standing unsteadily, and almost fell back down, raising her hands in front of herself desperately as if trying to push Norn away. Norn approached step by daunting step, fists balled up at her sides, red eyes locked furiously on to Gertrude, and as she did Gertrude backed away step by step as if dogged by a predatory animal. In the middle of the hangar, with the drones working around them and the officers staring without expression–

	“Please, Master Norn– please listen–”

	“Temporal control.”

	Norn was too furious, so she could not stop time entirely. 

	She understood implicitly how slow or how fast time was moving during Temporal Control because of its effect on her heart. It was moving at about “half speed”, so Gertrude could have potentially still reacted, even if it was ineffectual, but Norn would not let her. Moving quickly, she kicked Gertrude’s legs out from under her. She controlled her strength so as not to break Gertrude’s legs. 

	She only wanted to trip her.

	In order to allow Gertrude to begin falling, Norn breathed in–

	“Norn–!”

	Gertrude cried out in time for the second Temporal Control to take place.

	She was suspended in air, parallel to the floor.

	Norn raised her hand. She wanted to punch Gertrude to the floor.

	In her mind she was already plotting the next few ways she’d inflict pain on Gertrude.

	A punch to the stomach hard enough to smash her right back to the floor.

	A psionic push to force Gertrude back to a stand, and as she stood, a punch to the face.

	Hardening her sweat– freezing her tears against the spheres of her eyes–

	Maybe ask her a few rhetorical questions to feed back into her own anger while she beat her. What did you think you were doing? Why did you countermand my order? Selene could have been killed! You could have been killed! Elena could have been killed! Did you want to subvert my command? Don’t you realize I am the one who controls you? Through your actions were you trying to control me?

	Her heart and lungs moved even slower– Temporal Control had strengthened slightly.

	Enough for Norn to look at her own fist, closed, ready to attack. As if she too was slowed.

	That fist– her hand– it was as many things as she was. Locked in a multiplicity of states.

	Apostle of Ice.

	Immortal of the Sunlight Foundation.

	Praetorian.

	Head of the House of Fueller.

	Commander.

	Katarran–

	Norn von Fueller. Astra Palaiologos. She was all things that in the world were made to kill, destroy, to unmake and reduce. Her fist was an extension of her great power to kill which she had wielded countless times. She had killed such an innumerable amount of people with her bare hands that she felt her closest instinct was not to touch but to bludgeon, to choke, to gouge, to tear apart. In her mind there was a red haze of spilt blood that reeked of iron. In her ears a tinnitus of snapping bone.

	Born in a palace she couldn’t remember; growing up in a hole she wanted to forget.

	Had that little creature huddling in the dark even been aware of her destructive destiny?

	Was that always the person she was meant to become–?

	And– could it ever– change–?

	Norn peered deep into the wide, fear-stricken, tear-studded eyes of Gertrude Lichtenberg.

	In the time bubble, with her heart slowly failing and her head slowly clouding, it was as if she was transported back in time to when she first met Gertrude, prostrated before her. Alone, pleading, begging for her life. Having no resources, no parents, nobody to rely on in her hour of need. For the first time she called Norn “master.” Back then– she wasn’t useful to Norn whatsoever. However–

	–she reminded Norn of him, for a second, didn’t she? It tugged on her sympathy.

	She realized that she couldn’t have let Doenitz and Brauchitsch have their way with her.

	Now–

	Gertrude had disobeyed her. She had almost killed Selene, Elena, maybe even herself.

	Her body was suspended before her, awaiting punishment.

	Alone, pleading, begging for her life. At her own lowest moment, having lost everything.

	Norn drew in a deep breath.

	Before her, Gertrude fell suddenly on the floor, on her back. She grimaced, clutching her stomach.

	She realized that Norn had not struck her. “Master, thank you! Thank you for sparing me!”

	“I’m not your Master anymore, Gertrude. I have nothing more to teach you.”

	She wouldn’t make the same mistake as with Konstantin again and again and again.

	Looking down at Gertrude, at her expression of renewed horror as she realized–

	“Please forgive me.” Gertrude begged. “Master, please I still– I still need you–!”

	Norn kneeled down and spoke in a low voice, one only Gertrude could hear.

	“I forgive you. I have all the forgiveness in the world for someone like you. It’s my greatest flaw as a person, even greater than my rages and all the blood on my hands. My boundless sympathy for powerless people with dark ambitions. My crazed desire to give the world to fools with nothing but lofty words.” She said. “So I forgive you. But I won’t help you chase after Elena. It’s over, Gertrude.”

	It hurt. It really did hurt in a way Norn thought she could never be hurt.

	What was Gertrude to her? What did it mean for her to call her ‘master’?

	As a teacher, she was neglectful. As a guardian, she was clearly a dismal failure.

	And yet, it still hurt– not to be able to crown this pitiful girl king of her own wanton desires.

	Norn had really cared about her– she had actually come to esteem her. It had been fun.

	It had been fun having someone, for a while, that she thought could aspire to her position. Someone who could learn through her skin the violent language of power and humanity and become a villain as Norn had. She realized too late where she had erred — exactly as she had with Konstantin. Every damn time. She realized too late that the passion she so admired had become a blind, consuming wildfire.

	Now, all she could do was continue to play the villain like she had been.

	Norn von Fueller could never be a hero, after all. Not even to one single person.

	So she stood, turning her back to Gertrude, leaving her in the middle of the hangar.

	“Gertrude Lichtenberg! You’ve graduated from Norn Tauscherer’s own school for temerity and bastardy!” She put on a grin and shouted to let off some emotion. Hopefully it was funny to someone else. To anyone else. “I have nothing more to teach you. I will return you to the Iron Lady and should our paths cross thereafter, don’t expect I will ally with you easily. Erich has not been keen on his own support for the Inquisition. I recommend you head to Konstantinople. Your only allies lie there.”

	Gertrude stood, slowly, with a grim expression on her face.

	“Ma’am, I accept your terms. I have no other choice. But I’d have to go through Rhinea to return to the seat of the Inquisition, and the Volkisch bar the way. It’d be suicidal to head back.”

	Even now, Norn felt compelled to give her a parting gift of sorts.

	Maybe, if it was Gertrude– if it was her who saw it–

	She might understand–

	So, foolish as it was, vulnerable as it made her, Norn lowered her voice to the girl again–

	“Between Sverland and Veka lies the Abyss of Kesar. Descend Kesar’s Gorge and seek the habitat that lies at 3000 depth, and beyond that, if you have the will, continue descending through the Katov mass. If you can’t find something there to help you, then you were not meant to succeed, High Inquisitor. You could give yourself up to the Union, perhaps. They’re certainly more principled than the Volkisch.”

	Norn knew it was stupid and sentimental to have said such a thing, even to Gertrude.

	But this was the sum total of the legacy that she could bequeath to anyone.

	Kesar’s Abyss, where she had grown in the deepest darkness.

	And beyond that darkness–

	Agartha.

	Where Gertrude might acquire greater power and understanding– or die.

	Did she believe in her–? Norn didn’t want to have hope for it. She had already said enough.

	Gertrude in return had nothing to say to that. Norn imagined her expression darkened and embittered, the way she had raged all throughout the time they chased the Pandora’s Box. Norn did not turn around to face Gertrude again. With her back turned, she made herself depart the hangar entirely.

	Whatever happened from now would be Gertrude’s own doing under only her own power.

	For the rest of her stay on the Iron Lady they would neither see nor speak to one another.

	Samoylovych and Petra detained her for her misdeeds, and she remained quietly in the brig.

	“You told her about Kesar. I read it in your lips. Don’t even try to hide it.” Adelheid said.

	They took the elevator together, hoping to be ready in the medbay for Selene.

	“It doesn’t matter.” Norn said, though it clearly did.

	“You’ve never even shown that place to me.” Adelheid added.

	Norn laid a hand on Adelheid’s head and ruffled her red hair dismissively.

	“Norn–!” She began groaning.

	“You already believe and trust me, so you don’t need to see it. But I’ll take you someday.”

	“Hmph. Fine. Keep your secrets. I’m keeping mine too.” Adelheid teased, grinning.

	Norn narrowed her eyes and crossed her arms. “Hey. What is that supposed to mean?”

	As it was normal for them to do, they bickered childishly the whole way.

	

	

	Floating in the water before her, crosshairs deadly sited. Enemy suspended between life and death on the instant mercy of a trigger pull. Weapons locked, vision wavering with rage and anxiety, killing blow one twitch removed. Her face reflected on glass across dozens of screens and meters, eyes on rainbow fire, sweating bullets, breath like steam, grin like a knife-slash across the bottom of her face.

	Sonya Shalikova!

	Your pretend powers are insult to genetic perfection!

	Accept your place as a born-to-be corpse!

	Die! Die as many times as it takes!

	She pressed the trigger again and again and again–

	Purple tongues of a great daemonic power surged across her arm.

	Selene saw a white-haired white face almost exactly like her own.

	Apparition on every screen, pink lips spreading with sympathy to speak,

	“I will save you.”

	Her arm shattered, her fire leaped back at her in judgment.

	What?! No! I’m your master! Shoot her! Shoot HER!

	Bolts of purple lightning tore across her own armor, tunneling hex-shaped scars through her cockpit and slicing across her seat like razor serpents, crawling over her body tearing out hex-shaped cross-sections of her face, blood bursting from her like great smoking geysers, organs melting into gore slush, her trapped body writhing and twisting and thrashing, her face frozen rictus of unimaginable agony–

	“No!”

	With a jump, Selene found herself suddenly no longer out at sea.

	Distant furious thoughts that had spun in her brain like a whirlpool suddenly quelled.

	She was in a bed, dressed in a patient gown with nothing under it.

	In a sudden surge of anxiety she raised her hands to her head. Her indigo hair was all there. Her antennae were still affixed. Her cheeks, her shoulders, her breasts, her stomach, everything she touched was still attached and unbroken. Selene breathed in and out. She scanned the room in a mute panic.

	“Welcome back to the world of the living, little ace.”

	At her side, Norn and Adelheid took up two chairs adjacent to the bed.

	Across from her, the doctor, Livia Van Der Meer watched from her desk.

	Selene stared at them, quivering with anxiety, struggling breaths quaking in her chest.

	On a wheeled chair, Livia rolled around to the other side of Selene’s bed.

	“Take a look, kiddo! It’s pretty fun-looking isn’t it?”

	With an amused look on her face, Livia showed Selene a mirror. The girl observed that her right eye had aggressive red veins around the edges, and that the outline of her irises was completely distorted. Half of it had become a rainbow-colored fractal shape three branches deep into the white around it. Her heart jumped at the sight of it. Selene had never seen something like it before in her life.

	“What the hell is that?” She asked, turning sharply toward Norn. “Do I have a disease?”

	“No. It’s the lingering effects of a psynadium overdose.” Norn said.

	“You can overdose on that shit?” Selene asked.

	“You can overdose on it! You can even die! Psynadium has been described in the literature of a certain unsavory group as a ‘neural accelerator’ that increases blood flow to the brain and ‘dilates thought pathways’, whatever the hell that means!” Livia said cheerfully. “Thankfully I have been administering psioxone, a ‘neural accelerator antagonist,’ to keep you whole and hale!”

	Selene was speechless. Not just at the doctor’s manic behavior, but at her own foolishness.

	She had pumped a lot of psynadium during her confrontation with that girl–

	Sonya Shalikova.

	To think she had to go this far to try to outmatch her and even so–

	“I fucked up.” Selene mumbled. “I totally fucked it all up.”

	“You’re lucky you didn’t suffer permanent brain damage. Maybe you really are a fucking ubermensch.” Norn said, openly sighed once her last glib statement left her lips. “Because of the psioxone, you’ll be unable to use psionic abilities until you recover. Don’t even try to read auras or look at the aether. It will only frustrate you. You will stay put here and rest until I say otherwise. Understood?”

	“Yes.”

	What else could Selene say? She felt foolish, like she had lost her credibility.

	That manic wind which had swept her since she learned about her origins was no longer rushing her forward. Her first real test of strength, and she had been taken apart by some nobody. She had her at the end but– only with a gun that she couldn’t really fire. A small bitterness arose when she thought of that. When she recalled the events that had transpired at the edge of memory. She needed to know.

	“Norn, why didn’t you let me kill her?” Selene mumbled.

	“Selene, this isn’t a bloodsport, you know? Think about the bigger picture.” Adelheid said.

	Selene shot a glare at the incongruous red-head. “I wasn’t asking you.”

	“You weren’t, but she’s right.” Norn added, a quick and sharp retort. “Sure, you could have killed that girl with the cartridge, you can tell yourself you won that bout if it makes you feel better. But our goal was to extract Elena from the Pandora’s Box, and you were no closer to doing so in that situation.”

	“Fine, I fucked up. I fucked it all up. Then just– just toss me aside like trash, then.”

	Selene’s fingers squeezed the blankets over the lower half of her body.

	She gritted her teeth. A spasm of anxiety shook through her chest.

	Tears started to build in her eyes. She was useless now. Complete garbage.

	Without the Jagdkaiser, or any other Diver to pilot, she wasn’t anything special. Some colossus of genetics she had proven to be. She felt like she was back to square one. She wasn’t some great and invincible psionic super-being, and she hadn’t even proven herself a particular capable pilot either. That Sonya Shalikova had completely outmaneuvered her. Her psionics couldn’t reach that girl. She felt like an idiot, thinking back to every stupid misstep she made during that fight which had grown in her heart to have such a frenzied, insane importance that she had lost sight of everything surrounding it.

	Norn reached out a hand and set it right on top of Selene’s head.

	Gently ruffling her hair like she was petting a small animal.

	“You’re still my ace and the best pilot on this ship.” She said. “I’m telling you already to stop thinking about that one engagement. That goes both ways– don’t focus on it as a source of victory or as the potential for ultimate defeat. At the end of it all, as your commander, I take responsibility for our defeat. I underestimated the enemy, and I entrusted tactical command to the wrong individual. I don’t blame you for the mess that Gertrude Lichtenberg and I created in the first place. Just lay down and relax, ok?”

	That hardly assuaged Selene’s fears. It didn’t change what had happened at all.

	“I don’t want your pity. How the hell am I supposed to keep going after all this?”

	“Live to spite your enemies. Grow stronger to take your revenge. Remember what I said?”

	Norn withdrew her hand, and patted Selene on the shoulder.

	“I’m not giving you my pity. Once you recover, I’m going to put you through hell.”

	Selene raised her head and fixed a quizzical look on Norn’s determined eyes.

	“What is that– what do you mean–?”

	“I’m going to train you personally. You’re my ace; I’ll make sure you’ll be worthy of that.”

	Norn smiled at her. It was one of her usual awful grins but Selene felt it was different too.

	“You shouldn’t go too hard on her.” Adelheid said, crossing her arms.

	“You get ready too. Your piss-poor psionics are beneath my standards as well.”

	“Excuse me?”

	Selene felt a strange excitement brimming under her skin at the prospect.

	Could she become the true protégé of Norn the Praetorian? Immortal Apostle of Ice?

	“Norn, why?” Selene said, interrupting the lover’s quarrel playing out in front of her.

	“Why what?” Norn asked.

	“I don’t understand. I– I failed you. Why would you bother with me anymore?”

	Selene started to actually weep. She couldn’t hold back the tears anymore.

	She was a product who had failed to live up to her designed expectations.

	Despite all the lofty ambitions which had been ascribed to her birth, she was a failure.

	So why–?

	“You mean why would I train you? Because you need it, obviously.”

	“What? It can’t be that simple.”

	“You cry too much. Just calm down already. I’m not such a bad commander, am I?”

	Adelheid butted in again with a little shrug. “I can see where she would get the impression.”

	“No one asked you. If you’re not going to be productive then be quiet.” Norn said.

	“I told you Selene– you would hate it the first time she scolds you.” Adelheid teased.

	Those two were putting on an act to try to make her feel better, she realized.

	They always did that. They started bickering with each other like a couple of kids–

	And it made any situation, no matter how awful, feel run of the mill and every-day.

	What a stupid bit of theater, wasn’t it? But it made Selene chuckle just a tiny bit.

	“I do think you’re something special, Selene. I didn’t lie about what I wanted with you.”

	Norn looked at her again with that determined seriousness she had before.

	“It’s not because of your psychotic mother’s obsession with eugenics. Nor is it because of Euphrates taking you under her wing. It’s because you remind me of another girl who felt born from nothing in a deep, dark hole in the ground, growing up secluded from everything. That girl who was whisked away from hiding and fed a grand destiny. I always wished that she could have been freed from that destiny.”

	“That’s–” Selene’s face turned a little bitter. “That rhetoric is totally empty to me, Norn.”

	“I want you to attain the power to surpass your obligations and protect your own freedom.”

	Selene could not say anything to that. They had already had a conversation like this and back then Selene had wanted to say the same thing she wanted to say now: did she want a ‘thank you’ for that? Because Selene would not thank her for this self-serving sophistry. All her life Selene had grown up wanting an answer to a simple set of questions: “Who am I?” “Why was I born?” “What am I meant for?”      

	Nobody was giving her a straight answer. All of them could go to hell for that.

	She wanted to hear: “You are Selene Anahid. You were born from love and into greatness.”

	For the past few days, before she sortied out to be defeated by that Shalikova.

	Selene had really come to believe that she was special. That her life had meaning.

	That she was born with a great destiny inscribed in her genes.

	Because if you weren’t born with a such a destiny, how did you attain it?

	Who could give it to you? Who could tell you your life wasn’t just an empty whim?

	How did you come to know whether or not your existence had any meaning to it?

	People who were born from the womb had destinies imbued into their very flesh.

	Families, communities, territories, states and nations, ethnicities, all with their own history.

	Selene wasn’t even a Katarran. She was a blank slate. Where did her purpose come from?

	“Norn, I– I just want to be able to tell myself I’m more than nothing. Do you get it?”

	Norn shut her eyes briefly. She had a little smile again. “I know. But I can’t relate to your anxiety Selene. Because I’ve regretted all the easy answers I was given. Unlike you, I wish that nobody had given me their lofty purposes and made me believe in my own grandiosity. And I don’t wish that regret on you.”

	She reached out again and laid her hand on top of one of Selene’s hands.

	Still looking her in the eyes. That strange tenderness disarmed Selene momentarily.

	“For now, is it enough to be Selene Anahid, ace pilot of the Antenora?” Norn asked.

	“I don’t know.” Selene said. Her defiance was weary and waning, however.

	Hearing the word ‘ace’ and feeling Norn’s touch really did set her heart alight a little.

	“Selene, I need you. Will you stay with us? At least until you have found a better answer.”

	That word, ‘need’, really shot through Selene’s chest like a bolt of lightning.

	She quivered. Her stomach felt fluttery. What could she say? She tried to be defiant, but–

	“Quit patronizing me. It’s not like I can fucking go anywhere else.” She said.

	“I can drop you off at the next peaceful dock we find. Free of obligations.” Norn said.

	“Fuck no! What would I do with myself? Just shut up and just– keep using me, then.”

	Selene laid back in her bed. She felt stupid, like a little kid giddy with her parent’s praise.

	A facile, pathetic feeling– to be so validated by such a vacuous thing as being ‘needed’.

	“I’ll rest and recover and think about my future after I’m through with your stupid training.”

	Selene turned her back on Norn and covered herself up in her blankets with a huff.

	Under them, her face felt red and hot, and she wanted to cry. But she felt– less bad.

	

	

	“How’s life treating you, little Hunter? Oh wait– I can just see it for myself.”

	Hunter III of the Third Sphere found herself in a void surrounded by all kinds of colors.

	She was seeing through her brainself, dragged to meet the progenitor who lived in all of her kind.

	Long red hair, a single horn, a grinning face that was white as bloodless flesh.

	Hovering just above the ground. Her arms spread out so the colors could coil about her.

	The Autarch of the Omenseers. Arbitrator II of the First Sphere.

	“Please don’t make me hurt ‘em. I really don’t wanna. I really don’t wanna, boss.”

	Hunter III kowtowed in front of Arbitrator II, weeping openly, her body shaking violently.

	Arbitrator II furrowed her brow in consternation. Her lips formed a brutal grin.

	“Huh? Really? Weird! But I thought all that you cared about was eating, Hunter III!” Arbitrator II said dismissively. “I was convinced that you were just a stupid little animal who just wanted to stuff your gullet with meat from whatever source you can get it. Last time I ever trusted you with anything you just ran off like an idiot to gorge yourself and ruined my plot! Do you remember? Of course you don’t! Don’t even answer! I know you only remember the taste of meat. That’s all that fills your dim little brain, is meat and eating and looking for your next meal of meat. Even after I uplifted you, rotten little vermin. So would you really be so upset if you ate the Titan of Ice and the miserable hominins in her employ?”

	Hunter III looked up from the floor and Arbitrator II’s face was directly in front of hers.

	Wide-open furious eyes locking with Hunter III’s own.

	“Please don’t– Please. I’ll do anythin’ boss. I’ll really do anything but hurt ‘em, please.”

	Hunter III’s weeping eyes just centimeters from the cold, heartless gaze of Arbitrator II.

	In the next instant the Autarch returned to her hovering position, laughing to herself.

	“You’re lucky that almost to the very last individual, you Hunter caste have all turned out to be totally useless to me. I don’t expect better from any of you, so don’t worry, I have no grand punishment planned. Having you eat the Titan of Ice and her crew would be really funny, even more now that I know you esteem them for some bizarre reason. But it’s better you just stay so I can keep an eye on them.”

	Arbitrator II made a subtle beckoning motion with her slender white hand.

	In that instant, some of Hunter III’s colors fled from her and formed a bubble.

	In the Autarch’s hands, that bubble began to reflect images with Hunter III’s memories.

	Eating the delicious steer– killing all the bad men Norn told her to– saving Adelheid–

	Norn patting her head– and all the feelings that rushed into her chest when it happened–

	“Liberate you? Oh that’s funny. I’d like to see that evolutionary dead-end try it.”

	Arbitrator II closed her hand around the bubble of Hunter III’s memories, crushing it.

	Colors swirled around her and drifted up into the air like gas.

	“You may remain at her side. She’s a Titan, after all. We’re destined to do battle.”

	Hunter III looked up from the floor again. Surprised to have received a little mercy.

	When she did, Arbitrator II’s face was hovering directly in front of hers again.

	“But. Remember this. You and them, are bacteria compared to me. I am infinity itself.”

	Arbitrator II gave her that wide-eyed, terrifying stare once more, gauging her reaction.

	“Take advantage of their kindness all you want. But if you hold any notion that you can escape from me, you will only suffer for it. I can assume control of your body any time I want. Don’t give me another reason to notice you, little Hunter. Be meek and know your preordained place in my natural order.”

	Her slender white finger touched Hunter III’s cheek and laid a scratch mark upon it.

	A thin trickle of blood formed on it. Hunter III felt it sting, felt the skin part.

	She felt the influence of Arbitrator II’s power over flesh creeping into her body.

	“Yes, Autarch! I’ll obey! Please don’t do anythin’ rash!” Hunter III begged.

	“Good.”

	Arbitrator II returned back to her floating position, this time on her back, facing skyward.

	She held the overlong ends of her robes over her face as if shielding her eyes from light.

	“Little animals who know their place get to stay in their place, unharmed and undisturbed.” She said. “I must say, I’m really disappointed though. When I uplifted you, I really thought you would appreciate the gift I had given you. Restoring your lost humanity, awakening your potential, giving you mastery over the world. We are divine beings, exalted of the flesh, the apex of biological life. And yet you would give away your holy dignity to comport yourself like a beast anyway. Beasts care only about eating and fucking. Humans should support my Godly ambitions. It makes me angry. It makes me furious that I couldn’t restore the fullness of the humanity you lost– and you don’t even care about it.”

	Hunter III felt herself be pulled up as if by invisible hands.

	Raised up by her wrists, dangling like a doll in front of the lounging Arbitrator II.

	“It makes me seethe to think that bastards from 1000 years ago are still getting their way.”

	She made a dismissive gesture, and Hunter III’s aetheric self was instantly torn apart.

	Her arms limbs ripped in opposite directions, her torso pinched in half at the belly.

	Head burst like a blood-filled boil squeezed by an invisible hand.

	That colorful void in which she had been suspended disappeared instantly.

	Her eyes had been wide open the whole time, her jaw hanging. When her brainself returned to her biological form, Hunter III blinked, and awakened as if from a daydream. For a brief instant she felt intense pain throughout her whole body, shaking itself out through her limbs, down her narrow chest. She gritted her teeth and wept. But the agony was gone as quickly as it came.

	She was on the bridge, her body against a corner on the floor.

	Looking up, Norn and Adelheid had gone, but–

	“Finally awake, cutey?”

	Hunter III looked up and saw the tall, long-haired dog-woman in the gray uniform.

	Yurii Annecy Samoylovych-Darkestdays.

	She waved at her. Hunter III responded with a far less enthusiastic wave of the hand.

	“Where’s Norn? And Adelheid?” She asked.

	“They’re tending to Selene in the medbay.” Samoylovych said. “They wanted me to keep an eye on you now that we’ve tidied up everything else around here. And of course, I couldn’t turn down taking care of a cute little snack like you.” Samoylovych winked at her with a big grin on her face. Hunter III pointed a finger at herself in confusion, as if to ask silently if she was really referring to her.

	“Me, a snack? What’re you talkin’ about?”

	“A delicious morsel. If you were willing, I’d absolutely devour you.”

	“Y’wanna eat me? Like really eat me? No joke?” Hunter III asked in disbelief.

	Samoylovych laughed. “Don’t worry, I’m a gentleman. I’ll make sure you enjoy it.”

	“You gotta be jokin’. I dunno how anyone could enjoy being ate.”

	“Ah ha ha! How charming! Well, maybe someday I’ll teach you personally what I mean.”

	It wasn’t very alarming, if Samoylovych took a bite out of her she could grow the bits back.

	More than anything it was just confusing. But at least it confirmed she had truly awoken.

	Hunter III let out a deep-held sigh and collapsed against the wall, relaxing her tense body. Though the bridge’s main screen still showed a lot of red water, she couldn’t feel the Autarch anymore. That was an incredible relief. As if a dozen spotlights had ceased to burn on her specifically. She couldn’t remember exactly what the Autarch told her– but she felt it. As if it had been burned under her skin.

	“Hey, can you tell Norn everythin’s okay? I wanna take a nap.” Hunter III said.

	“I’ll mention it in my report. But she wants you to check in with the doctor.”

	“Okay. I’ll visit Livia after I’ve had some z’s. Night night Sammy. Don’t eat me, okay?”

	While an incredulous Samoylovych watched her, Hunter III shut her eyes, relaxed her breathing, her mind slowly emptying of difficult thoughts. Refilling with innocent dreams of juicy, red meat.

	

	

	That night, Norn and Adelheid assembled together in one of the planning rooms, setting down a pair of bedrolls on one of the fold-out benches along the wall. The officer’s habitats were sealed off due to the breach the Pandora’s Box had carved in their social pod, so they were planning to bunk in this room for the time being. It had a central table, a few ancillary benches, and a terminal screen.

	However, they also had an important conference to attend. The Antenora had left the waters of Goryk Gorge, escaping the cloud of Katov mass. They reconnected to the laser relay network once more, and established an encrypted connection to the palace at Heitzing, seat of the Fueller Dynasty and capital of the former Imbrian Empire. On the screen, a young blond man in a lavish suit appeared before them, in the background a great blue and green standard hung from a colorful wall.

	A rose on his lapel suggested that he was perhaps readying to attend a party.

	“What’s with the getup?” Norn asked.

	“Salutations to you too, esteemed Aunt.” Erich said dryly.

	He then nodded his head in acknowledgment. “And her adjutant, of course.”

	Adelheid bowed her head. “May you live long and prosper, milord.”

	She was on her best behavior in front of the Prince. She had already been scolded once.

	“Erich, we recovered the defector. Did you know it was Samoylovych’s girl?”

	Norn and the Samoylovych family had some history. Pleasant, for the most part.

	“I had an idea that was the case.” Erich said. “Did you get a chance to peruse the goods?”

	“Yurii is a very attractive girl, athletic, handsome, voluptuous. In full bloom, you could say.” Erich had no reaction to the joke. Adelheid clutched her skirt in clear irritation. Norn continued without acknowledging either. “We’ve discovered that the Vekans are planning a major security alliance with the Union, and furthermore, that they are under pressure from the Hanwans. I suspect the Hanwans will take the opportunity with all that’s going on to make a swing for total control of the South Nobilis gap to secure their mining colony. The question is how hard will Carmilla swing the hammer down?”

	Erich shut his eyes as if contemplating what he was told.

	“The Union? That’s interesting. I thought they would bide their time until the very end.”

	“No reaction to a possible Hanwan incursion from the esteemed tactician?”

	Erich shook his head. “Hanwa is an Empire in rhetoric only. Veka will defeat them.”

	“If you say so. Then how will you respond to the Vekan overtures to the Union?”

	“I’ve got a few levers I can turn when it comes to this Union-Veka alliance. We’ll see.”

	“The Union could be an interesting player in all this. None of us have influence in there.”

	“What we can’t get done with influence, we can get done with force. I am untroubled.”

	Norn smiled to herself. That was the end of the official business she had with him. Aside from the question of what their next move would be, she turned over in her mind whether or not to tell him about Elena. Would he even have a response to it? She was certain he had engineered things such that she would come to harm from the Volkisch. Even if he had not pulled a trigger on her himself, he had implicitly told several willing gunmen where to point their cannons. Did it even weigh on him?

	“I have someone that I want you to talk to.” Erich said, interrupting her train of thought.

	“Oh?”

	“To clarify: she wanted to talk to you.”

	Without asking for permission, Erich split his own screen. Himself in one half–

	–on the other half, appeared a woman with long, olive dark hair tied up in a ponytail, a pair of modern, chic black glasses perched on her sleek nose. Her skin was very lightly tan, her features typical of an Imbrian save slightly narrower eyes. Wearing a white lab coat over a dark green turtleneck that looked soft enough to have been real cotton. Seemingly youthful, but Norn knew that was all a façade.

	Even this particular iteration of the Sunlight Foundation’s “Sovereign,” Yangtze, was at least thirty-nine years old if not “older,” depending on when her body was decantered and reprogrammed. 

	Certainly, from what Norn knew about her, her mental age may well have been as old as the world they inhabited, counting from when humans first fully settled the ocean “After Descent.” As a group with ambitions to return humanity to the surface one day, the Sunlight Foundation’s most prized talent was the ability to live long enough to see that happen. This unsavory group was therefore led by a collective of people who had cheated death, the Immortals. Yangtze, Potomac, Hudson, Nile, Euphrates, Tigris, and Ganges. Norn herself, as one of the psionic Apostles, had ‘honorary membership’ even to this day.

	Once upon a time, even Mehmed– no, even to this day, Mehmed was an Immortal to them.

	No matter what she wanted. They would always count her in their number, and him too.

	“Cocytus, or should I say, Norn von Fueller.” Yangtze said by way of greetings.

	“Don’t call me by your stupid codenames.” Norn said. “What do you want?”

	“Such hostility!” Yangtze feigned injury, putting on a childishly petulant face. “Potomac contacted me and told me you treated her roughly. It’s understandable. She was never very friendly with you, and I should have realized there would be tensions. I just wanted to apologize for any offense she caused.”

	“No you don’t.” Erich said. “Quit screwing around. What do you really want with Norn?”

	“Everyone’s after me today!” Yangtze moped, shutting her eyes, and frowning in a very exaggerated fashion. “Norn, did you end up going to Goryk’s Gorge? Euphrates disappeared there and I wanted to know what happened to her. You must be on your way out of there now, aren’t you?”

	“Don’t bullshit me. You know what I would do if I got my hands on Euphrates again.” Norn said.

	“Oh dear. Maybe there are a lot of things I’m not realizing.” Yangtze feigned innocence.

	“You pathological liar. I’d twist your head off if you were here.” Norn hissed.

	“Did you kill her then? If anyone could, it would have to be you.” Yangtze said.

	“This is interesting.” Erich interrupted. “Norn, did you kill one of the Immortals?”

	“Euphrates can’t be killed. But this bitch already knows that.” Norn replied.

	“I resent these accusations!” Yangtze said. “Euphrates has been awful distant from me lately, but I was sending Potomac and Norn to seek her purely out of concern for her wellbeing. I thought you would just rescue or resupply her. I had no idea that it would end in violence! None! I am innocent.”

	Norn tried to push down the raging flame lit in her chest by the very sight of the Sunlight Foundation’s Sovereign. Out of anyone in that organization, nobody was responsible for more suffering than this bitch. She was a fixture atop Norn’s to-kill list. “Yangtze, I refuse to participate in your internecine drama. If you want to kill Euphrates, next time, do it yourself. I informed her that you sent me, by the way. She’ll be coming after you now. I can’t wait to see your little club torn asunder by your collective vanity.”

	“Euphrates won’t attack me.” Yangtze said, waving her hand dismissively. “She isn’t like you, Norn.”

	“You’re right, she’s been a complete pansy. But I’ve seen a lot of people change lately.”

	“Yangtze,”

	Erich spoke up. His eyes narrowed, his first display of emotion on that call.

	“If you attempt to interfere with my personnel again you can consider our partnership over. I can launch simultaneous attacks on every Sunlight Foundation facility in the Palatine, where all of your most precious laboratories are situated. Don’t test my patience. Norn and I are not here to do your dirty work. You are here, and you continue to breathe, to do my dirty work. Do you understand?”

	“How can I respond to that when no one believes a word I say? Hmph!”

	Yangtze’s half of the screen shut off. Erich heaved a sigh, returning to fullscreen.

	“Whatever. Waste of my time. Norn, as you must have realized, I have somewhere to be. Please make your way back to Heitzing. Extract any combat data from the version one Jagdkaiser for analysis and dispose of the chassis. Use the version two model from now on. If you need to make repairs, we have influence in Aachen station on the Rhinean northern border. The Volkisch authorities there are tenuous.”

	“Thank you, dearest nephew. Perhaps we will make a stop.” Norn said.

	He bowed his head slightly. “Take care. And keep your eyes out for that sun cult.”

	At that, the screen went dark. Norn and Adelheid breathed out, releasing some tension.

	They were alone in the room again, and it was about time to go to sleep–

	“Norn, what the hell was that about Samoylovych?” Adelheid grumbled.

	Norn grunted. “Huh? Jealous? Maybe you should tell me about those secrets of yours.”

	Adelheid lobbed one of the bedrolls at her in response, a blow which Norn took gracefully.

	

	

	The Antenora’s brig was entirely standard for an Imperial combatant ship. There was very little thought put into the taking of prisoners, particularly by a flagship. There was a simple brig outfitted with one barred cell that could cram a few dozen people like sardines in a can, and four solitary confinement cells equipped for a variety of punishments. They could be made lightless, soundproof, cold or hot, humid or dry, the fold-out bed could lock against the wall to be unavailable, and so on.

	“Put me in a solitary cell. I don’t want anyone to look at me.”

	Gertrude Lichtenberg made this request immediately as Petra Chorniy Sunnysea brought her into the brig. Petra stared at her, tipping her head to one side in mild bewilderment. She had walked ahead partway to the barred cell. For a moment she looked between Gertrude and the solitary cell. She walked over to it, opened the door, and peered inside. It was not very spacious. With the bed folded out, there was very little space to stand or walk in. Petra turned back to Gertrude with a small frown.

	“Are you sure? Um, this kind is usually for driving people insane.” Petra said innocently.

	Without a word, Gertrude entered the cell and sat on the edge of the bed.

	“Configure it however you want. I just want to sleep and be alone.” She said, once seated.

	On the adjacent wall, a touchpad panel configured the cell’s potential torments.

	“If you say so. I’ll make it a little dim so you can doze off then. Nighty night!”

	Petra shut the door behind Gertrude, locking all of the lights and sounds of the brig and the Antenora’s halls instantly. Even the air she breathed inside the cell was controlled differently. A cluster of LED lights provided the cell’s illumination, and these dimmed to a very dark blue. She was completely isolated from the rest of the Antenora. Gertrude pulled her legs up onto the bed and laid back upon it. 

	The mattress and pillow were stiff, and there was only one thin blanket.

	She threw her hat on the floor and undid her ponytail, letting her hair down.

	Unbuttoned her greatcoat and threw it over herself as an additional blanket.

	She stared at the wall.

	Without any sound in the cell, and without any sounds from outside, her brain furnished something for her ears to hear in their place. At first it was only ringing, the dull ringing or whistling of metal clashing with metal as if the battlefield had followed her even into this isolation cell. Then came the voices. Of course there were voices– Norn’s shouting, Sieglinde’s final threats, her own cries.

	Bury your love for me in this gorge–

	Elena’s voice hurt the most. Even more than Sieglinde, who had tried to kill her.

	Gertrude turned in bed, staring directly up at the ceiling.

	Minutes became hours. Hours became days. Days must have become weeks.

	She tossed, turned, wept, scratched herself. Rages overcame her. She pounded on the walls.

	Her moods became as unpredictable as the corrupted weather of the surface. 

	Alone with her thoughts she would find herself swept up in mania, thinking of herself as some ridiculous and farcical character, laughing, unable to see a future before her. Then just as quickly, just as unbidden she would be stricken with a sudden feeling of immense loss. Clutching her hair, shaking all over. Mumbling to herself. Elena. Elena. She would never see her again. She would never touch her.

	Gertrude was hollowed out and quickly refilling with gut-wrenching catastrophe.

	After Vogelheim Gertrude had turned the uncertainty of Elena’s disappearance into a mix of hope and despair. Knowing nothing, she could be buoyed upon fantasies of coming to her rescue, because there was no evidence she was dead and no evidence she was alive. That Elena was “out there, somewhere” and their relationship had been untouched by the destruction wrought by the Volkisch. Gertrude filled that gap. Sometimes in feverish mourning, sometimes in a grand empowering insanity. 

	Elena, perpetually in distress, pushed Gertrude to keep moving forward.

	Those dreadful events which had transpired in Goryk’s Gorge were completely different than the tragedy at Vogelheim. Elena had “died” to her in a different way. She knew, definitively and without a doubt, that Elena was alive– and that Elena had rejected her. There was no room for doubt. No gaps to fill herself.

	She knew, definitively and without a doubt, that everything was her own fault. She had attacked Elena. Boldly and without excuse. This was nothing she could fantasize about. This was a hell of her own making. There was no amount of delusion that could protect Gertrude or give her hope. She had in front of Elena and in front of many others, unleashed arms upon her, endangered her. In her desperation she called upon a weapon she hardly understood, violating the trust of her benefactors, and making herself a villain. She was lucky Elena hadn’t been killed by her hand that day, but that was no silver lining. What overcame her at that moment? What kind of madness was she capable of on a mere whim anymore?

	Gertrude stirred up a storm of self-hatred that she wished would slash her skin off.

	Sieglinde was right. The Red Baron had been right to try to kill her. To treat her as the villain.

	In her world, Gertrude had styled herself a hero, but more and more, she knew otherwise.

	As an Inquisitor she had beaten innocents, incarcerated protestors, jailed political dissidents and enforced laws she knew, without a doubt, to be evil and written for cruel purposes. For her own advancement and selfish wishes, she had reached into the guts of the Empire and pulled out handfuls of gore that caked her hands, and she had more than a taste of it. With a grimace she tore into that meat like it was medicine. Fueling her bloody climb to the highest echelons of power off the despair of weaker men.

	Even as a High Inquisitor she would not have been a class equal to Elena.

	She would have been adjacent to her, however.

	Access to power meant continuing access to the woman she desperately loved.

	And in loving her, protecting her, exalting her, the bloody beast consecrated herself.

	It made all of the loss and the pain mean something. Made it worth anything at all.

	The Empire was not worth anything to her. Elena, however, meant the world.

	For Elena, she would have killed, annihilated, repressed, crushed all of Aer, with a smile.

	And in the absence of Elena. She would have done those things also–

	–wouldn’t she?

	She would have even,

	unleashed

	that same

	violence

	upon Elena herself.

	If I couldn’t have her, no one would. 

	That was the dark proof that unmade her delusion.

	Because Gertrude Lichtenberg was a being of irrepressible violence. She was a truncheon slamming down on a skull over and over. She was a shield crashing into the ribs of a body and the steel-studded boots crunching it underfoot. She was a rubber bullet smashing the side of a skull and squeezing out the eye like spurting jelly from its socket. Gertrude was not a knight in shining armor. 

	Knights in shining armor ended their stories with a princess in hand, and a kingdom saved.

	Gertrude was the dragon in the tower.

	She was the claw and flame, the brick and steel.

	Greedily coveting the Princess.

	Complicit in her captivity.

	Killing to get close to her, to keep her close, to prevent her being taken.

	Smiling at every step of the way. I’ve saved her. I’ve made her happy.

	Of course she is there only for me. Of course I know what she needs.

	Elena was hers to consume. And she had consumed her. All of her that she could have.

	Until

	she was

	gone.

	Thoughts descending on her brain like knives carving, neuron as traced lines of agony.

	Memories shook her like the volts of the electric chair.

	Was it all so pointless, so doomed?

	She held herself, held her head, squeezing herself in that bed, tension in every muscle.

	“I love her. I love her. I love her so much. What was I supposed to do?!”

	She screamed. “What was I supposed to do?”

	She was powerless! The world was so vast and cruel! But she loved her! She loved her!

	All she wanted was for her own filthy unworthy visage to fill those perfect indigo eyes!

	All she wanted was a taste of the paradise promised in that pearl skin!

	Could everyone but Gertrude Lichtenberg possess selfish desires?

	Was it only her who was cursed to suffer the final judgment for her own?

	“Ever since we met as kids! I loved her! Was that so wrong? Was it so evil?”

	Elena loved her back! Elena had never said she hated her, never turned away!

	She had every right to reject Gertrude’s advances and overtures before, but she never did!

	Elena always had the power. She always held the advantage. And even still–

	They even consummated their love! They were both in love! Elena loved her back!

	If they had been any two other women, there would have been no obstacle!

	Not even laws, not even political and military movements! They could have simply been!

	But no–

	They were Princess Elena von Fueller and Inquisitor Gertrude Lichtenberg.

	There was always that wall–

	–and in trying to shatter it had Gertrude made some unforgivable sin?

	“It’s this world.”

	Clutching her own face, Gertrude opened her eyes peering through the gaps in her fingers.

	Shaking in the dark, her tearstained, red-flecked eyes drawing wide, her mouth grinning.

	“It’s this putrid Imbrium ocean and the bloodsucking amoral mob that owns it!”

	I’ll kill everyone, she thought! I’ll send this whole edifice tumbling down into hell!

	Erich, the Volkisch, Millenia, Carmilla von Veka, the Royal Alliance–

	She would tear their heads from their necks and pull their spines from the orifice and crack their marrow with her own teeth like a fucking dog! She would send their stations tumbling into the ocean floor, send their people screaming in their stupid masses in a great all-encompassing cloud of gore that would spread across the hundred million meters of Imbrian Ocean between continents! Cast their laws into oblivion and consign their history to global amnesia by a sheer, unrelenting brutality!

	You want a villain? You want an unworthy swarthy-skinned beast? Gertrude laughed.

	Laughter shook through her like shell-quakes in the water.

	Uproarious laughter, kicking her legs, squeezing her fingers on her face.

	She laughed and laughed and laughed until she sobbed, wept, screamed, and bit her tongue.

	Everything drained out of her. She laid limp in her bed rejecting any stimuli.

	Mind in a fog, heart stilling, making no sounds but a few involuntary coughs and whimpers.

	Cycles of mania and crashing depression wracked her. She turned the same thoughts over and over in her head until they meant nothing. Her head was a revolving door of the same agonies.

	Every dreadful thing that she had done was irreversibly inscribed in history.

	Sieglinde had been right. Gertrude had been made and unmade. There was no changing it.

	Elena was gone. Her hands were stained. Nothing could be the same anymore.

	“Excuse me.”

	Light intruded suddenly upon the dark world Gertrude had entombed herself in.

	She looked to the light as an intruder, an offender. She felt a surge of anger.

	“What is it?” She snapped.

	She was sweating, her eyes were red, her clothes all half-undone.

	At the door was Petra Chorniy Sunnysea once again.

	“I was going to bring you food, but actually, we made contact with the Iron Lady.”

	“We made contact? How long has it been?”

	“You’ve been in there for 14 hours or so. You must have been really tired.”

	Gertrude felt her chest tighten with anxiety. Petra made no sense to her.

	“Have I been sleeping?”

	Petra nodded, her floppy dog ears shaking as she did.

	“Every time I checked the camera, anyway. Sometimes you looked a bit rough.”

	“A bit rough? I feel like I’ve been kicking and screaming for weeks.” Gertrude said.

	“Aww! Oh, that’s so sad miss! You ought not to have stayed here!” Petra’s ears drooped. “You know, I don’t feel any grudge against you, so if you want, I can bring you a hot chocolate and some sweet bread while you wait for your friends to pick you up. We should meet them in a few hours. Norn says you can wait in the hangar if you want too! But if you do that, Master Yurii has to keep an eye on you instead.”

	Gertrude could hardly muster a response to that.

	She felt like her thoughts were being vacuumed out of her skull.

	Raising her shaking hands over her face in disbelief.

	That light which Petra had brought into her cell had obliterated her. Hollowed her out.

	“I’ll stay here. I– I need to sleep a bit more.”

	“Okay! If you say so! Nighty night!”

	Petra cheerfully shut the door again, slowly shutting the light back out of the world.

	Gertrude sat in the bed. Alone without thoughts. Minutes felt like hours.

	And those hours felt like days.

	There was nothing she could do alone with her own mind to solve anything.

	No matter how much she hurt herself, it would neither expiate nor reverse her mistakes.

	She did not want to think about what to do. Not right now.

	All she wanted, all she begged for, was for something to make her feel human again.

	

	

	The Iron Lady and the Antenora reconvened in the northern Serrano region.

	Using a natural rock formation to hide the bulk of the vessels as they tried to dock together.

	There was a sense of urgency to their meeting that neither side had counted on.

	“Milord, the situation in Sverland has changed dramatically,”

	On the bridge of the newly-repaired Iron Lady, now spotless compared to the damaged Antenora, Norn appeared on the main screen. Captain Dreschner and his adjutant and communications officer Schicksal exchanged information they had collected on the way to Goryk Gorge with her. Norn briefly perused the data and had a visibly surprised expression on the screen. She gestured something for one of the crew off-screen, before returning her attention to Dreschner with a darkened expression.

	“Did you verify this? How are both the Volkisch and the Union here?” Norn asked.

	Dreschner had handed her several files which were making their way through the Laser Relay Network from Serrano station. Civilian-captured images of black Volkisch vessels hovering outside the Serrano dock in the midst of being torn apart by shells. Packs of dark blue liveried Soyuz-class Frigates pursuing disparate Volkisch vessels like sharks descending on bloodied prey. Shuttles in Serrano’s docks unloading green-uniformed Marines with AK rifles led by black and red uniformed Commissars.

	“While we repaired the Iron Lady we had routine drone patrols out to several kilometers as an early warning system. These drones picked up distant, but ferocious sounds of battle, and hours later, we began to see leisurely and confident Union patrols, and were forced to retreat our drones to avoid discovery. We accelerated our repairs and escaped as stealthily as we could.” Dreschner said.

	“What’s your assessment of the current situation?” Norn asked.

	“I believe the Union has the upper hand on the Volkisch forces for now. Judging by the ferocity of the acoustics alone, there was a titanic battle near Serrano. Then came the patrols, which were calm and orderly. In my experience, if the Union is now controlling the battlespace, the Volkisch may lack the forces to counterattack. We don’t have a lot of time to spare, lord Praetorian. We should move quickly.”

	“Interesting. We will maneuver to dock. We have some supplies we want to drop off and Gertrude Lichtenberg will return to your care, Captain Dreschner. Then we go our separate ways.”

	Dreschner bowed his head in supplication, and the two ships set about their work.

	There was a hectic atmosphere within the Iron Lady from hours of high alerts brought about by the apparent Union incursion. It was an easy leap to make that if they had already been bested by some Union-equipped mercenaries, and then a Union invasion transpired some time thereafter, then there was a complex Union operation underway that was beyond their ability to contend with.

	Within this stewing anxiety, Ingrid Järveläinen-Kindlysong had been unable to get a certain Inquisitor out of her head. Even as she worked hard and did her best to keep the crew focused in her own way, she was preoccupied with the fate of Gertrude Lichtenberg. She was so worried. She did not trust Norn, she did not trust Sieglinde, and she was silently furious about Gertrude chasing after Elena. 

	More than anything, Gertrude’s vulnerability and mortality turned over in her head.

	“Gertrude should have taken me.” She mumbled to herself. “She’s got no one out there.”

	Ingrid had felt bitter and hurt.

	She had always stood up for Gertrude since they met. Fought for her, killed for her.

	Always she had thought of herself as Gertrude’s strongest soldier, her ace, her protector.

	But she wasn’t strong enough. Sieglinde was stronger. Norn was stronger.

	So they could do for Gertrude what she couldn’t.

	For days, she struggled to distract herself with the work throughout the ship, with morale and supervision, trying to fill in the hole that Gertrude had left. A mixture of worry and bitterness fermented in her chest. She couldn’t even drink– she was working around the clock. In time she was even grabbing tools and pushing crates with the sailors when she wasn’t yelling and leading work songs.

	Then she finally saw in the bridge’s bearing monitors the approaching Antenora.

	Her mind instantly emptied of its previous contents.

	And immediately, she ran out to the hangar and rushed to the docking chute.

	That one name rang in her mind and in her heart endlessly. Gertrude Lichtenberg.

	She was back. She had returned to her. Nothing else mattered to her then.

	Ingrid waited, tail wagging behind her, arms crossed, tapping her feet nervously.

	Would she be hurt? What kind of violence had she gone through? How would she feel?

	The name “Elena” did not occur once in her mind. All she cared about was Gertrude.

	When the bulkhead door opened, it was like it had shone the sun upon her face.

	There, the very first and only person that she saw was her.

	Her Gertrude had finally returned. Clad in her grandiose uniform, seemingly unharmed.

	Head bowed, clearly sulking, but alive. Whole. Gertrude Lichtenberg in the swarthy flesh.

	Ingrid walked tentatively forward, her lips curled into a smile, her eyes bright and wide.

	Gertrude cut the distance between them in a few long strides of her own.

	“Gertrude–!”

	In response, the Inquisitor grabbed hold of Ingrid, taking her into a tight embrace.

	Those strong arms immediately took the breath out of the Loup. One hand around Ingrid’s waist and behind her back, another on the back of Ingrid’s head, stroking her hair and scratching the back of her ears. Ingrid thought she wanted to say something funny– but she felt an unfamiliar intensity in Gertrude’s grip that prevented her from even speaking. Now she really was thinking about Elena– there was no one else coming from the Antenora. Gertrude was there, alone, with only Ingrid in her arms.

	For a moment they simply held each other silently. Then Gertrude finally, briefly, spoke.

	“Ingrid. I have to talk to Dreschner. Once we set sail again, please come to my quarters.”

	She rested her head on Ingrid’s shoulder, they were cheek to cheek.

	Ingrid could not see Gertrude’s eyes, could not see her face in that sudden embrace.

	Gertrude held her for several minutes more, gripping Ingrid’s clothes as if trying to prevent her from being ripped from her grasp. Subsumed into the Inquisitor’s warmth, Ingrid could not offer any glib retort, could not even interrogate what was happening. She embraced Gertrude back, leaned into the taller woman’s chest, savored the warmth between them. She shut her eyes. It was so calming.

	She wanted to weep. Her Gertrude was back– the woman whose hands deserved her leash.

	“Of course, ‘Trude.” Ingrid finally said. “I’m so happy to see you. I’ll do anything.”

	“Thank you. I’ll see you then.”

	When Gertrude released her, without another word, she quickly left the docking hallway.

	She had left as fast as she had come. They both had responsibilities to carry out.

	Gertrude returned to the bridge and set a course — to Kesar’s Gorge near the Vekan border.

	Dreschner informed her that the Union was launching an invasion into Sverland.

	“That changes nothing. Our next destination is Kesar’s Gorge. We have received a mission to investigate that area and recover important data from it. I’ll explain in greater detail tomorrow, Captain. For now, we need to escape from here, and I need to get some rest. I’m sure the crew also needs some rest.”

	She had spoken with enough conviction and passion that there was no further dissent.

	On that bridge, everyone felt that their commander was finally returned to them in full.

	Everyone seemed glad to have a destination. It gave the crew something to focus on.

	Slowly, the atmosphere of anxiety began to change. There was a plan– they had a mission.

	High Inquisitor Lichtenberg was back, and the Iron Lady was back in business.

	Meanwhile, Ingrid supervised the unloading of a shuttle of goods from the Antenora.

	When the rear ramp of the shuttle touched down on the hangar, it unveiled the “supplies.”

	To her untrained eye it looked like two damaged Diver chassis. It was quite mysterious.

	“Gertrude, what happened out there?” She asked herself. She hoped to soon find out.

	Because, in addition to the Divers, which were quickly unloaded, there was also a visitor.

	Norn von Fueller. The Praetorian herself– her presence gave the mechanics a bit of pause, but she waved them up and urged them to work fast in unloading. As the mechanics and engineers rushed past her, Norn walked down the ramp at a leisurely pace, grinning with the same distant malice that she always wore. Ingrid, at the bottom of the ramp, watched her approach, eyes fixed on one another.

	“Milord,” Ingrid bowed her head, quickly, with the least respect she could offer.

	“Sotnyk.” Norn said. “I thought I would see you. That’s what I had been hoping, anyway.”

	“How can someone so lowly as me assist you, milord.” Ingrid replied without emotion.

	“You desire the power to save Gertrude, don’t you? To surpass the great aces of the sea?”

	Ingrid’s face briefly flashed surprise, and a bit of anger, that she had to master that instant.

	Norn seemed satisfied with the reaction. “Gertrude failed in her mission, and Sieglinde von Castille is not coming back to this vessel. You must have noticed neither the Baron nor the Princess are here. You don’t need to care about transpired, but what it means is she will be relying on you more than ever.”

	Before Ingrid could respond, Norn clapped a hand on her shoulder.

	Her lips turned into a dark smile, eyes shaded by her hair, a macabre expression.

	For that moment it was almost as if time had stopped, and Ingrid was alone with her.

	“That machine was once called the Jagdkaiser, terror of the seas. If you and your crew can repair it, Ingrid Järveläinen-Kindlysong, the machine should be yours and yours only. Among these gnats, only you have the will to wield it. It will grant you incredible power. But power is nothing without an ambition to channel it. I only ask that you have it and that you use it to realize your desires. Protect Gertrude for me.”

	Ingrid knew, almost implicitly, she was referring to the larger, darker-colored chassis.

	With a pair of severed arms soaked in seawater. Heavy damage all over the hull.

	She knew, in that moment, that she could not respond. That she was not meant to.

	And as soon as Norn had spoken, in a fleeting, blink-of-an-eye instant, she was gone.

	Turned back around, headed up the ramp, striding confidently away.

	Leaving Ingrid wondering if a conversation had even happened.

	Moments later and with little additional interaction, the Antenora and Iron Lady completed their exchange, and bid farewell. Once the ship was underway, as she had promised, Ingrid left the hangar, which had become abuzz with engineers and mechanics going over the new goods. She made her way to the end of the Iron Lady’s second tier, to the door opposite her own, where her master and friend waited.

	She tried to put out of her mind what Norn had told her.

	“Some gift, a bunch of junked Divers. But my Jagd is fucked up anyway.”

	They could kitbash the parts from her Jagd into that Kaiser-thing. Whatever.

	More importantly.

	Gertrude Lichtenberg, waiting in her room. They had not seen each other in so long.

	Ingrid knocked on the door, and without awaiting a response, let herself in.

	“’Trude, I take it you need a shoulder to sulk on?”

	Ingrid had finally made her little joke, but she was just a little taken aback as she entered the room and shut the door behind herself. Sitting on the edge of the bed, Gertrude had removed her coat and hat, draping them over a chair. Her white button-down shirt was near entirely unbuttoned, revealing a simple black brassiere which she wore beneath. She was swirling a glass of wine in her hand.

	When Ingrid came in, Gertrude smiled warmly. She did not appear to have drunk much.

	“I’m happy to see you.” She said. “I was waiting– I broke out the good stuff.”

	She raised the glass and pointed out the bottle and an additional glass on the nightstand.

	“Oh! Hell yeah!” Ingrid said. “That’s what the fuck I’m talking about, ‘Trude.”

	Laughing, she made her way to the nightstand, and poured herself a glass.

	Without waiting a second more, Ingrid downed the entire thing in one gulp.

	A glossy mouthfeel, a complex hint of sweetness, and rich, boozy warmth. Crazy good wine.

	“Shit, you weren’t kidding.” Ingrid said. “This is the good stuff.”

	“It’s the finest vintage on the ship. A gift from Vogelheim, once upon a time.”

	Gertrude took a sip, set her own glass on the nightstand, and stood up from the bed.

	She took a step directly into Ingrid’s space.

	Spread her arms and took her close; so suddenly Ingrid nearly dropped her empty glass.

	“Hey! Aren’t you handsy. You sure you haven’t put down a few glasses already?”

	Ingrid was more than happy to embrace her back. To feel even the briefest closeness.

	She was shorter than Gertrude, so when they were close, when Ingrid was being held–

	The handsome High Inquisitor looked down at her, just a little. Smiling softly at her.

	“Ingrid. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. I made so many mistakes.” Her hand stroked Ingrid’s hair.

	Her touch without gloves was lightly callused yet so soft, so firm. Ingrid could’ve melted in it.

	Gertrude bowed just a little deeper, touched her forehead to Ingrid’s own.

	“Ingrid. Ingrid.” Her voice was so soft. Her lips so near. “Ingrid. Let me comfort you.”

	Ingrid said nothing. She felt the warmth in her own cheeks, her vision hazy, tail wagging.

	When Gertrude finally kissed her, she practically dissolved into her arms. She was floating.

	“Ingrid. Ingrid. I love the sound of your name. I love you. I love you so much.”

	Kisses, tugging on clothes, a hungry grasp upon her breasts, sucking bites on her neck–

	Ingrid, Ingrid, Ingrid–

	Her name like song, heard from lover’s lips. Gertrude finally took possession of her.

	Ingrid closed her eyes and lost herself to the release of years of brimming lusts.

	Collar and leash seized, pulled, with enough force to make her gasp.

	

	

	 

	 


9.3

	The Medbay was finally lively enough that the sound-dampening curtains between each bed had to be extended to give each occupant privacy and peace. Within her own little curtained stall, Murati Nakara sat on the bedside. She was dressed in the TBT sleeveless shirt and long pants, with the jacket hanging from the backboard of the bed. Rather than Karuniya Maharapratham, it was doctor Winfreda Kappel, with her multi-hued blue hair, charming smile and sharp, appraising eyes, that sat at Murati’s bedside. 

	She examined Murati’s chest and abdomen, applying gentle pressure to her ribs.

	“You’re not flinching, so I’m inclined to believe you that it doesn’t hurt. Or maybe you have a supernatural threshold for pain and you’re able to hide it. Your injuries should have taken upwards of a month to recover, and when it comes to medicine, I don’t believe in miracles. I will continue to have you come in every two days for followups. After a week of that, I might believe you’re well again.”

	Murati smiled. It did hurt– a little. But she did feel she had recovered very quickly.

	She knew herself, her body. She knew that she was a fast healer, for whatever reason.

	“Thank you Doctor. Of course I’ll comply. I’ll even wear the brace and use my cane.”

	“I’m glad you’ve decided to be responsible now. Since you helped bring about a bloodless resolution to our last battle, as a crew member, and even as a doctor, I can’t hold it against you. As a bureaucrat, however, I will have to give you a strike on your record for disobeying the doctor’s orders. It’ll be discussed when the mission is over. As ridiculous as that might sound to you.”

	Doctor Kappel smiled at her as she showed her a red page on her digital clipboard.

	“I would never ask you to let me off the hook.” Murati replied, smiling back.

	Of course, it was incredibly silly to discuss.

	They might not even come back alive from their mission, after all.

	Both of them seemed to know it. Nevertheless, Murati did believe in upholding the process.

	“Take care now, Murati. Don’t make your poor old doctor worry anymore.”

	“I’m afraid I can’t promise that. I have a pretty grim profession, you know?”

	They laughed, and Doctor Kappel left her side and went to the next curtain over.

	Murati took in a deep breath and let it out to relieve some of the tension in her.

	Her rib stung, just a little, but she could definitely walk. Even without the cane, too.

	She would keep the chest brace for a bit, however.

	There was an eerie feeling in the air. They had survived another battle. Outside the ship the ocean was bright and sunlit. It was– it was easier. It had become easier. After the Iron Lady, she was laid up in bed, but when she woke up, she really got to thinking about her brush with death. Now they had escaped the Antenora, and from the reports, something even worse after that. There were no existentialist thoughts in her brain, however. Confronting death was just getting easier.

	Living with the aftermath of a battle, with the come-down from all the built-up anxiety. That was also easier now. Murati did not cry, she did not want to scream, she did not feel depressed or worried sick about the outcome. She felt, in a grim way, that this was becoming normal, routine. Dock workers got up every day, they hauled crates, checked off their manifests, got in their hard suits and performed repairs. That was normal, automatic, eventually a professional dock worker had no feelings about it. Murati Nakara got up every day and she was ready to fight, kill, and die.

	Or at least, in that moment, that was how she felt.

	Maybe she would reconsider when death was certain. For her, or someone she loved.

	Her next visitor came through the door, distracting her from these morbid thoughts.

	It was one of the senior mechanics, Gunther Cohen.

	“Glad to see you up and about.” He said. “Are you really doing okay?”

	“I’m fine.” Murati said.

	“You’re not just being reckless again, are you?”

	Murati shook her head. As if such a gesture would really change his mind.

	He nodded back at her, clearly unconvinced. “I checked the storage on the HELIOS as you asked. Murati, I don’t know what to say, but there were no videos on it about your parents. There was visual data from the cameras, pattern data for recognizing leviathans and ships. That HELIOS has amazing compute capability packed in, for a Diver– but no files like the one you described.”

	Another thing she did not quite know how to feel about.

	“Maybe a hidden routine could have deleted it when the HELIOS network came online?”

	“I was thorough. For a piece of survey equipment, any actions on its data must be logged methodically. And the logs were incredibly detailed: none of its data was deleted.” He averted his gaze briefly. He looked like he was clearly out of his depth. He had been tasked with something that was deeply personal to Murati and did not know how to break it to her that he had failed.

	Or that, perhaps, she had been making it up in her own mind all along.

	“Karuniya also saw it. I just wanted it as a keepsake. Could you search again, somehow?”

	“I know I’m not missing anything. You may need to confront those two about it.”

	His gaze was partially directed beyond the medbay walls, in the direction of the brig.

	Euphrates and Tigris. The “Solarflare LLC” scientists they had rescued.

	“Until the Captain clears those women– let’s not touch the HELIOS again. Is that okay?”

	Murati nodded. She thanked Gunther for his help, and for his nagging but earnest diligence.

	Of all the eerie things in the atmosphere– the mystery of those two women hung heaviest.

	

	

	It had been a few hours since the Brigand had crossed the Upper Scattering Layer. While the alert state had yet to be rescinded, people were working slower, if they were, and a lot of others were taking a break. The Bridge had a strange confidence that nobody was going to be attacked by Leviathans and that no corrupted currents would sweep them off-course. So the sailors could not do anything about it except accept to treat it like any day, and let the officers worry about the rest.

	This meant that there was a large flurry of activity to the cafeteria.

	After everything that happened, Elena Lettiere was dreadfully hungry.

	However, she did not want to eat with too many people– not yet. She still felt awkward.

	After all, for all her convictions, and all her lovely rhetoric, she had lied to all of them.

	To be Elena Lettiere– she still had to amend for what Elena von Fueller had done.

	She wanted to talk to the Captain again– but first, food.

	Elena waited for a while, until she saw more sailors out in the halls working again.

	If they were walking everywhere else, the cafeteria was probably empty.

	Still wearing her dress, Elena emerged from her room and made her way over.

	Her instincts had been correct. There were a few men and women eating alone here and there, no big groups, and much of the seating was unoccupied. Those few eyes that were there on the long row seats, having their bread and soup, did not look at Elena as she approached the counter and looked over what was being served. She was so used to grabbing what she needed quickly–

	That she didn’t really notice that the woman behind the cafeteria counter was watching.

	When Elena looked up, the woman smiled at her.

	She reminded Elena immediately of Bethany: a glamorous and energetic older woman, with dark eyeshadow, cheek-length black hair, and dark wine-red lipstick. Wearing an apron over the sleeveless uniform shirt and pants for that fictitious “Treasure Box Transports” company. Her arms were lean, with the slim muscles easily delineated. Her whole body was a good mix of sturdy and curvy– Elena almost felt envious. She approached the counter, still wearing that same smile.

	“What’ll it be today, princess?” said the ship’s cook, Logia Minardo.

	Elena flinched. Did she know, or was it just a term of endearment–?

	Minardo leaned on the counter, closer to Elena. She was laughing, but in good spirits.

	“I’m an officer too, you know. And every officer’s been informed of your situation, but the sailors haven’t. Don’t worry though. Us commies aren’t so bad to helpless princesses, and I’m just a cook after all. Now, if you are plotting to raise your own Imperial army, all bets are off though.”

	Elena laid a hand over her heart and sighed deeply. Minardo was just being silly.

	“I’m plotting nothing of the sort, and I’ll have you know I renounced being a princess.”

	“Haha! Well, that’s good to hear! Because you definitely won’t be eating like one here!”

	Minardo laid a plate out for Elena. There was a fluffy yellow mound flecked green and red, a penny roll that was warm and only slightly tough-looking for ship bread, and a dollop of beans in a thick, brown sauce accompanied with rounds of something fried to a golden, honey-like color. Everything looked and smelled– fine? Edible; nothing like Bethany’s lavish midday feasts.

	But– Bethany was gone. And Minardo was here– this was Elena’s life now.

	“Don’t look so glum! Take a seat right here. I want to know what you think.” Minardo said.

	She pointed right behind Elena to one of the seats at the edge of a nearby row table.

	Though she felt a sense of trepidation, Elena could not make herself refuse either.

	Pulling the chair over, she sat at the counter and picked up her spork, looking over the dish.

	“Scrambled eggs and pepper, bread, and sweet baked beans with plantain. And, for you–”

	Atop the eggs, Minardo scraped off a bit of margarine from a foil packet and laid it over.

	Immediately, the dollop began to melt over the eggs. They were nicely steaming warm.

	Elena dug her spork into the mound of scrambled eggs. They were fluffy– fluffier than they had any right to be. Though they reminded Elena more of a quiche in texture than the light and jam-y curds of scrambled egg she was used to, they were rich, cheesy, with a nice vegetal bite from the two colors of pepper scrambled into them. She tore the bread roll in half, releasing a bit of steamy warmth from the crumb. It was firm, but softer than she thought it would be, and nicely savory. Then she tried the beans. Sweet and savory, creamy, they practically melted in her mouth, and the fried plantain complimented the soft, creamy beans with their own sweetly starchy profile.

	It really wasn’t like anything Elena had eaten before. She was used to fresh green salads, ripe tomatoes with mozzarella cheese, baked baby onions and stuffed peppers, around a big meaty centerpiece of steak, scallops, salmon, or duck. This plate was nothing like what Bethany served her, but it wasn’t bad. It was delicious. It would never taste like home, but it was full of love and care in its own way. So much so, that Elena almost wanted to weep with every bite of it.

	“That bad?” Minardo asked, seeing the emotion growing red on Elena’s face.

	“No! Not at all! It’s really delicious, thank you.” Elena said. Hopefully it sounded as genuine as she meant. “It is just– it’s clear you put a lot of care into it. It reminds me of someone who used to take care of me. She– she couldn’t come with me. She was the best cook I ever knew.”

	Minardo nodded. “I’m flattered by the comparison. I take a lot of pride in my food.”

	For a moment, Minardo dipped under the counter.

	When she returned, she had in hand a few slips of foil packaging she set out on the counter for Elena. One was ripped from a container of powdered egg, another foil for multicolor pickled peppers, a third canned beans, freeze-dried plantains, powdered yeast, monosodium glutamate–

	“What you’re tasting is indeed, a lot of love and effort.” Minardo said, smiling warmly.

	Elena looked down at the foils, which must have come from the ingredients–

	–and then up at Minardo with a sudden awe and admiration. She did start to weep then.

	“Welcome to the Labor Union of Ferris, Lyser and Solstice, comrade.” Minardo said.

	She patted Elena on the shoulder gently, and then waved her hand as she left the counter.

	Returning back to the appliances and ingredients with which she had worked this magic.

	“Our cook is quite something isn’t she? Nagavanshi recruited the best, even in the kitchen.”

	Before she knew it, Elena turned her head and found Captain Ulyana Korabiskaya pulling up a seat beside her on the counter. She and Minardo were a lot alike, tall older women with a lot of vitality and youth to them, a certain radiance, but the Captain’s blond hair and bright eyes really made Elena struggle. It was not helping her feelings about Bethany to be surrounded by women like this– she felt a certain inadequacy, dealing with women so clearly, gracefully, beautifully mature when she herself felt like a helpless, idiot, under-developed child in comparison to them.

	She wiped her tears and tried to fight off any fresh ones, nodding her head silently.

	“Homesick?” Ulyana asked.

	Elena felt even more stupid. “Were you eavesdropping?”

	“Only a little.” Ulyana smiled.

	Elena bowed her head, staring at her empty plate.

	Ulyana patted her gently on the back. “You’ve been through a lot. It’s okay to cry.”

	“I’ve done nothing but cry.” Elena said bitterly.

	“Sometimes it’s all you can do.” Ulyana’s voice was gentle, soothing, and low, she was speaking privately, so only Elena could hear her. A soft cooing. “When you are hurt so deep and so bad that you can’t possibly find the spot that’s bleeding. You feel empty and at the same time you feel so, so heavy. Drinking won’t help; believe me, I’ve tried. It was always the crying that felt the healthiest. You can move on from a good cry– it feels like a reset, even a temporary one.”

	“I’m sorry about everything Captain. It was all my fault.” Elena said suddenly.

	Not just Bethany, who sacrificed herself because of how helpless she was–

	Not just the communists whom she lied to and endangered–

	Norn and Gertrude had been dragged into the horrible theater of Elena’s life too.

	And she might never even see Gertrude again. She had pushed her so far, hurt her so badly.

	Was Gertrude out in the ocean, aimless, heartbroken, her own eyes silently weeping too?

	“Everything went the worst way it could have. Because I’m so stupid and useless.”

	“You’re alive. And as far as we know, she’s alive too. Despite everything that happened.”

	Elena hung her head in shame, tears trailing down her cheeks and onto the counter.

	Ulyana continued to rub and pat down her back while Elena cried. Elena didn’t mind it.

	“I’m not about to have sympathy for that Inquisitor.” She said. “But it is the absolute truth that if you care for her, these events could have turned out far worse. You two are still alive, and you might meet again. Hopefully not aboard this ship though. I, personally, will be doing my best never to see Norn’s psychotic grin, or the Inquisitor’s friendless, pent-up mug ever again.”

	She retracted her hand and crossed both her arms over her chest.

	“I suppose so.” Elena said. She was starting to come down from the sudden spiral.

	There was a moment of silence. Ulyana seemed to be thinking of what to say next.

	“Okay– Elena. It still feels surreal to be speaking to an Imperial Princess, but I just want to say that I respect your wishes. So long as you don’t hold any pretensions toward reclaiming your throne, you are welcome to stay. You are Elena Lettiere, and not a Princess, nor a Republic analyst– just a civilian in our care. Right now, I believe strongly that you’ve been a victim of these events as much as us. History transpired in the Empire that none of us can be held to account for; but Marina did bring you here under false pretenses, and we will need to hold her responsible.”

	Elena nodded her head. “I hope you won’t treat her roughly. She’s been through a lot.”

	She was still a bit angry with Marina, deep inside. Resentful for everything that happened.

	It was childish. And she would have to come to terms with it sometime soon.

	Still, she could not deny it. Marina was the visible face of all that had gone wrong.

	She was also the only person Elena really had left. Elena didn’t want her to die as well.

	Her emotions were complex enough she could neither condemn nor defend her now.

	Ulyana spoke like she understood. Her voice, both firm and gentle– Elena really liked it.

	“We know. We’ll be fair; but she needs to come clean. We can’t trust her otherwise. We’re running a military operation here. I just want you to be ready for us to potentially have to isolate or punish Marina. She’s not your boss or your protector anymore. You’re a civilian and she’s not. We’re going to treat you two differently, and I want you to stay out of whatever happens to her.”

	“I understand. I will trust you Captain. You’re– you’re a very good person. All of you are.”

	Elena couldn’t stare her directly in the eyes. She still felt too badly about everything.

	Ulyana reached out a hand over Elena’s and squeezed her fingers gently, comfortingly.

	“We’re just doing our best to represent the communist spirit.” She said, with a bright smile.

	

	

	For most of that night, the brig had been quiet. Each of the solitary confinement cells was locked in fully soundproof mode, but Illya and Valeriya had been informed to be careful of breakouts, particularly from the cells assigned to Euphrates, Tigris, and Arbitrator One, all of whom would be held until their interrogations tomorrow. They were unknown quantities, and at least Arbitrator I had exhibited strange abilities that might have enabled her to make an escape.

	Nobody seemed interested in escaping, however.

	Eventually, Illya and Valeriya left the brig. They were scheduled to switch places with Klara van Der Smidze and Zhu Lian for the midnight shift. Those two were running late– but Valeriya and Illya worked on their own schedules. They were punctual, accurate to the second, a habit from their past. They would not wait for anyone who was not as attentive as themselves. So for a moment, the brig was left unguarded. Not that the two of them knew it, but it was by design.

	A design not of any malicious entity but one curious Shimii who had spoken to the girls.

	Khadija al-Shajara entered the empty brig and tampered with the rightmost cell.

	From the control panel, she set the cell to one-way soundproof.

	That meant the prisoner couldn’t hear the outside, but she could hear the inside of the cell.

	And the prisoner in question was Sieglinde von Castille.

	Khadija put her back to the cell door and stood for a few minutes.

	Through the audio outputs on the door, she could hear the Red Baron’s quiet breathing.

	She her fingers through her golden hair, waiting. She felt her own heartbeat, accelerating.

	“This is so stupid.” She sighed to herself.

	What was she hoping to hear? What was she thinking she might see? Ever since she stared into the Red Baron’s eyes she had felt a widening hole in her heart. Khadija was an old woman, an old woman with a past that stretched long behind her like a trailing bloodstain. The Red Baron was another old woman, almost as old as her. But she shouldn’t have been– this was Khadija’s demon to slay, the demon with whom she would bury her painful past. Killing this demon should have avenged all of those who died in the revolution, closed shut the wound from the past. Expiated for the inconclusiveness of that war, the hardships that followed, and begun a brand new chapter.

	The Lion of Cascabel did not kill the empire’s Red Baron, however.

	When she heard that regretful voice and saw those tear-stained mournful eyes.

	She saw herself– and she couldn’t take it. She couldn’t accept that.

	So now she was here. Looking for something. She did not even know what it was.

	Did she hope to hear the Red Baron gnashing her teeth? Cursing them? Plotting vengeance?

	She was probably asleep. It was late. There was probably nothing to hear now.

	Yet– she waited. She waited, irrationally, in the silence, for minutes on, and–

	“I’m so stupid. So completely, hopelessly stupid.”

	–and heard something serendipitous.

	It wasn’t her own voice airing this familiar sentiment–

	Khadija turned suddenly to face the door. There was another voice coming from it.

	Quickly, she put her back to it again. Her fluffy golden-brown ear up against the speakers.

	Sobbing.

	A blunt metallic sound, a strike on the wall. She could imagine Sieglinde punching it.

	“I’ve been such a child. Thirty-eight years old– I’ve wasted so much time. An entire life.”

	Thirty-eight– was she eighteen years old when they fought? She was just a kid–

	Khadija was twenty-two years old back then. She hardly ever wanted to acknowledge it.

	Were her own twenty years since then wasted? No–

	Sieglinde let out a cry of anguish that shook through Khadija’s chest.

	“Twenty years since and every day I told myself, nothing will change! You can’t possibly even regret it! You can’t do anything! And that girl– you useless idiot, you have less courage, less heart, than that poor defenseless girl! She turned her back on the throne of Imbria! What are you doing? You can’t acknowledge the evils you’ve done? You couldn’t for twenty years? Twenty years a murderer, a killer, and telling yourself you knew what justice truly was? You bastard!”

	She screamed at the top of her lungs. Bastard. Monster. Killer.

	Stop it. You were just a fucking kid.

	Some part of Khadija wanted so badly to talk down to her like she was still a child–

	But this was still the Red Baron and that seed of hate was still burning in her too.

	Part of her hated this spate of self-pity. Part of her did say ‘how dare you?’ How could you even pretend for a second that you were hurt in any way by this? That your wretched soul mattered even for a second compared to the lives you took? Some part of Khadija wanted to rip open that cell and choke Sieglinde von Castille to death. To inflict the ultimate punishment for her crimes twenty years past. Sieglinde von Castille, you killed men and women who were fighting for their freedom. Cloaked in blue, green and white of the Empire, you fought to spread its oppression! How dare you recognize that just now?

	However–

	Who could blame her for thinking this way? She was being used; and she knew that now.

	She learned the hollowness and hypocrisy of her ideals — and it filled her with self hatred.

	Khadija felt ashamed of herself. Because she shouldn’t have been hearing this anyway.

	Whatever happened next– this was not necessarily the person that Sieglinde wanted to present to anyone in public. Khadija was peering into her heart and private thoughts without permission. It was dirty, it was unfair to her. But she couldn’t tear herself away from that door. Not when her own eyes started weeping and she wanted them to stop. Not when she wanted to hate Sieglinde von Castille and lay all of the sins of the Empire upon her so she could crush them like her own little revolution.

	“Twenty years– I’ve spent twenty years running. Running from the evil I caused.”

	Khadija felt a strike against the door. She heard an anguished grunt.

	She thought she saw for a brief moment– thought that she felt something, behind her–

	The Red Baron, back to back with her. Her and the Lion of Cascabel.

	Separated by opposite sides of that prison door. Unable to communicate.

	“I almost destroyed these people, who fought so righteously, who saved her in the end. I supported cretins like Norn von Fueller and Gertrude Lichtenberg in their evil ambitions. I was part of it all.”

	“Shut up.” Khadija mumbled. “Just saying that won’t change anything, you coward.”

	Sieglinde paused for a moment. She recovered her breath– but then sniffled again.

	“I’ve spent twenty years on the wrong side. Now– now I’m on the wrong side of this door.”

	She broke down crying again. Khadija lifted a hand over her face, covering her own eyes.

	“Stop beating yourself up. Do something! Do something if you’re so broken up about it!”

	Khadija clenched her teeth. That anchor tying her to the past felt heavier and heavier.

	She hated this. She hated herself for hearing this. She hated Sieglinde for feeling this way. For feeling, at all. For not playing the faceless demon to Khadija’s golden heroine. That miserable old story of vile monsters and grand heroes– no matter how much Khadija wanted to believe it–

	She knew it wouldn’t be right, it wouldn’t be just, because Sieglinde was not just a demon.

	Both of them were just old women whose stories should have ended if stories had their say.

	Sieglinde should have given way to the young heroes who would kill her and cleanse her sins–

	Khadija should have given way (in death) to the young heroes to take up her vengeance–

	Did Khadija have any right to demand that the story of Sieglinde von Castille cease being written? When she had declared so adamantly that her own story was not yet over? Could she look this woman in those mournful eyes and say, that she had no future, that her life didn’t matter? That nothing she did, no convictions she ever held, would ever be genuine, would ever be worthy, because of that bloody chain around their legs dragged from twenty years past? Could she tell her that nothing could ever change?

	Right then– she couldn’t say anything. All she could do was weep along with Sieglinde.

	“Why can’t I hate you?” Khadija mumbled to herself. Banging her own fist on the door.

	

	

	Walking. Alone. Step by step over the dust.

	Dust of people, places, memories, emotions, whole civilizations.

	Walking over the dust, alone.

	Her trail of color, the impression, the shadow, that she left upon the world, wherever she went.

	Every place where she ever tread. If she tread enough, there would be a mark left.

	Every person who saw her, whom she saw. There would be a mark left on them.

	In time they would all return to the dust.

	So she could not remain. She could not interfere. She could not be responsible.

	She would not let herself. For their sake (for her sake).

	“The burden of being only a witness is greater than you all know or understand.”

	So she walked. She walked alone over the dust of ages. Even while accompanied: alone.

	You are not here to save anyone.

	“If I played the hero everything would be infinitely worse.”

	Those would be the actions of someone taking responsibility

	On her chest formed a tiny crack, as if she was a doll made of glass.

	“Everything I’ve done is to take responsibility, everything.”

	I made the same mistake that you made with—

	Crack.

	From the wound in her blew dust that reconstituted itself in a great wave of color in front of her eyes. Becoming a smiling woman, hands in her coat pockets, tall and sure, honeyed skin and lacquered eyes, dark hair tied up in a long ponytail. She reached out her hand invitingly, with a warmth like the sun.

	I will walk alongside you. I will take up your burden.

	I didn’t want responsibility for the world.

	“That’s an utter mischaracterization. You don’t know anything about me.”

	Crack.

	Again the dust bleeding out of her heart blew into a cloud that swept before her. Becoming a woman, tan skin and fierce eyes, bright red hair, in a dirty coat, surrounded by machines and instruments. She reached out her hand, with a bold fire like youth, a frenetic strength that lifted her out of the grave and a smug, assured grin. She could feel that touch, the comfort, the desire, the certainty of a partnership.

	I will go wherever you do. I will be your inseparable confidante.

	Feelings that she had to force herself to reject.

	You are here– to defray responsibility.

	“Stop it. You– you don’t get to say that to me.”

	Crack.

	Her chest peeled away shard by shard, shattering in a slow sequence from her breasts to her stomach.

	Each shard became dust, the dust of dead things left behind.

	If not dead materially then dead inside her, dead of neglect where she left them.

	From the dust formed a figure, grey-skinned and white haired with brilliant red eyes. Her skin lightened, her hair turned golden, and from shabby rags she changed before her eyes, shimmering like a gemstone, crust polished off of her in real time by the dancing color until she stood how she had last been seen.

	Euphrates reached out her hand to her, and she made the same mistake.

	“Come with me.” She said. “You have the power to avert this tragedy. I’m sure of it.”

	That innocent woman took her hand, and it felt like regret, mourning, lies of providence.

	As that memory became dust, the last of Euphrates’ body shattered. She, too, finally joined the dust.

	—while you pretend to be the hero in the final accounting.

	It could only have been her who shattered Euphrates. No one else could hurt so deeply.

	But the shadow of her would not stop. No matter how many times she met with destruction.

	Everything around her crumbled but–

	Her own pieces inexorably picked themselves together.

	Continuing her eternal march.

	Walking.

	Alone.

	Because she had to be.

	Step by grueling step on legs of glass, trudging through ever thicker dunes of the dust.

	Just as she felt like falling to her knees amid the dust of ages in the plain of oblivion–

	All of us are drawn together by a current, Euphrates. We’ll be destined to meet again.

	With the voice, a different voice than before, reverberating in the hollow of her frail chest.

	Euphrates stood unsteadily atop the dust and walked.

	Step by step over the dust. Alone.

	Then farther ahead, collecting in a front of her like the next dune to climb–

	Auburn eyes, dark hair cut messily above the shoulder, a handsome face with the smoldering gaze of a woman with singular ambition, dark skinned, proletarian and boyish in manner but carried by a resplendant elegance in her speech. Guarded by two rapidly fading shadows, her touch feeling like weapons, bursts of gas, blood in the water and thousands upon thousands of deaths.

	I really don’t know what to say. Or what to feel, right now. Thank you, Doctor.

	She smiled.

	Euphrates’ legs gave again. Kneeling with her head down in front of her.

	Her voice shook out of a throat of shattering glass. “I don’t want to fail you too.”

	

	

	Commissar Aaliyah Bashara breathed in deep and released that held breath audibly.

	At the head of the table in the conference room next to the brig, seated beside the Captain. Both of them looked like they were exhausted just contemplating what lay ahead of them. There were seats reserved at the end of the conference table for the various suspects. Illya Rostova and Valeriya Peterburg stood at the far wall of the room with their assault rifles loaded with safeties off. Akulantova had assured the Captain and Commissar that those two young women were her very own “monsters” should they need to put down any aggression of their untrustworthy captives. Both of them were professional and lethal.

	“I’m a peace-loving maiden with nonlethal training. Those two are real killers.” Akulantova said.

	Ahead of the start of the meetings a few ‘stakeholders’ were also assembled.

	Braya Zachikova and Murati Nakara sat in attendance, representing the bridge crew and the Diver pilots. Gunther Cohen was there to represent the mechanics and engineers. All of them were sworn to keep secret anything which was deemed classified, and they were all trusted to be able to do so on the pain of permanent incarceration until the end of the mission. It was a serious matter, this conference. 

	They had a lot of people to interrogate and many questions to pose to them.

	“This is going to take us a while, so we’re going to start from the least complicated issue and work our way up to the most complicated issues. Illya and Valeriya, please escort in Marina McKennedy and sit her on the table. Zachikova, you’ll handle the official record of the meetings.”

	Zachikova nodded. She plugged in a portable terminal into her tall, gray ear antennae.

	She had the advantage of being able to take down notes by just thinking about it.

	Illya and Valeriya escorted into the room a sedate and uncharacteristically cooperative Marina.

	She sat at the end of the table, crossed her arms, sighed heavily.

	“You don’t need to coerce me. I’ll come clean.” She held the Captain’s gaze.

	Ulyana scoffed. “Fantastic. How is this conversation any different from the past ones?”

	Marina let out a long sigh.

	“You found me out already, that’s why. Look, yes, Elena von Fueller was on your fucking ship, I’m sorry. I’m sorry! I lied to you, but do you understand why I had to do it? How could I possibly have just told you that I am bringing Imperial Princess Elena von Fueller aboard? You have her aboard now, you must understand how different that is from having ‘Elen the analyst’?”

	“As a matter of fact, no, Marina.” Aaliyah entered the fray. “On this ship, that girl is just a civilian. She commands no authority, and nobody here expects her titles to be fungible in any way. What did you think we would do to her? You could have just introduced her as a G.I.A. asset.”

	“You’re fucking communists! One of your things is ‘eat the rich’ isn’t it?” Marina said.

	“You really, honestly thought we would immediately persecute some kid, like that would be our most pressing concern?” Ulyana asked. “What does the Republic teach agents about communism?”

	“The fact of the matter is, you lied to us, and we were unable to properly assess our security concerns because of it. Not only that, but you also had a tail and refused to acknowledge it.”

	Aaliyah interjected again. Marina was already raising her voice again in response.

	“I did not fucking know I had a tail! I had no fucking idea! I swear to you, I was not using you guys to fight Norn and Lichtenberg! I thought I had gotten away clean! I did everything I could to avoid suspicion, I dismantled an entire GIA cell to make my escape, to make sure I couldn’t be pursued, I gave up an entire mission and all of its resources to give Elena this chance to be free. I did everything I could!”

	“Marina, we have always wanted to believe you, but you really burned us this time. So it is difficult for us to trust anything you say now, and it is difficult for us to trust your motivations here.” Ulyana said.

	“My only motivation is that I want that girl to be safe.” Marina said.

	“What’s your relation to Elena?” Aaliyah asked. “This is clearly personal for you, not a mission.”

	This time, Marina did not try to deflect attention or change the subject.

	She took a deep breath, held a hand over the closed buttons on her shirt, over her breast.

	Speaking as if she had thought for a long time what she would say in order to come clean.

	“Over twenty years ago, I was sent into the Imbrium by the G.I.A. on a mission to gather information on the security of the Emperor, to see if it was viable to assassinate him or anyone key in his regime. We told ourselves this would help achieve military victory in the Great Ayre Reach. This was in the lead-up to, what, the 30th? 31st? Some campaign for the Great Ayre Reach. It doesn’t even matter which.”

	She continued.

	“You all know how history shook out from there. The colonies rebelled en masse, the Republic attacked, there was a war on two fronts, the Empire retreated from both of them, but the Emperor wasn’t assassinated, the Republic didn’t break through to occupy Rhinea or Palatine to end the war– maybe the only good outcome of all this was that the Union got to stick around until now. It was a big, bloody stalemate. I failed– but the part that you don’t know is that I was involved with Leda Lettiere, the Emperor’s prized new wife, and her entourage. I was– I was intimately involved. I turned her–”

	“Oh my god. Marina–” Ulyana interrupted suddenly. “Are you Elena’s real father?”

	Aaliyah turned to Ulyana at that moment with a glare like the Captain had gone insane.

	Indeed, Ulyana had made a very silly misreading of all the lurid drama and tension.

	She felt, and looked, instantly embarrassed. Marina was speechless for a moment.

	“What? Are you insane? Of course I’m not! What are you even saying, Korabiskaya?”

	“I apologize.” Ulyana said. “I jumped the gun. Please go on and forget I said anything.”

	“Fuck’s sake. I’m not her father! But I care deeply about her! She’s innocent in all this!”

	“Lettiere– so that’s why Elena chose that surname.” Aaliyah said. “Honoring her mother.”

	“We know the Emperor’s wife from that time period as Leda von Fueller.” Ulyana said. She recalled her history readings. “She’s a fairly minor figure in our history. We knew she was purged by the Emperor, and of course we knew there was a Princess Elena von Fueller. But in the Union, all of the events surrounding her death, like the storming of the summer palace at Schwerin, were cast in our narratives as just part of the Emperor’s brutal paranoia stoked by ongoing wars. We had no idea there was a real conspiracy.”

	Marina nodded her head. She took a moment to collect herself, and resumed calmly.

	“He had concrete reason to be afraid of her. We were this close to having his head and sending the Empire into chaos. Unfortunately, an impassable wall named Norn Tauscherer ended our ambitions. Konstantin was heartbroken about Leda’s betrayal.” Marina said. “I still don’t know why he killed Leda– he was obsessed with her. I know what he did to me, though.” She clenched her teeth.

	“You don’t have to disclose any further. We can fill in the blanks.” Aaliyah said.

	“Thank you for telling us all of this, Marina.” Ulyana said. “We will take a step closer to the middle with you and believe you, though we don’t have evidence of what you are saying. Can you tell us about current events, however? Aaliyah gathered information about Vogelheim and the disappearance of the princess while we were in Serrano. Those things didn’t matter to us then, but now– I want to know how you were involved. You don’t need to go into any… compromising, sort of details.”

	“I was imprisoned for years– shoved in the darkest fucking pit of hell since Leda’s capture. The Empire’s hole in the ground where people go to be erased from existence, called the Ergastulum.” Marina said. She quivered a bit but mastered herself. “Time passes differently there. I couldn’t tell you whether I was there a year or thirty until my escape. I feel like I still don’t know. It had to be at least eighteen years.”

	Aaliyah and Ulyana glanced at each other. They had heard something unbelievably grim.

	Marina paused again, grinning a bit. “But I got lucky– it was a little over a year ago, a bunch of Bureni nationalists got bailed out. Some terrorist named Ganges staged it, she did a fucking brutal jailbreak. Really skilled Katarran mercs– they just razed everything. Killed every single guard, all the staff, even the fucking clerks got pulped. I saw them– door to door, room to room, they cleared everything methodically, they made Republic special forces look like a joke. Yours too, probably.”

	Illya Rostova rolled her eyes behind Marina’s back, while Valeriya Peterburg growled.

	“They came for specific guys and took them, but they opened all the cells, and there were guard ships still docked, untouched. I managed to crawl out of my cell and make my way to a ship. Most prisoners’ bodies in the Ergastulum are fucking destroyed, almost all the cells were full of zombies, there was no rioting, almost nobody could take advantage. I was scarred up to hell, and we barely got fed, but I always laid low and conserved all the strength I could. So I was alive enough to escape. Autopiloted out, ate salt pork that tasted like heaven, slowly started being able to hit the gym, and found my way back to the G.I.A in the Imbrium. Laid low for a few months, caught up with what I missed. Then I rescued Elena.”

	Ulyana assumed a lot happened during all that laying low.

	Like several gender affirming surgeries– possibly her entire body needing such repairs.

	That was not something she would ever demand to know about, however.

	In her mind, Marina had spun a satisfactory story. More than she had ever said before.

	Aaliyah and Ulyana looked at each other, gauging their collective satisfaction with Marina.

	“Captain.” Aaliyah said. She smiled toward Marina and then nodded toward Ulyana.

	“Right. Thank you for being candid, Agent McKennedy. We hope to continue cooperating with you in the future.” Ulyana said. She smiled too. “Hopefully you won’t think ill of us for this situation.”

	“No, I get it. If it wasn’t for me, you wouldn’t have had to go through all this shit.”

	Marina held a hand to her chest again and breathed in and breathed out.

	“It was kind of good to finally tell someone some version of what happened.” She said.

	“Whenever you’re ready to give a full account, we’ll be ready to record it.” Ulyana said.

	“I’m trying not to live in the past so much.” Marina said. “Our future is looking rough.”

	“We’ll tackle it with all of our skills, as it comes. Thank you, Marina McKennedy.”

	Marina nodded toward the Captain and Commissar. Illya and Valeriya escorted her out.

	“I have no hope for this next one.” Ulyana said to Aaliyah only. Aaliyah nodded solemnly.

	“Bring Arbitrator I in next. Let’s get this over with.” She then declared to the room.

	When Illya and Valeriya returned, they accompanied a lively woman, bloodless white skin covered in a robe only slightly darker, long red hair with white streaks flowing in her wake as she skipped into the room. Her thick tail trailed along the floor, white and mottled with four soft-looking wing-like paddles arranged at the distal end. Ulyana recalled that there had once been a spot on the side of her head where her hair was a bit thinner, perhaps a wound. Now her overlong locks were the same all around, falling over her shoulders when she stood at her end of the table like long sheets. Across the striking features of her exotic white face stretched a big smile– and her eyes were still the exact green color as Ulyana’s.

	“One moment please, Captain.” Zachikova said.

	She stood up from her seat on the side of the table and ambled over to Arbitrator I.

	“Braya! I’m so happy to see you! I’ve been very polite. Is this a reward for me?”

	Zachikova reached into her jacket and produced an object.

	She then reached up to the taller woman’s neck and clapped something around it.

	“Zachikova? What are you doing?” Ulyana called out.

	“I’m taking control of her. You have nothing to worry about now, Captain.”

	Turning around to the rest of the group, Zachikova showed them a remote detonator.

	With a smug little grin on her face, she pointed the index finger of her free hand to Arbitrator I’s neck, which had been adorned with a black choker that stood out from the extremely pale skin. Upon that choker were a trail of LEDs and four thumbprint sized sockets each containing a shiny red object. Not gemstones, nobody had any gemstones here– it was just meant to look pretty while Arbitrator I wore it. 

	Ulyana couldn’t knock the craftsmanship, but it was clearly a bomb collar. She was shocked.

	The Electronic Warfare officer kept pointing at it with that same quiet, self-satisfied expression.

	As if to say ‘check it out, isn’t it cool’?

	Murati and Gunther did not seem to understand, but the superiors knew immediately.

	“Zachikova! That’s beyond the pale! I forbid this in the strongest terms!” Ulyana shouted.

	Bomb collars were torture and control devices. 

	Beads of explosive material around the neck could cause precise lacerations, choking and bleeding out the victim. It would not be a humane death by any means as the brain would remain intact. This is what made the collar an effective threat to the victim. Once the circumstances were explained to them, they would almost assuredly buckle to their captor’s desires. As a former member of the special forces, Zachikova had surely been trained in the manufacture and use of such devices to control and coerce captives and untrustworthy assets. However, this was not a lawless “special operation” — Ulyana would not tolerate the use of such tactics on her ship. She stood up, demanding that the collar come off.

	Meanwhile–

	Arbitrator I smiled placidly. She raised her hand to her neck, briefly touching the object.

	Then, on the finger and thumb she used, the white skin bloated and peeled back.

	Everyone in attendance stared, speechless, as what were clearly two eyes appeared on her fingers.

	These melted back into the skin almost as quickly as they had blossomed from it.

	“Braya! It’s so beautiful! Thank you for the gift! I knew that you still loved me!”

	Zachikova blinked hard, briefly speechless. She looked down at the detonator and tensed.

	For the threat to be effective, she had to explain–

	“Arbitrator I, if you make one wrong move, with a push of this button–”

	Arbitrator I’s disarming smile, as she hung on every word Zachikova spoke–

	“–ugh,” Zachikova had to pause and collect herself. “Listen, you– just, do what I say!”

	She waved the detonator helplessly in front of Arbitrator I’s face as a vague gesticulation.

	Ulyana stared, uncomprehending. What kind of relationship did these two have?

	“Oh! I understand. It’s a form of play. You’re the master and I am the slave.”

	“Shut up! I’ll blow your head clean off your neck! Shut up right now!”

	What kind of relationship did these two have?!

	“Ya Allah!” Aaliyah shouted, completely red in the face, ears and tail outstretched. “This is an interrogation not some raunchy kink thread on a BBS! Captain, get the meeting back in order immediately!”

	“Me? You’re yelling at me?” Ulyana sighed. She was afraid this would happen.

	Trying desperately to take control of the situation again, Ulyana brushed aside the issue of the bomb collar, which, while it bothered her personally, did not seem to trouble its intended victim in any way. Despite how foolish she was acting, Zachikova seemed like she was not going to send geysers of blood flying across the room either. She focused on Arbitrator I and started asking questions.

	“Forget the rest of this! Your name is Arbitrator One correct?”

	Arbitrator I turned her bright, smiling face on Ulyana and acknowledged.

	“Indeed. You can call me Arbitrator I of the First Sphere.”

	Ulyana stared at her, trying to appraise anything from her bright, smiling face.

	“Not to belittle you, but I need to understand the depth of your current faculties: how much do you know about the present situation? Do you know you’re in Sverland, in the Imbrian Empire? Do you know what the Labor Union of Ferris, Lyser and Solstice is? Hell, do you even know what year it is?”

	Arbitrator I put a pale finger on her chin and gazed up at the ceiling in thought.

	“How to explain it? On the whole, I should know. But I need time to recall the specifics in detail.”

	Ulyana sat back and crossed her arms. 

	“So, to make it simple, you don’t know where you really are or what’s going on.”

	“At this precise moment, there are gaps in my understanding that are hard to explain.”

	This was exactly the sort of behavior she worried about. In her mind, this person was certainly different than them, and she certainly exhibited some odd abilities — the fantasy nerd in Ulyana’s heart wanted to call it magic, but the responsible Captain in her mind did not allow this. Her ability to change her body was frightening, and that miracle she pulled off with the Leviathans– ordinary people not running on a crushing high of anxiety and caffeine might have panicked and broken down at the sight of such things.

	However, Ulyana tried to take a step back and see things as rationally as possible despite everything. It did not matter what Arbitrator I’s capabilities were, not at the moment. It was her behaviors that were suspicious. Anyone could say they were an amnesiac, that they were from a vastly different culture, that they were ignorant of what they were doing and what was happening, whenever it was convenient. But when confronted with that, how did one believe it? How did one confirm it to be the actual truth?

	Arbitrator I had appeared out of nowhere, and she had saved their lives from a catastrophic situation. She had dutifully remained in the brig without causing problems overnight. She seemed to wait on “Braya” to the point of obsession. She had a whimsical or idiotic response to everything said to her. What was her angle? She was cooperating, but what she did want? What were her motives and goals? Those were issues they had to resolve in order to secure the Brigand’s operational security going forward.

	It was clear that the issue of who Arbitrator I was would be complicated and fruitless.

	However–

	“Amnesia aside: why are you cooperating with us? Is there something you desire?”

	“Of course.”

	Arbitrator I leaned in close to Zachikova, who nearly jumped from the touch.

	“I would like to court Braya and to breed with her if she will allow it.”

	Her words hung in the air for a few seconds. Ulyana could scarcely believe they were said.

	Illya snickered, while Valeriya’s eyes wondered over to Illya as if she had something to say.

	Gunther Cohen turned red and looked down at the table. Murati Nakara stared speechless.

	“I’m going to push the button!” Zachikova shouted.

	“Captain! Stop provoking her to say such things!” Aaliyah joined in the shouting.

	Ulyana despaired. She thought this interrogation could be easy to get out of the way if they could reach some kind of agreement with Arbitrator I, some sort of conditions to her stay until they could divine her intentions. But it was clear that Arbitrator I was completely insane, or that she was playing dumb in a way which was uniquely disruptive to the people that were interrogating her. Whether it was stupidity or malice behind it, she was derailing everything quite effectively. Honestly; everyone was so immature.

	“You’re all adults aren’t you? Just let the suspect speak already!” Ulyana shouted back.

	“Oh, I apologize.” Arbitrator I said. She waved her hand, giggling. “I was– I was joking.”

	“You weren’t joking! Don’t lie!” Zachikova shouted. “Answer the questions productively!”

	“Oh my– Braya are you jealous again?”

	“Do you realize I’m trying to keep you from being launched out of a fucking torpedo tube?”

	“Oh goodness– I’m quite sorry. I just got a little eager when I thought about us.”

	“For god’s sake. Arbitrator I– what is an Omenseer?” Ulyana shouted over them.

	She recalled the conversation yesterday, digging in her memory for something concrete.

	Silence fell over the room for a moment. Everyone’s eyes turned to Arbitrator I.

	“Omenseers are a culture.” Arbitrator I said. “An ancient culture, though, I would say, its present expression is just sort of a facsimile of its true history. But, isn’t your civilization, also a facsimile of the ones that came before? At any rate– I am a relatively new member of the Omenseer culture.”

	“How ancient are they, and how relatively new are you?”

	Ulyana was finally getting her talking about something useful now. She pressed on.

	“Hmm, the original mystery culture should be many thousands of years old, I think. However, the society that I belong to is significantly younger than that. As for my self, give or take 900 years I suppose.”

	“Nine hundred?”

	All around the room there were blank, staring faces. Clearly nobody could believe this.

	“Hmm? You all look confused.” Arbitrator I said, furrowing her brow and frowning at the silent responses. “There was a world before your current civilizations, you know. I can’t recall much of it– but do you think 900 years is such an impossibly long time? Was the world made out of whole cloth 900 years ago? Obviously not– you are all facsimiles of that world, aren’t you? So you should understand.”

	“I wouldn’t call us facsimiles of the surface world at all.” Ulyana said. “That is beside the point though. What we really can’t accept is that you, as a living being, are over 900 years old and still alive.”

	“I apologize. I might be communicating ineffectively. You see, this body is not 900 years old, if that is the question you are asking. I suppose that when you refer to yourself, you refer to your current body exclusively. With that in mind, let’s say this: the totality of myself, all the experiences and knowledge that could potentially be called ‘Arbitrator I’, are over 900 years old together. Maybe older– but this body is far fresher than that. Let’s set it as a nice, spry, 22 years of age. How does that sound?”

	“Right.” Ulyana said skeptically. “And yesterday, you said you were USL-0099.”

	“Hmm?” Arbitrator I tilted her head in confusion.

	“The Leviathan. The Leviathan outside, that withstood a mortal blow to save us.”

	She was trying to word things in such a way as to universalize the specifics.

	Arbitrator I nodded. “Oh, yes. That was my body for a long time. It is because of both the circumstances of its creation and destruction that I am having some difficulty remembering all that I should.”

	“Whether or not you are a fish aside, you are indeed claiming amnesia?” Aaliyah said.

	“Let me try to explain. You asked me what I know about the current world. I can speak, and I know many of the basic concepts which I need to know in order to interact with Hominins such as all of you, and I know enough to survive. That kind of knowledge is stored in my body. However, my old body was destroyed so I lost a lot of information with it. I still have a substantial amount of information that I can recall, in this body, because that is part of its function, as Arbitrator I. However, at the moment, it’s only contained in my body. It is not available for my immediate recall. It’s not been brought up here.”

	She tapped on the side of her head. “To bring it here would be a bit of a project. Given time, I could do so. In fact, I’ve already remembered many things about being like a hominin and acting like hominins do. Give me time to acclimate, and I’ll do a better job answering questions with the information I have.”

	Ulyana thought she understood in some way how this could work. Kind of like–

	“Like interaction between RAM and storage.” Zachikova said suddenly, as if an epiphany.

	She gestured in the air drawing two boxes– maybe to represent the different chips.

	“With all due respect, that’s bunk.” Aaliyah said, scoffing and clearly frustrated. “In fact, it’s chauvinistic to think human brains act like computers. Even your cybernetics are more complicated than a computer.”

	“Her body might be an organic computer. She’s clearly different from us.” Zachikova said.

	“It’s far easier to believe that this woman is either putting on an act, or if we take her at her word, that she has some kind of amnesia or mental instability and needs to reacclimate to society.”

	“I’m not saying this from out of nowhere.” Zachikova said. “I’m not just making it up.”

	“Aaah, Braya is appraising me. I can feel the warmth of her curiosity in the aether.”

	Zachikova fixed her a glare and brought up the detonator again. Arbitrator I smiled.

	“Captain. It’s time I told my own version of events. That might help.” Zachikova said.

	She drew in a breath, her hands shaking. She looked nervous to be speaking about this.

	And indeed, she sounded nervous, as she told the story.

	During the battle with the Antenora, the Leviathan USL-0099 had interfered with Norn’s unknown agarthic weapon, sparing the Brigand from certain annihilation. Zachikova had felt some attachment to the creature and collected its body in a swirl of emotions and brought it aboard the ship without permission. Then she met Arbitrator I in the animal’s remains; with whom, Zachikova stated in no uncertain terms, ‘nothing happened’ in the utility hold for the drones. She took her to the captain right away.

	“I’ve been flustered by her erratic behavior, because I’m not used to dealing with her– her interest in me.” Zachikova admitted. Her emotions were clearly on the rise as she told the story, and she was feeling the pressure of telling it, but she passionately continued to lay out her case. “And frankly, I am afraid that you will all try to hurt her or get rid of her for being strange– but she’s very valuable! Arbitrator I was USL-0099 that we had under observation. Because of this, I think that if we work with her, it might even let us prove the theory that Leviathans are man-made, biological machines. Also, wouldn’t it be convenient for us militarily if she can protect us from Leviathan attacks, and it wasn’t a fluke? We could go anywhere! I would like to request to continue USL-0099’s observation, personally, and that she remain a subject of study. I can take responsibility for her– it’s not necessary to involve Maharapratham.”

	“I have to object. Karuniya will definitely want to be involved in this.” Murati added.

	Zachikova looked annoyed to be argued with at the end of her long, impassioned speech.

	“She will have to be. But clearly Arbitrator I and Zachikova have an– um– a rapport.”

	Ulyana prevented herself from uttering words like tryst or in this volatile situation.

	As they were speaking, the captain had come up with what she thought was a clever idea.

	“Arbitrator I, imagine you lived in a world where Zachikova did not exist, but you still saved us. In such a world, what would your role be? What would you want from us?” She said.

	Arbitrator I looked up at the ceiling again, crossing her arms.

	“Fish don’t conceptualize a lot, so I’m a bit rusty when it comes to imagining different worlds– however, in such a case, I believe that we would abide by the ancient oaths between Omenseer and Hominin. In exchange for protein, shelter, and protection from other Hominins, I will help you navigate and act as a guardian for your journey. I will read the omens and guide you to safety, whatever your destination. In the current era, I can help you ward off the poor lost souls so you can navigate the sunlit seas.”

	Read the omens– warding off lost souls in the sunlit seas–

	“Like you did before. You scared off those Leviathans from attacking us.” Ulyana said.

	“Indeed. I even said it in a really impressive way. Like a magic spell.” Arbitrator I said.

	She looked happy with herself. Maybe she really was mostly harmless.     

	“Zachikova, Arbitrator I can bunk with you then. We’ll get her a uniform.” Ulyana said.

	She turned to Aaliyah. The Commissar crossed her arms and sighed audibly, ears drooping.

	“I see no other solution to this. No humane one, anyway. I will support the Captain.”

	Zachikova clearly tried not to look relieved– but her body language became far less tense.

	Ulyana was satisfied. Somehow they had managed to get something out of Arbitrator I.

	As sloppy as it had been, the interrogation had yielded some insights and stability.

	“Arbitrator I, I have a few final questions for you, if you can answer briefly.”

	“Of course, captain!” Arbitrator I said happily.

	Zachikova stared but said nothing. Was she being overprotective? It was kind of cute.

	“Dagon belongs to the Omenseers too, doesn’t it? What is its purpose?” Ulyana asked.

	“Dagon is a warship.” Arbitator I said casually. “Its purpose is to kill and destroy.”

	“Omenseer is a really fitting name for the lot of you.” Ulyana said. She felt a headache coming after all this mess. “Should we be worried about this thing roaming around the world? What do Omenseers other than yourself want? They just came out of Goryk Abyss all of sudden and swooped in on us.”

	“Hmm. What do they want? Some of them can’t really want anything.” Arbitrator I said. “Others are following their leader and acquiring proteins. And others still are wild and free and living according to the ancient ways. At the moment, I am not able to judge the purpose of Dagon’s appearance, but the creature is also a facsimile of a preceding warship, and that Dagon was quite cruel and destructive.”

	“I see. Very well. I suppose we can come back to that at a later date then.”

	Ulyana was left with many more questions, but she judged that Arbitrator I was not a threat.

	Had she wanted to sabotage them and kill them, she would have let Dagon do it.

	It seemed like she really was interested in Zachikova.

	So Ulyana would leave her in Zachikova’s hands and take advantage of her skills.

	As far as Dagon was concerned– there was nothing they could do about it right now.

	“Final question. Can you explain your abilities to me?” Ulyana asked.

	“It’s called Omenseeing. It’s where we get our name.” Arbitrator I said. “It is an ancient calculation, learned from the great trees, that turns my will into truth. I used it to communicate with the Leviathans. After asserting my authority, they knew they should not attack this vessel. I can also alter my own body with it.”

	“Well then. Okay– I guess I asked and I got an answer of some kind.” Ulyana said.

	“She must be running some kind of adaptive biological program.” Zachikova said.

	“We’ll leave the wild speculation to you then.” Aaliyah said, exasperated.

	“I’m as satisfied as I can be.” Ulyana said, shrugging. “I had very low expectations.”

	Because she never stopped smiling, it was hard to gauge, but Arbitrator I sounded contrite.

	“I will commit more information to mind in the future, Captain.” She said.

	Zachikova watched Arbitrator I intently. “DNA-based storage perhaps–”

	Ulyana was not necessarily satisfied with Arbitrator I in perpetuity, but for the moment, she felt that the strange woman was not a threat, and perhaps was more of a victim of circumstance than anyone on that ship really knew. All she could do was file away what she knew about these fanciful new words, like Omenseer and Dagon, and trust that she could uncover more concrete answers in the future. 

	One thing that life had taught her was that it was impossible to wring all of the answers in one moment– answers about anything sufficiently important simply begat even more questions.

	She had the answers she wanted. Arbitrator I was cooperating and did not seem to possess an ulterior motive that would bring harm to the Brigand, at least not one which was immediately discernible. Not only that, but Zachikova had hit the nail precisely on the head about the utility of this woman. They had spent close to a day in the photic zone without being attacked by Leviathans, and without running into any abnormal weather. Being able to travel in such a way, was essentially comparable to being able to fly while everyone else was stuck to the ground. It was a major boon– they would take advantage of it.

	Someone more skeptical would have tried to probe further– was it really Arbitrator I who was responsible for their spate of good luck? But after everything Ulyana had seen on this insane mission already, it made no sense to be skeptical of that detail. It would have been harder to say that she had no connection to the events whatsoever, that it was all a huge coincidence. She made a big show of it, everyone saw it, and even if they couldn’t explain it, there was no way to engineer that scenario and its outcome.

	Arbitrator I was an Omenseer, with strange powers over her body and Leviathans.

	That would have to be accepted as fact. And they would have to live with that reality.

	Perhaps they could ask their next guests about the nature of those powers.

	After all, those two, Euphrates and Tigris, definitely knew more than they let on.

	About everything that had happened.

	“You can go, Arbitrator I. I’ll inform Kamarik to pay attention to your consultations.”

	Arbitrator I bowed her head cheerfully, and with a final fond look at Zachikova, departed.

	“Aaliyah,”

	Ulyana turned to the Commissar next to her and spoke with her briefly in confidence.

	“Let’s ask Euphrates and Tigris about the topics that Arbitrator I was dancing around.”

	“Do you think they will have answers?” Aaliyah whispered back.

	“HELIOS identified that monster as ‘Dagon’ too. They definitely know about Omenseers in some way, and importantly, those two can’t pretend that they knocked their heads about or that they have culture shock. And they have a longer way to go to prove their benevolence to us than Arbitrator I did. I’m almost positive we can learn more about all of this cryptic horseshit if we pressure them.”

	“Good thinking Captain. Now I understand why you were so calm about Arbitrator I.”

	Aaliyah really flattered her there– Ulyana had just been flying by the seat of her pants.

	

	

	Aaliyah and Ulyana called for a short break for everyone involved in the interrogations.

	They also reinforced that everything regarding Arbitrator I would be disseminated only to the officers, in an edited fashion. She would be introduced to the sailors as “Arabella.” There was no helping that she would probably act strange toward a sailor here or there– but contact and information about her would be as limited as possible and she would largely co-mingle with the officers exclusively. Zachikova was made the point of contact for anything regarding Arbitrator I, which everyone agreed to.

	Finally, Illya and Valeriya brought in their next pair of guests. The calm, short blue-haired doctor in the pants suit and vest, Euphrates, and still wearing a worker’s jumpsuit, fiery red hair in a ponytail and fiery red temper completely out in the open, her companion Tigris. One was smiling placidly and seemed perfectly content with herself, while the other one glared at everyone opposite her.

	“I can’t believe all of you!” Tigris cried out. “After how helpful I was! I can understand if you lock up this ingrate here,” she waved animatedly at Euphrates, who did not even flinch at the clear insult, “but I worked my ass off ever since I got here! I helped save you all! You should heap me with praise!”

	“I’m sure they don’t disagree that you’ve been helpful.” Euphrates said calmly.

	“They put us in solitary confinement!” Tigris shouted back.

	“Comparing the environment I’m in now, with the environment I just left–”

	“–Shut up!”

	“–it was much cozier in the cell, to be frank.”

	Euphrates grinned and Tigris looked like she wanted to wring her neck.

	Aaliyah and Ulyana made similar expressions of putting their hands over their foreheads.

	Murati spoke up in their stead. Unprompted, but Ulyana did not hold it against her.

	“We are grateful for your assistance, and I believe that if you were truly intending malice, you had many opportunities to sell us out or sabotage us in the last few days. However, you still lied, and the information you’ve been withholding has exponentially increased in value.” She said.

	“Well put.” Ulyana replied. “Euphrates, Tigris, we want to be able to cooperate with you. That’s why I authorized for you to be informed of events on the ship, even in captivity. We only imprisoned you as a safety measure in a chaotic situation, and to insure that you would attend this meeting.”

	“In order to trust you, we’ll need you to disclose information about your real identities.” Aaliyah added.

	Tigris balked at this, but Euphrates seemed to understand and accept everything.

	“Tigris, please let me do the talking. You’re far too– animated.” Euphrates said.

	“Bah! Why are you acting so cool? We’re both in the same world of shit right now.”

	Tigris folded her arms in front of her chest, scoffed a few more times and averted her gaze.

	“You could say I’m a changed woman. I’ve come to terms with what I have to do.”

	“No you’re not! You haven’t changed a goddamn and you never will.”

	Euphrates seemed to be trying to gently mollify Tigris– but the redhead wasn’t having it.

	Ulyana cleared her throat loudly and deliberately. “Alright. First question.”

	“Apologies, Captain. I’m listening.” Euphrates said.

	“What is the Sunlight Foundation?”

	“Ah. Interesting. That’s a good and meaty question.”

	There was a very professor-like quality to Euphrates. Tigris had always acted almost like a sailor, and she had skills like a mechanic. She was boisterous and loud and interested in getting hands on. Euphrates, in her vest and suit blazer, her tie done up and her cotton shirt clean despite having spent a night in solitary confinement, projected a scholarly confidence, as if she knew how everything would unfold already. She spoke in such a clear and direct way Ulyana could almost feel the punctuation. Ulyana had hoped to rattle her with the question. She imagined, however, that Euphrates could rationalize many worlds existing, many possibilities transpiring just then. Euphrates always seemed utterly calm, always a step ahead.

	In that mystery mind of hers, she probably did see a reason for them to know that name.

	So of course she looked entirely unfazed by the question. Ulyana continued.

	“It came up in your conversation with Norn, but Xenia Laskaris also mentioned it.”

	Xenia had approached them overnight through Illya and Valeriya, telling them what little she knew.

	There was not a lot of substance, but there were enough key words to ask Euphrates pointed questions.

	“That girl really hasn’t been earning her paycheck recently.” Euphrates said, amused. “At any rate. The Sunlight Foundation is a community of researchers, engineers, theoreticians, and philosophers united by a shared goal that we hope to accomplish via multi-disciplinary support of the sciences.”

	“Give me the explanation that’s not in your brochures, please.” Ulyana said.

	“What explanation would be the most damning and sensational in your eyes? You could call us a secret society, maybe even a cult– would that be satisfying enough? It’s not even so important who we are but what we do. We acquire, create and hoard knowledge and technology; we have our fingers in a handful of key technology providers in the Imbrian Empire. Solarflare LLC is simply the one project that Tigris and I have developed over time. Our members have stakes in a dozen others.” Euphrates said.

	Ulyana and Aaliyah narrowed their eyes. This was quite a grandiose declaration.

	It was unsettling, especially when accompanied by Euphrates’ subdued delivery.

	“Back up a moment.” Aaliyah said. “What is the shared goal this secret society has?”

	“Turning back the clock.” Euphrates said. “Returning to the surface world.”

	“That’s absolutely insane.” Ulyana said. “You can’t possibly be serious with this.”

	She said that– but Ulyana also couldn’t imagine someone saying something so outlandish without believing it. Without it being true in some sense. Otherwise, why say such a thing? Euphrates seemed altogether too serious an individual to make up fancy stories on the fly for no particular gain. She might as well have tried to spit across the table at their faces. If she was being cooperative, then–

	Then– they had to confront a situation where there must be some truth to her assertions.

	Nevertheless, in the Imbrian Empire, no organization like this could act altruistically.

	Nothing was truly free under capitalism, after all.

	“You’re right. It is insane.” Euphrates said. “And like any insane dream, it has ultimately become subordinate to the steps by which it could be accomplished. To realize our dream we needed space, security and technical capital. We were connected to a few influential people many years ago, so that is where we got our start. Since then, we’ve been an invisible hand. We’ve done more to parasitize upon the robotics and cybernetics industries than we ever have to move humanity closer to its ascension. I regret to say, but we spend more time interfering in the markets for reactor technology and in R&D for navigation gear than we do dreaming about the sky anymore. That’s our mundane reality. We need to acquire funds and resources, and in so doing, we tell ourselves we are stewards rather than a cartel.”

	Tigris briefly fixed her with a curious expression before pretending to ignore her again.

	Ulyana felt suddenly like she was talking to a rich CEO lamenting the state of her asset portfolio more than a stately professor sharing secrets. It was hard to square the two dimensions of this conversation, the absurd high-stakes conspiracy of this Sunlight Foundation with the lofty, ideological goals.

	“What is your role or rank in this organization?” Ulyana asked.

	She was trying to extract something more concrete than a ledger of vague goings-on.

	“I’m meant to be an upper manager, but I have pretensions of being a hands-on lay-worker, much like my partner.” Euphrates said. Tigris scoffed and seemed to avert her gaze even farther from Euphrates than ever, fully turning her back on her chair. “However, I was one of the founders and am part of the board of the organization. We call ourselves the Immortals. Tigris is one also. We call the shots– but mainly, we stay in the shadows and manage proxies who handle company affairs for us. We become involved if we want to or if our proxies require our direct support. Such as when we need to cover up suspicion.”

	“I’m struggling to understand the scope of your operation here.” Ulyana said.

	“We don’t have any political power, so you needn’t worry.” Euphrates said. “I did everything I could to prevent us from attaining it. We have a modest security force, a few secretive campuses and compounds, and most of our wealth is in the form of technical capital. Labs and patents. You can think of us more as a mafia than coup plotters. We have valuables squirreled away everywhere, but rather than going into real estate, our money goes to chemicals and minerals. We take advantage of supply efficiencies and good long-term planning. If you think I can overthrow the Imbrian Empire for you, then I have bad news.”

	“A mafia, huh? And from what Norn said, they’re trying to whack you now.” Ulyana said.

	“I–”

	For the first time, the briefest moment, the formidable Euphrates was given a bit of pause.

	“I cannot do anything to confirm that until I am back at a Solarflare LLC branch.” She said.

	Tigris loudly scoffed once more. “You still have so much unfounded faith in Yangtze.”

	“So you believe anything Norn tells you without evidence?” Euphrates said.

	Tigris turned back to face the rest of the table.

	“I don’t trust either Norn or Yangtze. But you esteem Norn a bunch, so give up on Yangtze already.”

	“Like with everything else, I owe it to Yangtze to back whatever suspicions I have with evidence.”

	Before Ulyana could ask what the hell they were talking about, Tigris addressed the table.

	“Yangtze is the overarching leader.” Tigris said, almost dismissive in tone. “You could call her the most Immortal of the Immortals. When we can’t come to a decision together, we give her the last word. She is formally involved in all our endeavors, so she can mediate between everyone and have a bird’s eye view of the org. Or at least, that’s what she should be doing. But she’s insane– that horrible agarthicite attack you witnessed must be her handiwork in action. She is giving Norn all kinds of crazy toys for God knows what reason and is trying to kill us now. And this idiot here has a crush on her and won’t believe it.”

	“I do not have any romantic feelings toward Yangtze.” Euphrates said. “You know that.”

	“Do I? Hmm? Maybe I get suspicious whenever you trust her to such insane lengths.”

	“It’s not really in my nature to be offended by you, but this is coming close.”

	“Hmph. Korabiskaya.”

	Tigris gave a smoldering glare at the officers at the end of the table.

	“I’ll gladly give you assistance and any information you need to kill Yangtze.”

	Ulyana narrowed her eyes at her in annoyance.

	“I’ll pass. Getting in the middle of your spat is not part of our mission profile.”

	This was not a genuine offer of an opportunity, so it would not get a genuine response.

	“Some mercenaries you lot turned out to be! You’ll never make in the world like that.”

	Tigris was clearly just trying to get Euphrates riled up now. It was shamefully childish.

	Euphrates for her part withstood the provocations with almost supernatural calm.

	“You look cute when you’re pissed.” She said. “I’m blessed to see it so often.”

	“Go to hell. Go to fucking hell, Euphrates.”

	Tigris turned her back around fully on Euphrates once more.

	“You make a lovely couple.” Aaliyah said. “Let’s get things back under control?”

	“Euphrates, it is pretty hard to believe everything you’ve said so far. You’ve spoken about tech sector conspiracies and shadowy figures, nothing we can actually approach. However, you two have demonstrated before that there is far more to you than meets the eye. So I am quite willing to believe there is something the matter with the two of you. I just don’t know what.” Ulyana said.

	“I don’t carry evidence of the conspiracy I’m a part of on my person often.” Euphrates said.

	“Would the HELIOS system have anything?”

	“Oh, indeed. Good idea. It has identification data for Sunlight Foundation vessels.”

	“Then with your assistance, we will go over this data later today.”

	Euphrates nodded in acknowledgement. “It may not seem like it, but I want to help you.”

	“You have certainly tried. During the confrontation with Norn, for example.” Ulyana said.

	“Indeed. That was very foolish. I apologize for giving your doctor a scare.” Euphrates said.

	That contrition in her voice sounded more emotional than anything she had said previously.

	It wasn’t enough to instantly accept it as genuine however.

	“You and Tigris have earned some good will from us. The HELIOS was pivotal to the bloodless conclusion of our conflict with the Antenora and we hope to be able to keep it for our mission. And I want to honor our deal with Solarflare. But to insure our operational security, we have to know who we are dealing with and what kind of a past they might have. I suppose we are closer to that than before, but it’s fair for us to have reason to be skeptical, don’t you agree? And it’s fair for us to demand information.”

	This was it– Ulyana was trying to set up her further demands from Euphrates.

	Euphrates was unbothered and calmly acquiesced. “Of course. Anything you want.”

	“Not anything.” Tigris interjected. “Anything that’s actually in our capability.”

	“Ignore her. I think it’s serendipitous that we met.” Euphrates told Ulyana.

	Ulyana nodded. “First Officer Nakara told me you said as much to her before.”

	Finally, Euphrates was starting to sound candid, rather than just merely matter-of-fact.

	“When I saw Nakara, I felt like I was meant to be here. To make up for past mistakes.”

	Murati looked briefly surprised at this.

	“You’ll never make up for shit if you keep licking Yangtze’s toes.” Tigris grumbled.

	“Tigris, please don’t butt in if you have nothing productive to say.” Aaliyah said.

	“Hmph!”

	“Euphrates,” Ulyana said, “I want to believe that you are speaking genuinely right now.” 

	“How can I rebuild our trust, Captain?” 

	Here it comes, Ulyana thought. She had to sound confident and choose her words carefully.

	“You and Tigris know more than you are letting on about the events that transpired since we rescued you from Goryk. About the attack of that giant Leviathan– about Norn and about the capabilities of the Antenora. You clearly recognize the weapon that Lichtenberg tried to kill us all with. We need to know that you will cooperate us in ways that count, that we can trust and consult with you when dealing with these unprecedented situations. Your knowledge is worth more now than Solarflare’s supplies.”

	Euphrates silently nodded her acknowledgement.

	Ulyana, chest tight, voiced her first request. “Tell me everything you know about Omenseers.”

	Tigris looked over her shoulder suddenly.

	“Oh!” Euphrates briefly became serious. “Interesting. What’s the creature’s name?”

	“What’s it matter to you?” Aaliyah said.

	“So there is one? You met one? That name will clarify a few things–”

	She sounded strangely excited. Aaliyah looked discomfited by this response.

	“Arbitrator I.” Ulyana said.

	Aaliyah frowned and glanced sidelong at her in clear disagreement but stayed quiet.

	“Arbitrator I. Interesting. This is really fate, isn’t it?” Euphrates said. “Let me explain. Omenseers are like humanoid leviathans that can navigate the photic zone. They have a unique culture– they don’t really participate in our society, they almost exclusively are nomads. They cloak themselves as beasts, but they can become humanoid to shack up with individual ship’s crews. They offer to serve as photic navigators in exchange for shelter, access to human goods, and the keeping of their secret. They originate from ancient caves within the Deep Abyss, accessible only through the bottom of the Gorges. In their original forms they were highly intelligent, pale, gelatinous, fish-like entities, with soft bodies composed of many neurons– or at least, that’s my theory about their survival in the Deep Abyss. They can alter their bodies.”

	Ulyana felt her heart lift, a weight fall off her shoulders. She felt excited, energized and triumphant.

	Now they were finally getting somewhere. Euphrates was actually cooperating.

	All that she said squared with what Arbitrator I had insinuated, too.

	One more piece of the puzzle. Many more pieces in fact. It was coming together.

	“What’s the meaning behind the name?” Ulyana asked.

	“Hierarchy.” Euphrates said. She then began to speak as if in lecture, and again Ulyana heard that same confident, smooth dictation. She really was cooperating with them. “The Sunlight Foundation believes Omenseers have a hierarchical structure. They are divided into grouplets called Spheres– these may have served a purpose in the far past, but nowadays its basically an odd surname system. Each Omenseer’s name contains their role, their order of birth into the role, and their sphere. First Sphere Omenseers are the closest to the original culture, while Third Sphere Omenseers are far younger. An Arbitrator is an Omenseer leader, think of it like a tribal chieftain. Or at least, this may have been the case.”

	“Arbitrator I was USL-0099, which we identified before we picked you up.” Ulyana said.

	Euphrates nodded, unsurprised. “Omenseers can assume humanoid or Leviathan forms, like I said.”

	“Wait a minute. Are all Leviathans Omenseers then?” Aaliyah asked.

	Everyone on the table was quietly watching the revelations spill out of Euphrates.

	“Even with our knowledge, I can’t confirm the origin of Leviathans, unfortunately. There are theories that they could be man-made, or a result of the surfaces’ corruption– but these are just theories. Omenseers are able to assume Leviathan forms, so we call them humanoid Leviathans. They are probably connected, but they are also mysterious enough that it’s difficult to ascertain the utmost truth about them. Did the Omenseers come first, and surface humans designed Leviathans in their image? Or did Leviathans come first, and Omenseers adopted their aesthetics because they were the apex marine predators?”

	“That’s good enough doc. We weren’t going to uncover all the mysteries of the universe in one meeting.” Ulyana said cheerfully. “I’m curious: you keep referring to how the Omenseers were in the past, or what you believe they used to be like. How are they different now than they were before?”

	Tigris grunted. Euphrates showed no signs of reticence toward the questions.

	“There is a group of Omenseers called the Syzygy who follow an Omenseer leader called Arbitrator II of the First Sphere, known as the Autarch. The Sunlight Foundation has had conflicts with them in the past. I believe this creature severely altered the customs and way of life of the Omenseer ‘tribe’ to make them more aggressive toward humans. We killed Arbitrator II before, hoping it would free Syzygy from her.”

	Ulyana became wary. She had already seen the results of an Omenseer “dying” before.

	“Our Omenseer came back from the dead. So maybe yours did also.” Aaliyah said.

	They were on the same wavelength. That Dagon sounded more dangerous by the second.

	“That’s a possibility. However, there’s nothing we can really do about it right now.”

	“We can’t even confirm the truth about any of this.” Aaliyah shrugged. “It’s all stories.”

	“Some of the information will be contained in the HELIOS.” Euphrates said. “HELIOS was one of our tools for studying the Deep Abyss and trying to keep tabs on Syzygy. Furthermore, Syzygy as a group routinely performed small scale biological engineering experiments that it was part of our responsibility to put a stop to. Solarflare LLC was, in part, a front for researching them and preempting their movements.”

	“We’ll check out the information on the HELIOS and evaluate further at that time.”

	“What, do all of you want to go hunting for Arbitrator II now?” Tigris said.

	“Getting in the middle of this bizarre spat is not part of our mission profile.” Ulyana said.

	“Arbitrator II also lacks the power to topple the Imbrian Empire.” Euphrates shrugged. “So for now, if she is alive, she is neither an existential threat to you nor an asset in your mission. We should leave her be.”

	A solid assessment by the good doctor.

	There were all kinds of things cropping up that they would have to make note of and relay to the Union as soon as they were able to confirm any concrete evidence of them. But to interfere of their own accord would have been tantamount to going hunting for cryptids– as much as it made the world far larger and scarier to note the presence of these beings in it, Ulyana had to focus on what she could do right now, and the mission she had been given did not include uncovering all of the mysteries of the Ocean. 

	This was good information, but nothing immediately actionable.

	“You are all remarkably calm about the biological horrors running around.” Tigris said.

	“I’ve stared at enough Agarthicite annihilations, seen enough Leviathans and met enough varieties of Katarrans to not be too surprised with what the world contains anymore.” Ulyana said.

	“Living underwater makes us all a unique kind of insane.” Euphrates said.

	“Right, our brain chemistry is expanding and all that.” Tigris replied.

	“Do you have any more questions about Omenseers, Captain?” Euphrates asked.

	“One last one for today. Do you know about their ability? Omenseeing?” Ulyana asked.

	“Oh boy.” Tigris cried out with exasperation.

	Euphrates laughed a little. “I knew it would come to that. Oh boy indeed.”

	Ulyana raised an eyebrow. “What’s this response for?”

	“It’s a really broad and difficult subject to get into. Would you be satisfied if we said that they have a unique brain chemistry that allows them to affect the material world with their minds?”

	“Are we satisfied?” Ulyana asked, looking at Aaliyah at her side.

	“I haven’t been satisfied since we interrogated McKennedy.” Aaliyah said.

	“McKennedy?” Euphrates said suddenly, her eyes drawing wide.

	“Do you know her? She didn’t tell us she was famous.” Ulyana said sarcastically.

	“I see. This is serendipitous. A lot of souls have ended up on this ship, haven’t they?”

	Euphrates crossed her arms, closed her eyes, and seemed lost in thought about something.

	While Aaliyah and Ulyana waited and deliberated among themselves in whispers–

	Coming to a decision, the Immortal of the Sunlight Foundation raised her head.

	“Captain, I’ll demonstrate.” Euphrates said. “I will need you to trust me. I have good intentions.”

	“Hmm?”

	Ulyana looked up at Euphrates–

	–whose eyes suddenly glowed with a red ring around the irises.

	In front of her

	a digital pen for writing on portable terminal LCDs

	lifted in the air

	and turned over itself,

	with it the world turned, the ocean turned, a vast, unknown world, turned,

	“I am rotating the pen in the air, Captain.” Euphrates said.

	“What the fuck?”

	Valeriya and Illya suddenly assumed shooting stances and aimed for Euphrates and Tigris.

	“Captain, orders?!” Illya shouted.

	“Stand down!” Aaliyah shouted back, though her panicked eyes remained fixed on the pen.

	Ulyana wasn’t really sure what she was looking at–

	It was a pen, spinning in the air. Physically, that was what it was. However, there was a constellation of questions, vast sweeping nebulas and burning suns and rotating planets worth of questions, all surrounding how and why it was spinning in the air. Euphrates had said she was the one spinning the pen in the air, but she was sitting in her chair staring at it with her arms crossed. Tigris wasn’t even paying attention. That pen was in the middle of the table out of arms reach. It was still spinning.

	Euphrates wouldn’t have had time to rig the room, she wouldn’t have had co-conspirators.

	Magicians set up their tricks, they had rigged gadgets and stages, plants in the audience.

	Euphrates said she was spinning the pen in the air. She also said she was a tech monopolist who was involved in a secret society of scientists who were trying to figure out how to return the human race to the surface. She had also claimed to fight Omenseers, the weird Leviathan creature that Arbitrator I claimed to be. All of that– all of that seemed entirely normal compared to–

	–compared to the little pen –why of all things was the pen the thing driving her insane–

	Euphrates turned those red-ringed eyes on Ulyana with a little smile.

	“I was fated to induct you into these mysteries, Captain Korabiskaya. It was fate for us all to meet.”

	In the air in the middle of the table, the pen ceased to spin.

	Before all the drawn-wide eyes bearing witness, it folded into itself, twice, thrice, compacting.

	It looked almost–

	–cathartic.

	Euphrates smiled, a tired, bitter smile that reflected not the stately professor or the mafia monopolist, but an ancient, weary sage buckling under the burden of eyes and the responsibility she had abdicated. Somehow Ulyana could understand it– as if voicelessly they had made a connection with just their gaze. She thought, against all rationality, that she understood it– felt an inkling of years of deep-buried pain.

	She thought she could feel Euphrates’ thoughts spilling from her. They were– connected–

	Ulyana, for a brief moment, understood her. At a fundamental and deeply human level.

	An inkling of her goals, her desires, and a crushing, ancient agony.

	“Nakara, the child of the tragic couple I did nothing to save; and the people begot by Daksha Kansal’s Union, whom I refused to join; I’ve been humbled. I’ve turned my back on too many people.”

	Murati stood up at the mention of her name, her fists tight against her sides.

	“Euphrates, what are you–”

	“This time it won’t be a mistake. I won’t let it.” Euphrates interrupted her.

	Tigris kept quiet. She let the gentle and mournful words of her partner cross the room alone.

	And with those words, the pen, compacted into a flawless sphere of carbon, rolled onto the table.

	Everyone’s eyes followed it, as it paused just short of falling to the ground.

	Murati stared, uncomprehending, given pause. That anger in her face melted away.

	Euphrates raised her hand to her chest as if in pledge, to a room of uncomprehending faces.

	She wept. From the edges of her cybernetic eyes, real tears began to trickle down her cheeks.

	Years of emotions repressed to a neutral smile spilled out of her.

	Colors erupted from behind her like a smoke projection–

	Tigris finally cracked a little smile herself. Turning around, she, too, joined Euphrates’ pledge.

	As the colors around them became stronger–

	“Murati Nakara,“ Euphrates said. “You can see it, can’t you? I can teach you what it means.“

	

	

	 


9.4

	This chapter contains a reference to suicidal ideation.

	“All of us trust Murati Nakara. So let me show her the truth.”

	Murati stood at her edge of the table, speechless, as Euphrates reached out her hand.

	Colors floated off her, at first like wisps of vapor from the end of a vaporizer pipe. They spread and grew, and it was difficult to understand the dimensions of them, the breadth and depth, even the composition. Sometimes they felt like lights, an aura, or a rainbow that if touched would have no interaction with the skin, but at other times, viewed in different angles, it seemed like the gas of a nebula from images of outer space passed down through time by the remains of surface scientific discoveries. There were other feelings associated with the colors that did not even relate to Murati’s visual recollection.

	When she focused on them for too long, she felt–

	Sounds (soft and whiny like a tinnitus)

	Textures (impeccably smooth like cellophane)

	Tastes (chalky, salty, like putting sand in the mouth)

	— there was no way to square these with the fact that she was still, only, looking.

	Murati briefly licked her lips; she closed and opened her hands. She was not scared, but enthralled. Those sensations came and went with the intensity of the colors. Sometimes in focus, in sharp relief; sometimes gone as if they had never been there; but her mind wanted to chase them. She felt like a child staring at the world for the first time, wanting to see, longing to understand, boundlessly curious.

	“What are you seeing, Murati?” Ulyana asked. “Is she surrounded by colors?”

	“You can see it too?” Murati said, turning to face the captain, to see her response.

	Ulyana nodded. Aaliyah closed her orange eyes, rubbed her fingers over them.

	“I’m seeing something too.” Aaliyah replied. “La Hawla Wala.” She whimpered after.

	Murati did not understand the Shimii speech, but the sentiment was clear to her.

	Everyone in the room was seeing something. It wasn’t just her– she wasn’t going insane.

	“Fantastic. Colors are what you should be seeing.” Euphrates said with a smile.

	“We know those colors as Aether.” Tigris explained. “For us jaded old hags, it’s really difficult to describe these feelings to someone– it’s easier if you can come to grips with it, Murati, and tell everyone else how it feels to you. That’s what Euphrates is getting at. She’ll teach you all about it– and Omenseeing will make a bit more sense to you. But what we do isn’t Omenseeing, so take it with a grain of salt.”

	“If it’s not Omenseeing, what is it?” Murati asked.

	“What Omenseers call ‘Omenseeing’ we refer to as psionics.” Euphrates said.

	“Psionics? Like mind reading and clairvoyance? That’s all fantasy!” Ulyana shouted.

	“She just moved an object in front of you without moving a muscle!” Tigris objected.

	“That’s–”

	Ulyana could hardly formulate a reply to that. She was just lashing out emotionally.

	“You’ll see that it isn’t fantasy– if Murati Nakara accepts my proposal.” Euphrates said. “You can say all you want about us and what we are doing. You can claim that it’s all tricks, that we have gotten co-conspirators on-board to rig the room, or that we have prepared special devices– I’ve heard all kinds of explanations in the past from people who won’t accept the truth. But if Murati accepts, I can show her immediately how to access the same power. Would you believe Murati is faking it?”

	“What if this is some kind of wild escape plan?” Aaliyah joined Ulyana in shouting.

	“They couldn’t escape– they’d be in the photic zone without Arbitrator I’s protection.”

	Murati’s was the calmest voice in the room. Though it was she they were all addressing and putting under pressure, there was something in the back of her mind that prevented panic. It was an almost nostalgic feeling. As if these sights and sensations weren’t entirely unfamiliar. She tried to recall– had she seen the colors before? Had she felt the presence of psionics, like she now felt from Euphrates? 

	Was that sensation of synesthesia she got from the colors truly alien to her?

	There were no concrete recollections– but there was a feeling. A feeling kept her steady.

	“Correct. Psionics isn’t exactly like Omenseeing. I’m not trying to escape.” Euphrates said.

	“We can’t even put a toe out of place right now anyway.” Tigris said.

	She vaguely gestured behind herself.

	Illya and Valeriya had the two of them in the sights of their assault rifles.

	“By any chance can you call off the hounds? I’m worried about accidents here.”

	“It’s our duty to keep this crew safe. Be a good girl or I’ll shoot.” Illya said.

	“I told the two of you to stand down. I wasn’t just shouting at the wall.” Aaliyah said.

	“We’re all tense here, but we’re not shooting each other tense just yet.” Ulyana added.

	“Okay.” A sad little monotone voice.

	Valeriya stepped back, raised her rifle, and reached out a hand to pat Illya on the chest armor.

	Begrudingly, Illya did the same a moment later, withdrawing from the confrontation.

	Valeriya then lifted a mask over her face and averted her gaze to the door nearby.

	“I’m sorry.”

	“I’m not mad at you, so don’t worry.” Illya said to her.

	“We’re going to have to talk about you two getting some problem-solving skills that don’t involve killing people, if you’re going to play a bigger role in this security team.” Ulyana said. She sighed, exasperated, almost grunted. “Murati this situation is insane, but I want to hear from you.”

	Now everyone in the room was staring Murati’s way rather than Euphrates’ way.

	She was not unused to this sensation either. After all, she delivered so many petitions.

	In all of those petitions, she had to get up in front of a crowd, and then explain something which was deeply emotional to her in very rational terms. She had to make her aspiration to heroic military deeds and her belief in radical military action toward the Empire sound reasoned and cost-effective, and not just like the inner workings of a grandiose, self-indulgent fantasy. It was not so different here. 

	Murati was calmer than she thought she might be and thought she could explain.

	“Captain, Commissar; I think I trust Euphrates. She came to visit me in the medbay to talk about my parents. She knew them– she also knew Daksha Kansal. I’d never heard anyone talk about Kansal the way that she did– she even compared me to her a few times, which I found very touching. I don’t know a lot about my parents, but I’d like to believe if Daksha Kansal is a name that comes out of a person’s lips with such affection, rather than scorn or slander, then that person is probably worth listening to.”

	“Murati, Euphrates wants to do something to you, who knows what.” Aaliyah said. “You want to trust her because she spoke glowingly about one of your role models? Don’t you agree that’s a bit facile?”

	“I’m glad that all of you are worried, but if it’s my choice, then I will talk to Euphrates.”

	Murati turned to face Euphrates. She felt her heart stir, but she was determined.

	When she first fired a gun, when she first learned to pilot, when she first killed–

	In each of those situations Murati was also unlocking powers of the mind and emotion.

	There was a frightening sense, each time, that the world would be very different afterward.

	She felt shivers when she first touched a gun, first entered a Strelok’s cockpit.

	When she took aim and put out a human life, it was an earthquake of horrific feeling.

	But at no point, did she cease to be Murati Nakara. Each time, she did what she found just.

	After each of these things, she could weep, she could laugh, she could live and love.

	And her goals, passions, the duties she accepted and people she loved, did not disappear.

	“Euphrates, you say I can access psionics immediately with your help?” She asked.

	“All I need to do is touch your forehead for a minute.” Euphrates replied.

	“Explain the mechanism by which this will work.” Murati calmly said.

	“Of course. Those colors that you see around you, the Aether, are imprints of human emotional and mental activity, left upon the world by our existence.” Euphrates began to explain. Nobody interrupted her. “Aether will resonate more strongly with people who are psionic. We leave our aether not just in places we go to, but even in objects we have an attachment to, and even in people who care about us. Eventually, those people’s minds will develop their own psionics and begin to see our aether, whether fleetingly or in full, via a process we call Aether Baptism. I can accelerate that process.”

	“Wait a moment.” Ulyana said. “Can we see your aether, then, because of Arbitrator I?”

	Murati knew that what she was actually asking was–

	–when did we change? Are we fundamentally different than normal people, and if so–

	–when was the crew of the Brigand baptized by Aether if Euphrates is speaking the truth?

	Euphrates in turn looked almost excited to be sharing this information.

	Her tone was animated, friendly, calm. Even despite the evident tension in her ‘students’.

	“It takes a long time for baptism by environmental aether to awaken a person’s psionics. What I’m about to say is pure speculation, but there are a few possibilities: very traumatic and sweeping emotional events, like the Union’s revolution, could have awakened tiny kernels of the power. The Sunlight Foundation has observed that Shimii and Katarrans, who suffered massive ethnic hardships, have more psionic potential. So it is possible that Union folk are also ‘more psionic’ than others. Maybe you also had parents or colleagues with powerful psionics. Contact with Murati would certainly do something— I didn’t choose her solely for emotional reasons. Korabiskaya and Bashara would be more difficult to baptize. Korabiskaya, you, particularly– I can tell you have a near-impenetrable will. Even Norn couldn’t overcome it.”

	Ulyana blinked, with Aaliyah staring at her momentarily.

	“A near-impenetrable will, huh?”

	“Norn was psionic too then?”

	Ulyana and Aaliyah looked like pieces of something were falling into place for them.

	“We should evaluate the narrative here only after we have a concrete demonstration.”

	Zachikova spoke up, uncharacteristically interjecting in the course of events.

	It was a rational enough point. Euphrates had set a condition by which ‘psionics would be proven to be definitely true’ — clearly Aaliyah and Ulyana wanted to believe it was true, more than they wanted to be skeptical. But in terms of the scenario, they needed to confirm things before devolving into wild speculation. Not only that, but Murati would have been able to prove that ‘psionics work exactly as Euphrates said’ by having access to psionics herself. In that case, there was only one solution.

	“Does everyone trust me and trust my decision?” Murati said.

	Ulyana and Aaliyah glanced at each other and spoke up at almost the same time:

	“I thought that was self-evident.”

	“Of course we trust you Murati.”

	The two of them looked at each other, smiled, sighed, and acquiesced visibly.

	Murati nodded in acknowledgment. “Then I accept the terms as discussed. Once I have been given access to psionics, I’ll try to explain what I felt and demonstrate its use, and depending on what happens, we’ll decide whether we believe all or part of Euphrates and Tigris have been saying.”

	She didn’t really know why– but she still felt that burgeoning confidence in this task.

	Just like learning to pilot, learning to shoot, learning history, learning military tactics–

	–and an even more salient example, learning about communism and capitalism.

	All of these things fundamentally altered Murati’s perspectives and abilities.

	She was not afraid that Euphrates would change how she viewed the world. 

	In fact, there was a part of her that was excited. A part of her that realized before the rest of her faculties that she might become part of uncovering a great, hidden truth about the world. Communism became a clearer and clear example in her mind of a paradigm as magic as this. She imagined Mordecai in his study, when he first drafted a history of productive relations that had been physically present in the world but never named, never truly observed in an analytical way, and explained to people.

	Murati thought he must have felt the same way as her.

	Trepidation about the world that would follow; and a determination to change it anyway.

	In a world before Mordecai, capitalism might as well have been a force of nature.

	Things that simply existed; things that were simply done. As invisible as magic was.

	When that hidden power was finally exposed and surgically understood–

	It created a paroxysm of revolutionary grief at the injustice of it all, lasting to this day.

	Understanding communism as an alternative to capitalism could change someone’s world.

	And perhaps that knowledge could drive the person a little insane.

	But to build a better world, the truth had to be exposed, understood, analyzed.

	Murati had to peel back layer of reality– she would not back away from this truth now.

	It might even expose something that could help achieve her ambitions.

	“It’s the duty of a communist not to shy away from reality. Euphrates, I am ready.”

	Murati stepped forward, closer to Euphrates.

	With the consent of the room, Euphrates stood, and raised her hand to Murati’s head.

	Putting her palm on Murati’s forehead, the fingers gently brushing her hair aside.

	“Whether your eyes are open or closed, you’ll see and feel things. Let them come and go.”

	For an instant, Murati saw Euphrates’ eyes flash with red rings around the irises.

	She felt something push against her, for long enough for her body to record feeling but too quickly to contemplate it. For that infinitesimally small instant of sensation, she felt hot and cold, wet, and dry, and in the next instant, her vision was clouded. She was overwhelmed by color and could not see Euphrates, or the room around her anymore. Red, blue, yellow, green, purple, orange, and tight bands of black and white at the far edges, sweeping toward her like a tidal wave so tall that Murati could see nothing but the body of those great bands of color, near and far, rapid, and slow. She was submerged in them.

	Then — she did not know when, could have been minutes, hours — she was drawn back.

	Rather than a tidal wave, now the colors appeared as a great vortex in a black, empty space.

	As her vision focused on it, and she realized the length and breadth of the phenomenon and the notion of the space around it, she began to see trails far above that fed into the vortex, like the clouds that were known to science but impossible to see from humanity’s new home. These trails fed into the whirling body of the vortex. And the more she focused, the more Murati could see thousands, millions, billions of trails all individual, each its own color. It was not an object, but a mass– made up of innumerable lines.

	Murati felt a great shame that she had not known it was so complicated at first.

	Now she felt a desire to see, not just each individual line, but how they all connected.

	They were a mass, a community, a language, in contact and interaction, communicating.

	She wanted to understand– she wanted to know–

	if the system was just, if it was worth maintaining and if it needed to change,

	if there was someone to help, if there was a battle that needed fighting,

	if there was a pain, and if there could be healing, if there was need, that she could fill,

	It was difficult to think, to keep her thoughts from drifting, but–

	Euphrates had said to let them come and so she did.

	Her soul screamed for understanding, justice, and redress.

	Suddenly the vortex flashed as if in response to her desires, overwhelming white.

	In the blink of an eye, Murati saw out of her eyes not a void but a world.

	White walls, white lights, but steel enclosures, LCD screens, beakers, fluids, artificial light. Machines and the logic by which they were operated. She saw humans; she saw, primarily, a man in a coat, shirt, red tie, shiny brown shoes. He approached an enclosure where there was someone trapped, a woman. Her skin was mottled with red rashes and yellow pustules. She was starkly naked and reclining against the back of the enclosure. There was scarring across much of her face, but her mouth could still open, and she had one eye and half a head of pristinely blue hair which was strikingly beautiful.

	“Good morning, doctor.” She said. Murati understood the language.

	But she also understood it was not her own. There was a strange texture to the words.

	Her soul knew what they were saying– not her ears.

	Outside the enclosure, sickly green and yellow colors surrounded the man.

	While the woman was clad in pristine, euphoric white despite her physical condition.

	“Good morning, Euphie.” He said.

	That unmarred half of the woman’s face stretched, with visible effort, into a smile.

	“It’s dire outside, isn’t it? Your troubles follow you in. I can see them.”

	“Everything is dire, Euphie. But you’re doing good. You’re our little miracle.”

	His aura writhed as he said those words. Clear, painful lies filled with regret.

	There was an increasingly black band filling the edges.

	“You’ll cure it soon. You cured the last two. We’ll save the world, doctor.” She said.

	She heaved a tired little sigh and closed her eyes.

	“I’m sorry. I can’t keep fighting it. Death. I’ll talk again soon. Once I’ve recovered.”

	Murati stood uncomprehendingly as she saw, for a brief second, what she thought were lashing tentacles or worms bursting from the pustules on the woman’s body and striking the enclosure. Blood and fluid splashed on the glass of the enclosure and the woman’s body grew limp inside. Then, she vanished in a cloud of white gas released inside the airtight chamber that had become her grave. There was still something writhing inside– but before Murati could truly understand the horror of it, she, too, vanished.

	Disappeared in a white flash and ferried somewhere else.

	Above her, there was suddenly a ring of blue sky.

	In the distance, seething fog that pulsed bright purple with frayed red edges.

	There was a mass of people. Screaming, crying, fighting against a line of armored men.

	On the edge of the sky, and the edge of the ocean, there were great, enormous structures, metallic struts and scaffolds of vast size, imprinted with symbols of patriotism that Murati did not understand, flags and insignias. There was an unbroken line of people moving shoulder to shoulder, elbow to elbow, into the great machines. There were colors everywhere, vaporous, and furious, red, and yellow and black, deep and broad black auras, everyone was certain of death, and everyone was afraid of death.

	Amid that crowd, a woman with blue hair stood out from the masses.

	Wrapped up in a thick coat and fedora, gazing over her shoulder mournfully.

	She forced herself to look forward, shook her head, and kept walking to the machines.

	“I have to keep moving forward. That’s my curse in this world.”

	And she knew, and now Murati knew as well– it would be her curse in the next world too.

	For all that she suffered fighting for humanity.

	She would be spared the bliss of death.

	Murati’s world shifted again, the sight before her eyes–

	–dimming

	–darkening

	She smelled oil and smoke, soot, and concrete dust in the air. Yellow air that dried the mouth.

	Amid the ruins of some place, a habitation of some kind, roofs and walls, shattered streets.

	Overhead the sky was grey and below the earth was muddy and strangely yellowed.

	“We killed more of the civilians than anything. This is a god damned mess.”

	Two men in black uniforms with masks over their faces trudged through the mud.

	Red armbands on their sleeves contained a strange symbol like a lightning bolt.

	“How much gas will it take to kill two million Ayvartan troops?”

	“How many did this take out? A battalion? We’re fucked. I’m not even reporting this.”

	“We have to say something. Lowball it. Say it was a squadron or something pathetic.”

	“That won’t work. They’re dead set on this. They’ll say even that much is progress.”

	“Fuck me. We can’t possibly keep doing this shit, can we?”

	“Wait–”

	The two men paused for a moment. It was impossible to see their faces under the masks.

	However, their emotions were not inscrutable. Murati could see the colors wisp from them.

	They were surprised and shocked– and there was a brief flash of death in their eyes.

	“Is that a kid?”

	They walked forward, into a dilapidated house. Murati could see inside it.

	“This is– she looks clean as a newborn baby. How the fuck did she survive this?”

	There was a girl. Svelte, maybe malnourished. Her little dress was in tatters.

	Skin pale as pearl, untouched, not a nick on her. Breathing gently, as if asleep.

	Her hair a shocking, pristine blue, long, and loose, lightly curled.

	“I– I don’t know. But we can’t just leave her here. Help me with her, quick.”

	“Messiah defend, there’s not a scratch on her. She’s breathing. And what’s with her hair?”

	“Forget her hair. Look. Her feet have blisters, from the poison in the mud. The rest of her is fine. There’s corpses everywhere. Everyone else around her died. How did she survive the shelling?”

	“How would I know? Let’s take her to the medics, we’ve got bigger problems.”

	In the distance, Murati heard a whirring noise, and she saw the clouds parting–

	Numerous machines, flying high in the air, explosions following in their wake–

	As she vanished into a white light with the surroundings she knew Euphrates survived this.

	In the next instant–

	Metal walls. Vanishing colors.

	No texture, except the smoothness of her uniform when she touched it.

	Just to feel something– something familiar.

	Smell– treated air, circulated by machines. Vaguely sweet, inoffensive.

	Surrounded by people and silence.

	And the comparatively low pressure of 300 meters of water above them, threatening to crush them any second, with the only comfort being that the ship was used to surmounting over a thousand meters more and could survive close to 8000 meters deep in total. She was back on the UNX-001 Brigand. She was Senior Lieutenant and First Officer, Murati Nakara; she was alive. She was back in her own world.

	On the shoulders of Ulyana Korabiskaya and Aaliyah Bashara, she noticed wispy bands of green color with a little band of green and yellow. Aaliyah had just a little bit of red at the edges. These things communicated to Murati’s mind, she understood them as if they were facial expressions or body language. They were waiting, afraid that something had happened to Murati. Aaliyah was trying to restrain her anger that this situation had taken this turn, struggling to take control of it back.

	She realized that her eyes felt warm. She knew that there were red rings around the irises.

	Though she couldn’t see them she knew that this was the case.

	Murati turned around from them and quietly faced the woman in front of her again.

	Euphrates retreated back a step, having withdrawn her hand.

	“How do you feel?” She said gently.

	Looking down at her–

	There was a flash in Murati’s mind. Visions of a blue haired girl, lonely and in pain. Tortured endlessly. Places whose forms sat just on the edge of her memory, speech in a language she barely understood, some events in motion like a grainy film with frames missing, her mind had the texture of these things, but the complete form was just out of reach. There was an outpouring of them in her mind’s eye.

	Murati’s warm auburn eyes began to weep uncontrollably. Her lip trembled. Her body shook.

	She bowed slightly and grabbed hold of Euphrates suddenly, embracing her tightly.

	Weeping profusely on her shoulder, stroking her hair, wanting her to feel any comfort.

	“I’m sorry!” She shouted. “I’m so sorry! What they did to you– I’m– I–” Murati wailed with an agony she did not understand even in part. Words cascaded out of her lips that sounded less connected to anything concrete with each passing second, channeling the formless pain of another body, as the things she saw and felt in the aether moved farther and farther from the mind but remained in the heart.

	Euphrates, smiling, weeping gently herself, silently returned the embrace.

	

	

	“I apologize. I acted too familiar.”

	“That’s quite alright. It just tells me you have a very big heart, Murati.”

	Murati sat back down on the table, raising a hand to her chest to feel her pounding heart.

	She was red in the face and feeling a little nervous after everything that happened.

	“How are your faculties, Murati?” Ulyana asked. “Anything feeling off?”

	“I had a strange experience. I went to places and saw things– but I can’t really tell you all of the substance of it. I had visions– I think I saw bits and pieces of Euphrates’ life, maybe.” Murati said, stumbling over words just a bit. “I don’t feel comfortable sharing what I can recall unless she allows it. However, I think I am actually ready to try to move an object without touching it.”

	Aaliyah crossed her arms. That red portion of her colors got just a little bit wider.

	Murati turned to Euphrates, who walked over to Murati and bent close to her, looking over her shoulder. She took Murati’s hand and guided her to stretch her arm out toward another, intact pen which also sat in the middle of the table. It was out of Murati’s reach and away from the other pen which Euphrates had allegedly collapsed into a sphere of carbon, still sitting at the far edge of the table.

	“Alright, Murati, focus on the object you want to move. You’ve seen the Aether auras, the colors, around other people now, right? Did you focus your eyes on them to make them sharper?”

	“I think so. I think I can do that.” Murati said. She had done so with Aaliyah, she thought.

	At first the “auras” were just colors and a vague understanding.

	If she focused on them, she could appraise them better. She realized this now.

	It was like the trigger of a gun. She could pull it with her mind to set off the effects.

	“Now, try to focus on this object, using the same method. Compel it to move away from you. Trace a line to where you want it to go. It’ll get easier, but for the very first time you attempt this you will really need to focus. Create from nothing a reality where this object is moving.” Euphrates said.

	She stepped back from Murati and took seat next to Tigris again.

	“By the way, if you want to relay anything you saw in the Aether to the Captain and Commissar, you are free to do so. Those memories are irrelevant to the world of today, and I do not let them govern how I live my life in the here and now. But thank you for the hug. It was very warm.” Euphrates added.

	Murati nodded her head. She breathed in deep and then reached out her hand to the pen.

	She tried to focus on the pen. She spent a few seconds staring at it.

	Move. Move. Move.

	She felt like when she was assigned to a psychologist at school, after her biggest protests.

	Ink blots and mental exercises– stuff that felt too abstract for her to get a hold of.

	It felt silly, talking in her own head like she was talking to the pen.

	As the seconds passed, she began to fear she had created a reality where the pen had not moved, and one in which she did not know what would happen next. After all this anticipation, they would be going back to grilling Euphrates about this, trying to prize from her what was real and false about her, about her intentions, her narrative. Murati really wanted to spare her any more pain.

	She could not remember in exact terms what she had seen in those visions.

	But she knew that Euphrates was extremely old, ancient despite her pretty face, and her long life was filled with such pain that Murati couldn’t even imagine feeling. She felt compelled by her own humanity, even if this feeling was not fully substantiated, to try to do what she could to help Euphrates, to absolve her of other’s doubts and suspicions. Murati’s skepticism told her that it was possible Euphrates was now deceiving her. It just didn’t make sense though– the medbay visit, the HELIOS, all of this.

	Meeting her was perhaps serendipitous. One of the greatest coincidences of her life.

	Murati had the feeling, however, that Euphrates was not a malicious person.

	Even had they never met, even though they disagreed philosophically about certain things.

	Euphrates was following her convictions and doing what she believed was right.

	Move, damn you!

	In the next instant, the pen did not just move at Murati’s command.

	It sailed to the opposite wall like a projectile and shattered upon striking it.

	Ulyana and Aaliyah stared at it, speechless for a moment.

	“Oh. I think I have the hang of this a bit.”

	Murati shifted her gaze to the sphere that Euphrates had crushed the other pen into.

	She reached out her hand and compelled to move toward her instead.

	A microsecond later, an instant of thought, and the little ball shot toward Murati.

	Striking her in the chest, and then dropping on the table with a series of little thuds.

	Murati grabbed hold of her chest, wincing with pain. Gunther turned to check on her.

	“Agh! Damn it!” She cried out.

	She had just told her doctor her ribs were okay, and now her sternum hurt like hell.

	It did not feel like anything was broken, but she nearly doubled over from the pain.

	That would almost certainly bruise.

	“Be careful!” Euphrates said cheerfully at the unfolding theater. “You don’t know your own strength. But you’re a very fast learner. You applied the concept of moving the object away to pull the object toward you! Not everyone figures that out within seconds of their first telekinetic thrust. You’ll be learning about vectors in no time with that level of conceptualization– I knew you’d be impressive, Murati.”

	“Hmph. I learned it pretty quickly too, you know.” Tigris butted in.

	“Yes, and I praised you for it in the moment– many, many, MANY years ago.”

	Euphrates laughed and Tigris scowled at her and turned her back once more.

	“Hmph!”

	Murati could hardly see the humor in the situation because her sternum was still hurting.

	“Murati, do you need to go to the medbay?” Ulyana asked.

	She glanced toward her officers, trying to appraise their current emotions.

	All of the red and yellow had melted from both the captain’s and commissar’s auras.

	In their place, thin bands of purple and white appeared to compliment the blue and green.

	Pride, Murati thought. Pride and awe or euphoria. 

	They were both anxious, but they also were starting to realize, perhaps–

	–that their worlds had changed a bit too now.

	Murati shook her head, in response to the medbay comment.

	Ulyana and Aaliyah almost at the same time brought their hands up to their faces.

	“What is this even going to look like in a report?” Ulyana lamented.

	“It’s not.” Aaliyah said. “I am not going to report any of this. What would I even say?”

	“How is this possible? I want to wake up from this.” Ulyana continued to lament.

	Zachikova had her arms crossed, deep in thought. Gunther looked quietly shocked.

	Euphrates sat back, clearly less tense now that she appeared to be getting her way.

	“You are free to disclose any information I’ve given you to your authorities. However, I won’t be able to provide physical evidence of anything at this moment, so I recommend to withhold your reports for now. I do have a condition I must set for myself and Tigris’ continued support, however.”

	“Hey, don’t assume I’ll just do anything you want. I’m pretty pissed at you.” Tigris said.

	“I would be heartbroken if my irreplaceable partner left me.” Euphrates said.

	Tigris’ shoulders tensed. “Ugh. Shut up. Fine. I’m in for whatever, then.”

	Ulyana ran her hands over her face, through her long blond locks. She tossed her hair.

	Resetting herself. Letting off a bit of steam.

	After heaving a sigh, she responded, clearly frustrated. “What do you want, Euphrates?”

	“I want to hire all of you. I promise I won’t interfere with your ‘mission profile’.”

	“Hire us? Like the original agreement we had with Solarflare LLC?” Aaliyah asked.

	Euphrates reached out a hand across the table, symbolically.

	“Exactly. Take me to Rhinea and help me investigate Yangtze’s actions. I need to confirm her true intentions. All of us need more information to determine our next moves. Yangtze has ties to the Imperial factions, so ultimately, if you help me, you’ll gain a lot of juicy information on some very bad people. While we are there, you can continue your own activities. I’ll support you as a consultant, and this lady here will help maintain the HELIOS, and help out around the ship. She’s handier than she looks.”

	“You’re the one who looks, and is, useless!” Tigris cried out. “They know I’m helpful.”

	“Both of us can teach Murati Nakara more about psionics,” Euphrates continued speaking, ignoring Tigris, “then you’ll be able to determine whether it is safe or useful based on her progress. You don’t trust us completely, but Murati is someone you know for sure that you can trust, right?”

	Ulyana and Aaliyah exchanged a look. Both of them stood up as if to speak definitively.

	“Murati has nearly died for this crew multiple times. Of course I trust her.” Ulyana said. “To be clear– you’re quite right. I don’t trust you anymore, Euphrates, but not because of your actions. I still want to be able to trust and cooperate with you. However, too many unknowns have been introduced.” She paused briefly to gather her breath. “So I’ll tentatively agree to your terms because I don’t have much choice. However, if you step out of line, I am quite ready to shred the paper and do something about you.”

	Aaliyah’s ears and tail stood up, tense; but her eyes smoldered with determination.

	“I agree with the Captain. This whole situation has gotten out of hand. We’ll have to think carefully about what this means. Psionics, Aether, Omenseers and the Sunlight Foundation– all these capital letter terms hint at a world we were not prepared to tackle with our own resources. Quite frankly, I’m not sure how much of this I’m even prepared to believe. I’m ready to wake up at any moment. But in the material reality of the here and now, we have few choices. However, there’s one whale in the room here.”

	Ulyana glanced over to Aaliyah, looking a little bit surprised.

	“I think I understand what you’re going to ask. Go ahead.” Euphrates said.

	Now it was Aaliyah’s turn to breathe deep and sigh.

	“You must have known all along, Euphrates, but we are soldiers beholden to the Union of Ferris, Lyser and Solstice. We are on a Union mission. Your Sunlight Foundation has stayed hidden all this time, but now you are sharing all this knowledge with us. It seems to me that you are desperate for shelter from your organization, so you need us. In that case, I have conditions of my own. Everything you have told us will have to be formally told to the Union government. All these secrets have to be confirmed and reported.”

	Murati scanned Euphrates’ face for any sign of concern. There were none.

	She was calm as she ever had been, and her aura was as soft and pristine as before.

	“Of course. I understand. Here’s my response: help me find Daksha Kansal. I trust her and I want to talk to her about the Union. Depending what she and I decide, we can make formal disclosures to the Union.”

	Euphrates truly had a gift for saying things that rendered the floor speechless.

	Ulyana raised a hand to her own lips and grinned to herself, laughing a little at the prospect.

	Finding Daksha Kansal, the first Premier and legendary hero of the Revolution–

	“Daksha Kansal left the Union to foment revolution in the Imperial territories, many years ago. If she’s still alive– well, it could actually be very useful to our mission as well to find her and see what she has been up to all these years. However, none of us have any idea where she could be right now.”

	“We all want to believe she’s alive, but we can’t guarantee that.” Aaliyah said in support of Ulyana.

	“Don’t worry. I’ll help you find her. Let’s just tack that on the agenda as an item, then.”

	Euphrates stood from her chair, reaching out her hand for a shake, still smiling affably.

	“Do we have a deal then? Make Rhinea our next destination, and I promise you with your military power and my knowledge and resources, we can absolutely find Daksha Kansal, investigate and overturn Yangtze’s ambitions, and tackle the next phase of your own mission, whatever that might be.”

	Aaliyah and Ulyana exchanged another glance, but both of them smiled. Hearing the name Daksha Kansal, and perhaps having the thought of finding her again, clearly lifted their spirits. It was insane, but it was perhaps the least insane of all the things they had talked about today. It was insanely hopeful.

	“You better not dare to betray us after all of your theater, Euphrates.” Aaliyah said.

	“Bah, if she steps out of line after all this, I’ll be the first one in line to kill her.” Tigris said.

	Euphrates laughed.

	“I feel excited about this partnership. I think we will do fantastic work together.”

	Ulyana and Aaliyah walked around the table and shook hands with Euphrates and Tigris.

	They had sealed a deal of absolutely monumental proportions, brought together by fate.

	A casual handshake between the material and supernatural worlds.

	Murati could hardly fathom where this would lead them all. Those colors eluded her.

	Looking down at the little ball, spinning rapidly atop her palm, at her mental command.

	Everything felt terribly ominous– but she couldn’t turn her back from it.

	Just like when she first understood communism, imperialism, and the war for the heart of the world.

	If the world was bigger; then there was more of it to fight for, more of it to liberate.

	If there were more enemies; then she would still take them all on as they came.

	Her ambition was to set things right. Short of achieving her justice, she knew she would not stop.

	“We need to get you a room, then. Maybe move Fernanda and Alex together.” Ulyana said.

	“Whatever you decide is fine. Oh, and whenever you’re ready, Captain, we can go over the data from the HELIOS too. First, though, I want to check up on our little empath over here and see how she’s doing.”

	Euphrates left the captain’s side for a moment, and given freedom to move, went to Murati’s side.

	“Are you asking yourself right now, ‘why me’?” Euphrates said, smiling, patting Murati on the shoulder.

	Murati looked up at her, wearily. She saw the colors around Euphrates, calm and unmoving.

	She shook her head, smiling a bit herself. “I’m just asking myself what happens now.”

	

	

	While the Brigand at large put another eerily quiet day in the photic zone behind them, the Captain and Commissar completed their inquiries about the previous run of events, to what was a satisfactory conclusion for the two of them. Both of them agreed to the following immediate terms:

	Marina McKennedy’s final G.I.A. rank of Ensign would be respected, and she would hold a position on the Brigand as an intelligence analyst with the rights of any other officer. She agreed to support the Brigand’s endeavors until the formal end of the Brigand’s mission or until they could secure passage for Marina and for Elena Lettiere into the Union. She would work in the conference room next to the bridge, and she would have main screen access from there, to prevent the bridge from becoming too crowded.

	Arbitrator I was inducted into the Brigand’s crew as Petty Officer Arabella Oikonomou, a Katarran surname as her appearance could be easily explained that way. As far as the sailors were concerned, she was rescued in Goryk’s Gorge, and anything else about her was classified. She would consult on navigation. While she was also initially meant to work in the conference room with Marina, she demanded to sit down on the floor near Braya Zachikova’s station. This would block one of the four-step staircases up from the gas gunner’s tier below the main bridge floor, but her cheerful insistence wore the officers down.

	“I don’t mind it. If a fire breaks out, I’ll throw her in it to open the stairs.” Braya Zachikova said.

	“Don’t.” Ulyana Korabiskaya replied.

	Zachikova grumbled. “It was a joke.”

	“She’s so funny.” Arbitrator I smiled. “Braya! We’ll get to work together every day!”

	Euphrates and Tigris were each given the rank of Specialist. Euphrates was placed under Karuniya Maharapratham, formally as a laboratory assistant. Karuniya, who was not privy to the interrogation, stared quizzically at her new charge, instantly recognizing her– but quickly grew fond of the idea of having what she described as a “minion.” She vowed to make Euphrates work hard and earn her keep.

	Tigris was subordinated to Chief Mechanic Galina Lebedova, who was happy to have her.

	“Ah, fantastic! She was a real workhorse during the repairs.”

	Tigris puffed herself up with pride. “Good to be back ma’am. What’s there to fix?”

	Unbeknownst to Ulyana, the two of them had really hit it off.

	They chatted away like old friends about all the menial maintenance work there was to do.

	In this way, their new acquaintances would be able to quietly integrate into ship life.

	However, as part of the terms, both of them were also asked to reveal their “actual” names.

	“We’re not going to use Euphemia Rontgen and Theresa Faraday. Tell us your real names.”

	Ulyana and Aaliyah clearly still felt somewhat slighted about being lied to by them.

	“We’ve gone by our codenames for so long it really doesn’t matter. But sure, for you.”

	Euphrates was actually Euphemia Levi, while Tigris was Agni Pradesh.

	“Levi? That’s an Eloist surname, isn’t it? Pradesh sounds North Bosporan.” Ulyana asked.

	“Pradesh is just the High Bosporan word for ‘region’, I didn’t have parents.” Tigris said.

	“Eloim is how they are known now.” Euphrates said. “But that surname is as old as I am, so it is as irrelevant as its origin. Humor me, Captain: does the word ‘jew’ mean anything to you?”

	“Fine. I get your point. But I’m putting both these down on the roster, end of story.”

	“How old is this lady supposed to be, anyway?” Aaliyah mumbled to herself.

	“It’s a new world out there, Captain, Commissar! Free of the contrivances of the old and replete with its own. Let’s agree to focus on the things that matter in this world.” Euphrates winked at them.

	Aaliyah and Ulyana shared annoyed looks with each other and agreed not to ask her to elaborate.

	Xenia Laskaris, meanwhile, was fired by Euphrates and Tigris, which didn’t surprise her.

	Ulyana and Aaliyah promised to let her go in Rhinea with enough supplies to tide her over.

	Shrugging, the Katarran mercenary simply went back to reading what looked like old issues of fashion magazines. She talked back while her eyes were peeled on pictures of trends from years past.

	“I won’t say no to free food, but don’t worry about me. I wouldn’t have cut it as a merc if I didn’t plan for this type of sitch. It was worth it to take this job to see Illya and Valeriya again, even if I didn’t get paid much. Besides, I get a free ride to Rhinea– I hear there’s a Katarran warlord stuck there on a business trip who’s supposed to be a big deal. Don’t tell anyone I told you– but I’ll get another job soon.”

	She winked. Ulyana and Aaliyah narrowed their eyes at her casual behavior.

	Clearly, she wanted to be dropped off at a specific place, then.

	With that smart mouth of hers, it was a wonder she ever got any work.

	“How do you know Illya and Valeriya, exactly?” Aaliyah asked.

	“That’s classified. Ask Parvati Nagavanshi– or better yet, don’t.”

	Xenia smirked at them. Both Captain and Commissar dropped the subject, for their mental health.

	There was one final, unrelated task the two of them had to take on that day.

	It was a discussion where there wouldn’t be a committee.

	Ulyana and Aaliyah made their way to the brig. Because of the soundproof cells it was always quiet even when there were multiple people being kept captive. However, with almost all the occupants released, the brig felt emptier and more disused than it had been when the two of them last visited. There was one last prisoner whom they had to speak to that day: this one they left for last because it was one to whom they had no connection, and they had to be delicate with her. She had not made deals with them, fought alongside them, or saved them from a major catastrophe. Quite the opposite in fact.

	They did not know, for example, how some of the more gung-ho communists among them might react to her presence on the ship. Or even worse– how Khadija al-Shajara might have reacted to her based on their tragic history. It was their duty nonetheless to evaluate whether Sieglinde von Castille was a serious defector, and what her agenda was. There were processes surrounding defectors to the Union, but these were drafted for the border forces to induct refugees, or for surrendering vessels. A single aristocrat who turned in the middle of the battlefield fell largely to the discretion of Captain and Commissar.

	Complicating things further was the fact that this escapee was the famous “Red Baron.”

	At the door, Ulyana and Aaliyah met with Klara van Der Smidse and Zhu Lian. Since the crises of the past few days, the two amicable security girls had been kitted out for combat on a daily basis, wearing armored suits consisting of neoprene bodystockings with interlocking, flexible Kevlar and ceramic plates over the chest, arms, shoulders, and legs. They had been armed with shotshell shotguns, which they wielded with deadly seriousness, fingers off trigger, held at an angle away from people when idle.

	Only Illya and Valeriya were formally trained and licensed for safe handling of AK-pattern assault rifles inside ships, so in a situation where the security team was allowed lethal force, but could not risk damaging ship infrastructure, the junior security girls were given shotguns armed with lethal shot. On a Union ship, it was seen as an extraordinary circumstance for security officers to bear lethal arms. It was not viewed the same as arming marines or sailors to secure a station landing.

	But after all, they had been guarding a lot of strange individuals– like an imperial ace pilot.

	These measures were not overkill when it came to such an unknown situation.

	And especially now that Ulyana and Aaliyah had to worry about psychic powers too.

	They were both ultimately glad that they decided to open the armory to these girls.

	Even if nothing had happened–yet.

	“Stay here, we’ll call out of anything happens.” Ulyana said.

	She patted Zhu Lian in the shoulder, and the security girls nodded their acknowledgment.

	Ulyana and Aaliyah walked into the brig, to the first door. They undid the sound-proofing both ways and opened one of the sliding plates on the door, allowing Ulyana to see inside. The Red Baron sat on the bed, her long blond hair flowing down her back. Her pristine uniform coat she had folded and set down as an additional pillow, exposing her skin-tight, long-sleeved under-shirt. She was a very tall woman, fair skinned, blond, with strikingly pretty face. Ulyana thought she had the build of a fencer, tall with lean, strong, long, and flexible limbs, but her features were like an idealized Imbrian princess.

	She reminded Ulyana a bit of herself– not entirely by way of self-flattery.

	However, Sieglinde von Castille was apparently Ulyana’s senior by two years.

	“Baron, apologies for the delay. We would like to speak to you. We are opening the door.”

	Sieglinde nodded her head, stood, and remained at the back of the cell.

	Fully upright, she really was taller than Ulyana and Aaliyah.

	Her countenance was so strikingly fair and regal, even as she avoided their gaze.

	“Sieglinde von Castille, correct?” Ulyana asked.

	“Correct.”

	“During the battle, you retreated toward our side and broadcast that you were defecting.”

	“I did.”

	Her responses were quick, but more than enough to communicate her mournful tone.

	She sounded on the verge of tears. Her voice was coming out of a ragged throat.

	“I couldn’t bear serving that ravening beast Lichtenberg any longer. I felt disgusted with her.”

	“And you are looking to replace servitude to her with what? Servitude to us?”

	Sieglinde looked at Ulyana in the eyes and seemed to realize the trouble she was in.

	“I won’t defend that dreadful Inquisitor; if it was up to me alone then I would be happy for you leaving that volatile tinpot tyrant behind and seeking brighter waters.” Ulyana continued, “However, the tricky thing about defectors is that our first and only impression of one is who they have betrayed. For the sake of my crew, I need to know more about your story and about what you are hoping to accomplish. We have a few people aboard who have good reasons to be wary of your presence, Red Baron.”

	“Please don’t call me that.” Sieglinde whimpered.

	“That is who you are. You are the Red Baron and you can’t avoid that.” Aaliyah said.

	Her tone was rather more biting than Ulyana would have wanted in that situation.

	Sieglinde’s gaze dropped to the floor.

	“It’s– It’s not who I want to be. I swear to you. I would do anything to put it behind me.”

	“And put behind you the lives that you took also?” Aaliyah said.

	“That’s a bit harsh, isn’t it?” Ulyana said. “Not unwarranted but– harsh.”

	Aaliyah crossed her arms and fixed her eyes on Sieglinde.

	“All I’m saying, is that she can’t just run away from the title of Red Baron. Sieglinde von Castille fought with the Empire as the Red Baron. She killed our comrades in the revolution, she served Norn and Lichtenberg, fought against us, and endangered our pilots. She has to be held accountable for those things. She can’t run away from that and pretend she can be righteous from today onward by looking the other way. I might be acting harsh, but that’d be a bit too easy for a murderer, don’t you think?”

	Sieglinde remained quiet for a moment, avoiding Aaliyah’s gaze.

	She raised her hands up to her face. Rubbing her palms over her eyes, digging her nails.

	“She’s right.” Sieglinde said. “I’m so sorry. I wish I could be born again today free of this sin, but that will not happen. I want to change– but she’s right. I’m the Red Baron, and I’ll never be able to give back the lives I took. But I want to face justice for what I’ve done. I– I’ve thought about taking my own life.”

	Aaliyah and Ulyana both drew their eyes wide open at that statement.

	“Absolutely not!” Ulyana said. “That would not serve justice! Nobody here wants that!”

	“I do not wish death on you!” Aaliyah added. “Forgive me– I really was being too harsh!”

	She really meant it. Ulyana could actually hear the contrition in her voice all of a sudden.

	“I– I want to tell you my story then. I’m not actually of noble stock.” Sieglinde said suddenly. She clutched the fabric of her bodysuit over her breast as if to feel her heart through her fist. “Please hear me out. I was an orphan, but I was blond, fair, and blue-eyed, so I was adopted by the Castille family. They were a rich military family with a heroic lineage, but they were recent Peers, and had been stricken by many tragedies and left without young heirs. But because my race could not be confirmed, they knew that the Imbrian aristocrats would be prejudice toward me unless I earned achievements equal to the Castille name.”

	“Your parents pressured you to fight in the war. So the aristocracy would accept you.” Ulyana replied.

	Sieglinde nodded her head solemnly. Ulyana could hear the bitterness in her voice.

	“I was eighteen during the Colonial War. I was a Diver pilot, I became known as the Red Baron, one of the very first Imperial aces. But it wasn’t prestigious. They expected us to die at any time and treated us badly. Every time I sortied, I was terrified. I was killing people out of fear. I was doing everything I could to survive without a point to it all. I couldn’t turn back for fear of being killed by my superiors for cowardice or disowned by my parents for retreating. After the war, they glorified everything to save face.”

	Aaliyah averted her gaze. Twenty years ago– she would have been seven years old, just a kitten.

	Ulyana had fought in the Revolution herself. She had been sixteen years old back then, even younger than Sieglinde. She understood all too well what it was like; in the moment, there was no killing for righteous reasons, there was only killing. Ideology was ascribed to her battles before and after. In the lead-up to a battle, it was righteous, and after the battle, it was liberatory. In the middle of battle she was killing to survive. It was still very different from Sieglinde’s plight, however. The communists didn’t have a home to return to if they failed. Their meager homes in the colonies were the ones invaded by the Empire.

	In her mind that did not diminish Sieglinde’s tragedy, however. Ulyana was sixteen, and this woman had been only eighteen. Both of them had been children, compared to their leadership. Sieglinde had been thrown into war, used as a tool by every authority in her life. She was told that treading upon slaves and peasants was righteous, that it would clad her in honor and make her worthy. And she had to wear that cloak of blood to be legitimate, or her life as she had been raised to know it would end.

	“That war taught me that the aristocracy has no ‘nobility’. It was not justice. We were not protecting our families or homes, we were fighting for the greed of the imperial landlords. I hated myself for my participation in it; but I convinced myself there was no changing the path life had given me. I was the Red Baron. Eventually my parents died of illness, the pure blood aristocrats kept me at arm’s length, I fought even more wars that I did not believe in– and I told myself each step of the way that all I could do was conduct myself personally with honor, even as I was surrounded by injustices. I wasted years like this.”

	Sieglinde started weeping again. She sank against the back wall of the cell.

	One fist held up over her eyes. Her lips quivering with fresh sobs.

	“I wasted twenty years. Lamenting, pitying myself, but doing nothing to absolve my sins. I even fought for people like Lichtenberg– I told myself I was doing it to save Elena, but the princess was right to turn away that demon of an Inquisitor. But these past few weeks have been my life in miniature. A servant of evil.”

	Ulyana and Aaliyah remained quiet, allowing Sieglinde to continue speaking as she wept.

	“I’m so sorry. I know this is pathetic. I know that it is too late. I know I can’t reverse the evil deeds I committed. But even if I’m never forgiven, even if I am always hated– I can’t continue to live in self-delusion, believing my self-justifications while fighting for such depraved agendas! I can’t go back!”

	Sieglinde raised her voice and was finally overcome by her tears.

	Sobbing too profusely to speak, she slouched her shoulders, covered her face in her hands.

	It was difficult to watch this woman so visibly overcome with a lifetime of agony.

	She had looked every bit as regal as a princess from a storybook before.

	Mixed with a bit of the gallant knight that usually saved such princesses.

	Her story showed the ugly reality of such pretty fables. It was now written on her suffering face.

	In the Imbrian Empire, princely knights like Sieglinde fought and died for the avarice of callous overlords who would never accept them as equals. Honor and justice were concepts they used exclusively to fool girls like her into protecting the wealth and power of the rich. People only had as much use to them as what they could be used for, and Sieglinde had been used. All of her life, since she was a child, to the current day, made to murder innocent people. Justifying the lies she was told, to live with herself.

	For Ulyana, who had been born into the Empire, it was certainly possible she could have ended up the same. If the Imbrian Empire had not purged masses of Volgians like herself, she, and many more people like her and Sieglinde would have been raised to support the Empire, to fight and to die for its values.

	Had she not been repressed, Ulyana would have not learned of repression, and rebelled.

	The Imbrian Empire had seared into her skin and eyes the will she needed to fight them.

	That was the only thing that dictated their opposing sides in the Revolution.

	Back then, she wasn’t a communist yet. She was a scared kid fighting for her only home.

	Sieglinde wasn’t an imperialist. She was a teenager, in over her head, pressured to fight.

	Now despite her privileged position, Sieglinde moved closer to understanding exploitation.

	Ulyana did not want to deny her a chance to break free of the Empire’s control.

	But it was not so easy. Sieglinde had done their country and people several injustices.

	“We will let you recover for a moment, Sieglinde, and then return.” Ulyana said.

	She did not want to call her Baron, or Red Baron, or von Castille– not after that story.

	Aaliyah nodded her acquiescence and followed Ulyana out of the brig, to the adjacent hall.

	Zhu Lian and Klara van Der Smidse entered the brig and stood guard over the cell.

	“What do you think?” Ulyana said. “She’s in pieces. I feel really sorry for her right now.”

	“We shouldn’t let an Imperial officer’s life’s story sway our decisions.” Aaliyah said.

	“Aaliyah, she was just a kid. They raised her like this– and she still turned her back on it.”

	“She’s more admirable than other Imperial officers, you’re correct.” Aaliyah sighed.

	“I understand your hesitation. It might cause a stink. She’s not a civilian, not G.I.A, not innocent.”

	“Everyone saw her come in here on an enemy Diver and get arrested. She’s the Red Baron.”

	“Right. But Aaliyah, out there– there’s nothing but Imperials, you know? You said it yourself, before.”

	When they were discussing the mission previously, their positions had been reversed. It was Aaliyah who was advocating for working pragmatically with Imperials, even the Volkisch, if it would enable them to diminish Imperial power and support the anti-Imperialist revolution. They did not have the luxury to hold their allies to perfection. Ulyana at the time thought that it was impossible to work with Imperials. She was a communist revolutionary and could not trust them. In the abstract it felt so difficult, such a bitter pill to swallow, to shake hands with an enemy. Now, Aaliyah was confronted by a ghost of the old war, and she was hesitant to accept such cooperation, while Ulyana finally put a face on those nebulous dissenters she was supposed to help nurture, and she felt an emotional connection to their plight.

	“I know, Captain. But I wager very few Imperial dissidents actually fought in the Revolution.” She said.

	“You don’t know that. We can’t be that picky either. Let’s think of it pragmatically: what matters now, is that she wants to work with us. She wants to take concrete steps to fight against the Empire. She feels duped, she has no path forward, she insinuated suicide— we should welcome her aboard, Aaliyah.”

	“She could just be acting.” Aaliyah replied. Her argument sounded feebler than before.

	Ulyana smiled at her. She held back the urge to laugh at her pouting Commissar.

	“We’ve seen better actors, haven’t we? We’ve been lied to a lot lately.” Ulyana said.

	“I can’t disagree with your logic Captain. But I also can’t deny my own anxieties here.”

	Aaliyah’s orange eyes met Ulyana’s green eyes. She was ashamed, indecisive, struggling.

	Commissars were a visible symbol of communist orthodoxy. They were supposed to be “the best of us.” Learned in theory, law, and philosophy, good at speaking, good with people. With their every step and their every breath, wherever they went, the spirit of Mordecai was supposed to follow them. Aaliyah was a bit of a party girl, and her relationship to her religion was probably a complicated factor in her upholding the secular mores of the Union’s Mordecism. Therefore– could she really work with an imperial soldier?

	But above everything– she was a good person. With a kind heart and a clear head.

	She wanted to be kind to Sieglinde von Castille. She just forced herself to be harsh.

	Commissars locked up imperialists. Imperial soldiers were symbols of reaction, counterrevolution.

	But Aaliyah was not just a Commissar. Ulyana understood what she needed to do.

	“You don’t have to be responsible for her. I will clean up the broken plates, don’t worry.” Ulyana said.

	“Captain– But– I–” She looked surprised at that declaration. She stumbled over her words.

	“That’s why there’s two of us, right? Each of us can handle what the other one cannot.”

	Aaliyah’s serious face ceded to a very small smile. “Well. I can’t exactly disagree with that.”

	“I’ll keep an eye on her. You can hold me accountable for my bad judgment if she betrays us.”

	Ulyana reached out a hand as if to shake in order to strike a deal with the Commissar.

	“If anything happens you can pass judgment and you can decide the issue. But please– trust me.”

	In response, Aaliyah suddenly reached out with both of her hands and squeezed Ulyana’s hand.

	The Commissar smiled brightly at her. Her cat-like ears folded ever so slightly, her tail quivering gently.

	Her voice was so placid. For a moment, Ulyana was taken aback by Aaliyah.

	“Of course I trust you. Ulyana, you are better Captain– and person– than I ever gave you credit for.”

	Her fingers squeezed Ulyana’s hand gently before retreating slowly back to her sides.

	She was overcome with emotion. Allowing it to wash over her soft face.

	Absolutely beautiful. It was impossible to turn her eyes away. Ulyana was stricken utterly.

	“I will support your decision. You are right– I was being overly emotional.” She said.

	Her tone of voice shifted, she was trying to sound less elated than she was before.

	Perhaps she realized how absolutely cute she looked before. Ulyana could’ve kissed her.

	But she would not– not right now. She was happy enough to have seen Aaliyah relax.

	“Thank you. Commissar, let’s talk to Sieglinde again, and come up with a plan.”

	“You take the lead then, Captain. I will be at your side as always.”

	Ulyana and Aaliyah returned to the brig with renewed energy. Zhu Lian and Klara Van Der Smidse must have been wondering why they were returning to the brig with such big smiles on their faces given everything that was going on. With the officers coming in, the security girls moved to stand by the door again. The Captain and Commissar reentered Sieglinde’s cell, where she was seated back on her head. Her eyes and cheeks were very red from the violent fit of crying that had wrung through her.

	She looked up at the two of them, silently pleading. Ulyana spoke first.

	“Sieglinde, we apologize for the treatment so far. We want to welcome you aboard.”

	Aaliyah quickly added context.

	“There are conditions. We will be monitoring you, and you will work to earn our trust.”

	Ulyana clapped her hands together with satisfaction. Another situation resolved!

	“You will be formally debriefed at a later date. We’ll move some folks to give you a room.”

	Sieglinde stared up at the two of them from the bed, initially speechless.

	For a moment, there was silence between the cheerful officers and the awestruck captive.

	Then Sieglinde’s eyes filled with tears again.

	She threw herself to the floor and bowed, putting her head right to the ground.

	It was stunning– at that moment, she was no longer an Imperial noble.

	“Thank you. I am overcome by your mercy. I swear I will right my wrongs. I am oathbound to it.”

	When Ulyana and Aaliyah were about to tell her to get up, Sieglinde lifted her head again.

	Her tear-stained red eyes pleaded.

	From the floor, her voice trembled. “I– I apologize but– I also have a request. To meet with someone.”

	

	

	It happened that evening in the cafeteria.

	Because it was time for the sailors to change shifts, there was a decent size crowd in the cafeteria. Nothing like the rush hours that sometimes overwhelmed the poor Chef Minardo, but at least two dozen people, enough to occupy a sizeable percentage of the cafeteria seats. These folks were eating, and making merry, happy that the ship seemed to be faring surprisingly well in the photic zone.

	At the Captain’s suggestion, Minardo released some of the ship’s liquor to diners that night.

	As such, Khadija al-Shajara found herself sitting on the edge of the cafeteria, turning over in her hands a small square can of corn wine. Shimii religious scholars had lively debates over the legitimacy of liquor-drinking. For hardliners, all alcoholic drinks were haram. However, there also were those more liberal mufti who believed that the prohibitions extended only to grape wine, not grain liquor. Grape wine was an indulgence of the devil, delicate and sensual, that tempted people to sin. Corn wine was just booze.

	Khadija, a lively woman who enjoyed a good party, naturally sided with that camp, and popped the top of her can. She took a sip. It was sweet– possibly sweetened to hide the blandness of mass production.

	However, it had a nice boozy bite to it, and it would certainly fuck her up.

	And getting fucked up was all she wanted in that moment, inshallah.

	“Um. Excuse me.”

	That voice within the din of the crowd was not as familiar as it should have been.

	Before she could chug the contents of the can and try to finagle any more out of Minardo, however, someone had appeared at the side of her table. Khadija looked up, but from her seat, it was tough for her gaze to make it up any higher than a sizable pair of breasts in a button-down synthetic shirt, without staring directly up at the LED banks on the ceiling. Trying to be polite, she stood up from her table, still holding her drink in her hands, and found herself closer to the face of her sudden guest.

	Fair-skinned, long blond hair, bright eyes, a striking countenance. Tall, taller than her certainly.

	Teal half-jacket, button-down white shirt, black pants, red tie. The Treasure Box Transports uniform.

	Khadija’s teeth spontaneously grit together. Her hand squeezed the can she was holding.

	She was standing in front of– that shameless bitch—

	Sieglinde von Castille. Lower lip quivering, shoulders unsteady, face flushed light red.

	“Khadija al-Shajara, Lion of Cascabel– I’m sorry! I’m so sorry! I’ll– I’ll do anything–”

	She started to lower her head to bow–

	In the next instant, Khadija’s hand cracked across the air like a whip.

	Slapping Sieglinde across the face with such force it nearly knocked her over.

	Leaving a red impression of her fingers on the woman’s pink-white cheek.

	Without saying a word, Khadija stormed off, her own cheeks almost as red as Sieglinde’s had been left after the attack. Sieglinde watched her go with a dumbfounded expression, while everyone in the cafeteria and in the halls, literally everyone, stared directly at the two of them, held in suspense.

	Standing opposite the cafeteria, Ulyana and Aaliyah covered their faces with their hands.

	

	

	 

	 


9.5

	Maryam Karahailos crossed her legs, seated atop her bed in Sonya Shalikova’s room, and laid her hands on her outer thigh. She shut her eyes and saw a swirl of color behind her sealed eyelids. Predominantly red and black like latticework, with lightning bolts of yellow and green and a rolling blotch left by the LED clusters on the roof, swimming over the rest, meandering between colors. She took a deep breath, focusing on the physical feeling of her lungs filling, her stomach pushed down, her chest rising. 

	It felt like she was becoming decoupled from context, existing only as sensations.

	She let those colors dance in front of her eyes unmitigated. Like everything, those colors were created by something, and that order would soon enough enforce a pattern that she could follow. In time, those colors became roads, they began to lead to something, constructed of their own. They went on winding paths that had meaning. Maryam’s body became a thing of air, a thing of flesh without the weight of bone, a thing no longer seated in its place but able to fly like a kite through the colors of Aether.

	What are you looking for?

	Faiyad Ayari’s voice. This was the realm in which he now existed. A shade in the Aether.

	His voice gave her form again in flight. She was a purple-haired, pink-skinned katarran girl.

	He was a Shimii, lean, long-haired, with the soft and pretty face of the peak of his youth.

	They were standing amid the colors, which floated like jellyfish and turned like worms.

	“Norn is moving, Majida is close by in Khaybar, I’m here– and I think Elena–”

	Maryam was almost talking to herself. It was difficult to piece apart herself and Him sometimes.

	“Are you looking for the Apostles?”

	“I just want to confirm, so I can tell them.” Maryam said. Her tone took on a hint of sadness.

	“Tell them?”

	“I’m supposed to be helping them. Helping Sonya. I want to find information for them.”

	“You don’t owe them anything. They lied to you! They promised you safe passage–!”

	“I lied to them; but it doesn’t matter. I’m staying for Sonya. She and I are partners now.”

	His expression darkened. He was no longer any part of her in that moment.

	He was cleaving himself from her, separating his thoughts from hers.

	So that he could make her do things. Manipulate her.

	“Maryam you have to leave this place. It’s dangerous. You will die or be killed by them.”

	“No, Faiyad. I’m not like you. I don’t abandon people that I love to save my own skin.”

	Faiyad Ayari grit his teeth. He closed his fists. His ears and tail bristled with anger.

	In Maryam’s recollection of him, he was dressed in robes, priest’s robes, prophet’s robes.

	King’s robes from a time just after the four Shimii Apostles led their people below.

	A lesser king with little respect from his people in the modern era, but nonetheless a king.

	He was used to getting his way. He was used to control. His power was made for it.

	“I will not let you slander me. If you won’t cooperate, I will take control of you Maryam.”

	Maryam waved her hand, and a current of air smashed Faiyad Ayari’s chest.

	He tumbled backwards across the void, dragged by air as if fighting against ensnarement from a giant squid’s tentacles. His hands struggled with nothing, wind gathering around his fist to retaliate but unable to disperse the writhing shackles which Maryam had created. In his frustration with the grappling thing he cried out, his voice broken like a crying child’s. Maryam watched him with grim eyes.

	“I’m stronger than you now.” She said. “You won’t ever make me do anything again.”

	Her words came with a secret mourning.

	She remembered being a scared and aimless child who knew nothing of the world.

	When he first spoke to her, she was able to take her first steps to being free.

	To becoming herself: and not simply a navigation aide for the warlord Athena.

	Not simply a captive of Millennia Skarsgaard nor a pawn of the Sunlight Foundation.

	She could not deny– that he did help her escape from such things.

	Now she had to escape from him.

	As she watched someone who had cared for her once, now struggle and curse her.

	Secretly mourning, but ready to commit violence against him.

	“Why?”

	He gave in to the ensnarement, finally, allowing the wind to pin him to the ground.

	His words came out as defeated whimpering as Maryam overcame him.

	“Why am I always defeated? God is with me! God has always been with me!”

	Maryam closed her fist.

	“I am innocent! No– I am the victim!”

	He was growing hysterical as his aetheric form weakened under Maryam’s attack.

	“I’m sorry.” She said.

	He screamed one final time as Maryam crushed his aetheric form.

	Colors blowing out of him in every direction like blood spatters until he melted into a puddle.

	A splash of red, yellow and black seeping into the surroundings.

	This was not the end between the two of them– there wouldn’t be an end to that.

	She was born the Apostle of Air.

	And because of Faiyad Ayari’s will to keep running, he would haunt her forever.

	From the beginning of the Shimii’s history, to his great betrayal, to the present day, forever.

	Always running, from death, from justice, from the curses upon him.

	“You encouraged me to run, and to keep running from pain and violence and bad things, Faiyad. But I’ve found a place I want to stay, and that I will not run from. If you can’t accept that, then I will crush you as many times as it takes. Your past is not a thing that Maryam Karahailos can run away from. I will stop running and live my own life. Sonya wants to be together with me despite everything.”

	She smiled. She wished that that smile could somehow reach him– but she doubted it.

	Maryam Karahailos was a big girl now. She had found love and a place where she could fight for her own dreams. She was not running anymore. And so, full of that determination, she sat back down, and sought the paths of clairvoyance anew without Faiyad’s interruption. Feeling in the aether for myriad truths.

	

	

	Sonya Shalikova was discharged from the medbay after an overnight observation and headed back to her room. Her footsteps and posture carried a sense of airy joy and also a sense of trepidation. She hesitated in front of the familiar sliding door, wondering if she would be in there waiting. Usually, she was– and Shalikova had been annoyed by her persistence at first, tell her to calm down or be quiet. But–

	–but now Shalikova wondered whether her girlfriend, her partner, was waiting for her.

	She felt a warmth in her chest at the thought, but also a quiver in her shoulders.

	Things would be different from now. It was a bit crazy to think about it.

	They had only met a few days ago!

	She was a civilian from the Empire that Shalikova was supposed to protect!

	And she had a few secrets– some of which Shalikova knew could even be dangerous!

	She was overthinking things, but she couldn’t help doing so. It was just how she was.

	All of her heart and soul still loved Maryam Karahailos, no matter what.

	That was the truth that her keen eyes could no longer shut out.

	Waking up from a medicine-induced sleep in the medbay bed, Shalikova had missed her warm smile, her sunny little voice, calling her ‘Sonya’ so eagerly every morning. She missed the relentless affection. She felt like she couldn’t live without it now. She was being selfish, she thought. This was a military mission, it was her duty, she couldn’t afford to get distracted– but Maryam had become someone that she fought to protect, someone who made her want to return alive with all of her power to see her again.

	“I’ll tell the Captain properly sometime.” Shalikova told herself.

	For now, however, all that she needed was just her and Maryam.

	Maybe Maryam was as scared as she was– but they would explore this new future together.

	Shalikova crossed through the doors and tried to smile.

	She did not greet the purple-haired, pink-skinned, tentacled girl in the black, long-sleeved habit, however. Maryam was seated on her bed with her legs crossed, eyes shut, and arms at her sides. Her chest stirred gently, her breathing was steady. She looked like she fell asleep sitting, but the position made Shalikova think that this was deliberate on her part. Was she meditating or something?

	In an instant, Shalikova mentally switched on the psionics Maryam had awakened in her.

	Maryam’s aura was a stark white. There was a texture to it like a breeze caressing skin.

	Her expression looked exceedingly peaceful.

	Instinctually, Shalikova had matched the white aura color to “euphoria” or “joy” but there was also a sense of the divine, to it, or perhaps more accurately the sublime. She felt that it was not necessarily a positive emotion, but an alien state that could be provoked by witnessing the awe and mystery of psionics. There was a sense that a part of Maryam wasn’t there, but not in a dangerous way. She was traveling, maybe. Dreaming. That blowing breeze, and the calm that she evoked, led Shalikova to feel she would be safe.

	Her gut feeling was that this was not a dangerous state to be in, but it was also not normal.

	Psionics was complicated– it had introduced a lot of complicated feelings to her life.

	None as complicated as this purple marshmallow herself evoked, however.

	Whatever it was that she was doing, Shalikova wanted to support her.

	So quietly, and gently, so as not to disturb her, Shalikova sat down beside her.

	She laid her hand atop one of Maryam’s own and closed her own eyes.

	Not trying to do anything particular– her own psionic mind was completely dormant.

	Just taking a moment to close her eyes, listen to the hum of the air circulator, and relax.

	Beside someone that she had grown to love a lot more than she ever imagined.

	After a few minutes, she heard: “Oh! Sonya! How long were you waiting?”

	Shalikova, smiling and amused with herself, opened one eye, and looked at her side.

	She found Maryam’s W-shaped pupils staring back at her from dark, wide-open eyes.

	“Not long. Don’t worry about it.”

	Maryam and Shalikova both stood up, turned to face each other, and immediately averted their gazes. They had moved with such synchronicity that they were both embarrassed by it. Now that she was face to face with her, Shalikova was feeling just a little bashful. She couldn’t blow her off anymore– when she looked at Maryam, she was actually, truly captivated with her beauty. She was the prettiest girl in the ocean. From the fins atop her hair to the tentacles among the purple strands, her exotic eyes, her gentle face with her small nose, soft lips– Maryam was so beautiful it made Shalikova’s blood run hot.

	“Maryam, uh, how’ve you been? Did you get along fine last night?”

	“Everything was fine. I was discharged shortly after you got admitted.”

	Both of them turned back around and looked each other in the eyes again at the same time.

	Chromatophores in Maryam’s skin briefly flashed a white and grey wave across her body.

	Then they settled on a redder pink than Maryam’s usual skin color.

	Shalikova felt stupid for all the feelings rushing to her head–

	–but even stupider for keeping so quiet!

	In a rush of nervous energy, she stepped forward and took Maryam’s hands into her own.

	“Maryam, I meant what I said to you yesterday! It wasn’t just that I’d just come back from battle and was acting crazy, okay? It wasn’t random! I really want you to be my girlfriend! I’ll tell the Captain and our relatives properly– I guess just Illya and Valeriya for me– but yes– I’ll do everything properly!”

	Did Maryam even have family Shalikova could “properly” talk to about dating her?

	Words had come tumbling out of her lips with barely a thought–but she managed to say it.

	Maryam looked at her for a moment, her head fins slowly firming until they were entirely upright. Starting with her cheeks, Shalikova could see in slow motion as the individual tiny cells of her chromatophores turned from pink to red in a wave that ended on her nose and around her mouth. With her hands squeezed inside Shalikova’s own, she began to smile, and then narrowed her eyes and began to giggle. Her face was turning red as a tomato, but she looked very amused and laughed gently.

	“I’m serious!” Shalikova said, her heart wavering, briefly mortified. Did she offend her–?

	“I know you are, Sonya! You’re always so serious! That’s a very charming part of you!”

	“What do you mean?” Shalikova was turning red also. “What do you mean ‘you know’?”

	“I’d love to be your girlfriend Sonya! And you can be my girlfriend too!” Maryam said.

	“Okay! Well– fine then! I guess it’s just settled and we can– we can stop being bothered.”

	“Oh I’m going to be bothered for a good long while I think.” Maryam said, still giggling.

	Shalikova averted her gaze again and slowly peeled her hands off Maryam’s own–

	–off Maryam’s own soft, comforting, extremely squeezable little hands.

	I love her so much. God damn it. I’m such an idiot. I’m– I’m your idiot now, Maryam.

	“Don’t worry Sonya, things don’t have to change much. You just have to kiss me now!”

	Maryam sounded like she intended it as a little joke, but Shalikova still took her chance.

	Before Maryam could take it back, Shalikova leaned in, grabbed her by the shoulders and pulled her into a kiss. Hungrily, more than she imagined she would be, Shalikova took those soft, inviting lips into her own. Maryam’s w-shape eyes opened wide; once again a wave of colors flowed across her visible skin, but even more chaotically, now a gradient of every possible color rushing in every direction as opposed to a tidy wave of white and grey. For a moment, she was a strobing rainbow caught in Shalikova’s lips.

	Shalikova parted from her and reopened her eyes just in time to see Maryam’s surprise.

	“As long as you keep being this cute, I’ll keep kissing you!” Shalikova declared.

	Nonsense, she instantly thought. I am saying pure idiotic nonsense.

	Once Maryam recovered enough, she began to giggle again.

	Despite her sheer embarrassment, Shalikova could not help but join her laughing.

	She put her forehead to Maryam’s own, still holding her shoulders, and they laughed.

	“I love you Sonya. Thank you– thank you for having feelings for someone like me.”

	“Hey, don’t put yourself down. What’s this ‘someone like me’ business? You’re amazing.”

	“Sonya– Well, I– I’m a–”

	“Do I need to kiss you again? How many times, until you get it?”

	Faces mere millimeters from each other, looking eye to eye, the two of them laughed again.

	It was something Shalikova had never felt before.

	A mix of love, pride, desire, a gravitational pull– attraction.

	It was not like any love she had ever experienced. It was not how she felt toward her comrades or toward Illya or Valeriya, or even how she had felt toward her sister. And her taciturn and withdrawn nature made some part of her want to reject this new kind of love. It was irrational, it was distracting, she had a mission, she had no right to be happy— but that last voice, that cruel thought, she quieted with great force. She understood, she really, finally understood now, that her sister would not have wanted her to be unhappy. Her sister did not lose her life in battle to be mourned until Shalikova’s own passing.

	Zasha would have wanted her to find her own meaning in lifting the Union’s torch.

	They were fighting for what it meant to be human, to live with dignity, to live fully and passionately.

	And for Shalikova, it was fine if part of that was fighting for the love she had found.

	Shalikova lifted her hands from Maryam’s shoulders and pulled her into an embrace.

	One hand behind her back, one hand around her head, feeling the silky softness of her hair.

	“Sonya,”

	Maryam embraced her back. Shalikova felt an inkling of her Katarran strength in that hug.

	“When I first met you, I was really surprised and impressed by how sharp you were. It was a silly thing to be attracted to, and I knew it, but I thought that you felt really dominant and strong, like a Warlord. I wanted to be on your side, to avoid making an enemy of you. I still think that, too– I feel really safe with you. You are strong. I feel something great slumbering inside you. But I’ve also learned that you’re not like a Katarran warlord. You are kind and just, and you are always aware of others around you. Your eyes aren’t full of dominance, but actually full of empathy and maybe a little sadness and loneliness. That’s what I meant, when I refer to myself as unworthy– my feelings for you are really selfish and ignorant.”

	Shalikova was briefly speechless. Maryam looked at her, craning her head just a little bit.

	“I want to make you happy, Sonya. You listened to my dream, and you didn’t tell me it was silly or impossible. I know you’ll help me chase after it– but I want to support your endeavors in turn. Those feelings are not as wonderful and selfless as yours, but they’re my genuine feelings. I love you, Sonya.”

	Maryam showed a clear worry in those strange, beautiful eyes of hers.

	Worry that she had revealed too much of herself, things that she had held back.

	But Shalikova did not hate her for it– that was not possible.

	“I’ll accept your feelings, no matter what. I’ll accept them for you, Maryam. I love you too.”

	Shalikova smiled at her and Maryam smiled back, a visible relief softening her expression.

	“And who knows,” Shalikova winked, “maybe I will prove myself as strong as a Katarran warlord.”

	Maryam had a little laugh. She relaxed, clearly relieved that Shalikova saw humor in her perspective.

	Some part of Shalikova was flattered. And she found Maryam’s feelings so incredibly cute.

	

	

	Fernanda Santapena-De La Rosa was a late riser, and even after waking, loved to spend at least an hour lying in bed before she stood up even once to truly begin her day. As one of the “perennial late-shifters” she was expected to come to the bridge later than the rest. Furthermore, the gunner hardly ever did anything aboard a ship. It was a job that entailed long and difficult hours in very infrequent chunks because combat was not an everyday occurrence. So it afforded her time to kick back and relax.

	On most mornings, it was her and the portable terminal, and a massive collection of books.

	Lying back in bed, holding the lightweight LCD screen, her face lit only by its dim light.

	While she was in Serrano, she had restocked her supply of culturally relevant novels via the network.

	She did not have the personal funds to transact in professional Imperial literature, but she knew that, just as in the Union, there was a vibrant culture of freely available and shareable independent fiction, and this was where she always struck gold. It was where the real treasure trove of fiction lay, where the actual and true artiste refused to self-censor their most lurid and sensual fantasies for mass appeal.

	Recently she had started a new series of this type, “Blind Princess And Kind Retainer.” It was a fantasy story set in a world which was also underwater but had much larger and more beautiful stations than anywhere on Aer, which had lush vegetation and beautiful castles. Not exactly realistic, but she could suspend disbelief. In this world’s primary nation of Centralia, there was a monarchy, and the youngest daughter of the ruling family was a blind princess. Originally, Fernanda had been keen to see a story told from the perspective of a blind girl, but in reality, the primary point of view was the Kind Retainer, a young maid assigned to serve the Blind Princess. As such, it was a much more traditionally told story. 

	Fernanda continued reading despite her disappointment.

	After all, even if the world and prose were not very original, the characters might save it!

	And oh, did the characters save it.

	As in many such stories, the Kind Retainer was a lesbian, or at least, interested in women. From their first meeting, she was taken in by the beauty of the Blind Princess, who, lacking the ability to correctly determine her own appearance, thought she must have been ugly, while her retainer must have been beautiful. It was a cute dynamic– maybe just a tiny bit ableist but Fernanda could set aside some small problematic details. They were a study in opposites, the Blind Princess preferring to keep to her quarters and listen to music or audiobooks while the Kind Retainer was very spunky. Because she was sheltered and fond of fiction books, the Blind Princess had odd speech patterns and mannerisms, which the Kind Retainer had been tasked by the royal family with disabusing their daughter of. However, the Kind Retainer was herself an odd duck, who enjoyed things like video games and tabletop roleplaying.

	Both of them hit it off and went through many amusing scenes and misunderstandings.

	Then, one night, as in all such stories, they both felt a shared drive for physical affection.

	And finally, there was a scene from the Blind Princess’ perspective! It was the sex scene.

	As the Kind Retainer undressed her gently, kissed her shoulders and neck, asked her where it felt good to be touched, traced her fingers on her skin– perhaps this scene was from the blind woman’s point of view so the author could be flexible with their descriptions. Clever use of prose, Fernanda thought–

	“Hey, Fern, I’m coming in. It’s Alex. I’ve got permission so don’t freak out, okay?”

	“GAMER?”

	Fernanda shrieked at the top of her lungs, dropped her portable terminal on the bed and wrapped herself up in blankets as the sliding door suddenly opened. She had not been expecting anybody, so she was dressed in personal clothes– a frilly, gothic, nearly see-through black camisole and matching underwear with a winged pattern. Her makeup and blond hair also were not done– she was not ready for guests! But the door had indeed opened for Alexandra Geninov, so that could only have meant that– No–!

	“What are you doing here? Explain yourself right now!”

	She could have perhaps said that in a more refined way, but she was not being her best self.

	Standing just a step inside the door, Alex was dressed in her company uniform, and had a suitcase of personal effects with her, along with an overstuffed gym bag slung over her shoulder. Looking as she usually did, tall and lean, almost lanky, her long brown hair tied up in a bun with a few bangs loose. She stared at Fernanda with a completely blank expression before moving toward the empty bed on the opposite end of the room and setting her things down on it. Fernanda began waving an arm in protest.

	“Absolutely not! What do you think you’re doing? What has gotten into you?”

	Alex turned to face her again. With her arms flat at her sides, she briefly averted her gaze.

	Her light brown skin was developing a bit of spontaneous flushing.

	“Why– why are you freaking out so much. We’re both girls, you can stop hiding.”

	Even Alex realized immediately what a stupid thing to say that was.

	Fernanda gritted her teeth and looked about ready to throw a pillow at her.

	“That has nothing to do with it! Why are you in my room?”

	“We’re roommates now. It wasn’t my idea, so please don’t hate me.”

	“I don’t hate you–? WHAT–? No! I– I hate you!”

	In a split second Fernanda seemed to go through every conceivable human emotion as she processed Alex’s words from the nearest to the farthest of that one very vexing sentence. She was so aggressive in her response she actually threw her arms up, which sent her blanket flying off her chest, exposing her camisole and some of her abdomen. Realizing this, she very quickly covered herself back up again, all the while staring at Alex as if she did have a sealed eye power which would kill the gamer instantly.

	“This hot-cold routine is turning chaotic even for us.” Alex sighed.

	Fernanda averted her own gaze. In the back of her mind she knew that this was something that could have happened. There was a communique to all officers with the minutes from a long meeting interrogating several figures which had come aboard the ship recently. Those notes addressed the very real possibility that room assignments would have to be changed in order to accommodate new long-term personnel. And Fernanda knew that she sat next to Alex Geninov, that they had a moment recently, that– she thought about her semi-fondly sometimes– so there was always the possibility–

	“I know this isn’t your fault– ahem–this fate was not of your own making, gamer–”

	Alex smiled at her in the middle of code switching. “Hey, nice save–”

	“Silence, knave.” Fernanda sighed. “I am against this– but there’s no fighting it–”

	“Believe me, I don’t want to bother you anymore. But if I live in the hall, the Captain will notice.”

	Alex made a comical little shrug, winking at Fernanda, who stared at her dead seriously.

	There was truly no way around this. Short of a harassment incident, room assignments were final.

	“Fine! Then we must draft bylaws to insure a harmonious coexistence.” Fernanda replied.

	Of course, she didn’t want to have to live with this gamer and her stupid handsome face–

	–there was just no fighting the Captain’s orders! So she just had to learn to live with it.

	–she was not excited in the least! In fact, she was quite angry! 

	“You will swear an oath upon your very life to remain on your half of the room unless exiting by way of the door or upon receiving an explicit invitation to my side of the room.” Fernanda said.

	“I mean, I’ll swear it, but like– I didn’t expect you to ever invite me anyway.” Alex said.

	“Of course I would not! I am merely being thorough in my oath-binding!” Fernanda said.

	Alex stared at her with a little grin that Fernanda did not like whatsoever.

	“And you had best become acquainted with my preferred routine, and furthermore, you shall take no offense at my laughter at any point. You shall not call my laugh ‘goofy’ or any other such thing!”

	“I’m fine with your laugh now. I hear it literally every night. It’s totally fine.” Alex said.

	“You had better be! Or a pox upon you! Furthermore–”

	She was about to ban video games from the room. She was quite close to saying it.

	But she knew that would have been too cruel for Alex, and some part of her didn’t want to hurt her. 

	Fernanda noticed that she was pretty bored in a lot of their night shifts. Sometimes that boredom led her to be annoying, but she could also be sociable. This is why she always asked about Fernanda’s novels even though she just made fun of them or wouldn’t really read them. Despite Fernanda’s misgivings about her lack of culture, she didn’t slack off, and the captain never had to reprimand her about her work or being at her post. She could be annoying, when she was at her post, but she was good at it.

	There was something admirable about it– only mildly! Only the tiniest bit admirable!

	However, it meant that it would feel unjust to try to force that condition on her.

	After all, for better or for worse, she was a (filthy!) gamer.

	“Mind the cacophony of your damnable children’s toys. I demand to read in peace!”

	Fernanda set her very gentle red-line, after finding herself unable to truly torment Alex.

	Alex immediately smiled. She turned around, quietly opened her suitcase, and withdrew a little black box. There were two joysticks plugged into it. It used a serial port for power and interfacing, and storage came from a memory stick slot on the side. This was a somewhat recent Turnir video game console.

	“Want to play a round of Climbing Comrades before work, roomie?” Alex joked.

	Fernanda narrowed her eyes at her. She sighed, but waved Alex’s hands away gently.

	“Perhaps– upon another moon. Just unpack yourself already and be quiet.” She said.

	She did mean it– maybe someday, but certainly not today, tomorrow or next week.

	Certainly not! No matter how much that damnably good-looking, dreadfully mannered gamer asked!

	

	

	Since the events of the interrogations, she had been avoiding a heavy question.

	Am I– or are things– fundamentally changed.

	Murati Nakara did not mention psionics to anyone. It helped that no one who knew asked.

	In those two days, she learned how to shut the auras out. How to flick the light switch off.

	When she was first baptized, everything had an aura. 

	Seeing that all day, from everyone around her, would’ve driven her insane. She first learned how to completely shut it off when she returned to her fiancé that same night. When she saw Karuniya’s face, after all of the terrifying things they had gone through, she almost felt like crying. At that point she realized she was going to see Karuniya’s aura, to read her feelings, to have this strange insight into her thoughts– and she hated it completely and utterly. She did not want to have this knowledge. 

	It felt– 

	–violating,

	So she managed by force of will, to completely shut out the power. No auras anywhere.

	Not Karuniya’s and not anyone else’s– at first she was scared she had lost the power.

	But the next morning, when she wanted them back, the auras reappeared.

	She could avoid them, ignore them, close her eyes to them. She had power over them.

	But it meant she was changed. Her psionics would always return when she bid them back.

	Then the next feeling that overcome her was guilt. She felt guilty about having this power.

	Having this ability to peer unjustly at people’s emotions, without them knowing.

	It was an order not to disclose it; and Murati understood why that was the case.

	Despite this, she wished she could come clean. She wanted to be ordinary again.

	For a day after her baptism she avoided people and crowds. It made it easier to deal with.

	But she couldn’t keep hiding– she was an officer. She had duties to attend to.

	So she became determined to at the very least tell Karuniya and then swear her to secrecy.

	When Murati entered the Brigand’s lab she found herself greeted there by two completely identical conniving smiles that filled her weary heart with dread. She knew that Karuniya would make that face if she had some evil ingenuity she wanted to carry out; and Euphrates was probably just putting on the exact same face just to be a jerk to her. Regardless, it felt daunting to move any further.

	“Oh hubby~” Karuniya said, drawing out the sound for a moment. “So happy to see you!”

	She stepped forward with a drying module for the mushrooms held up against her chest.

	Which she clearly now intended for Murati to take from her and set up in her place.

	“Karu, hey,” Murati fidgeted, tapping her index fingers together, and then began to gesticulate while speaking “I uh– I wanted to talk to you. Alone. Can Euphrates go do something else?”

	“Ah, young love.” Euphrates said, her voice grandiose. “I’ll see myself out.”

	Murati stared daggers at her as she passed by while Euphrates simply smiled with a smug contentedness. She was clearly aware of her own role in all of this, and maybe even aware of what Murati wanted to have a conversation with Karuniya about. But she had not of her own will approached Murati for any further discussions about psionics yet. She was being hands-off and letting Murati twist in the wind.

	Whether or not Murati preferred that to the alternative, she was not yet even sure.

	Once Euphrates was out of earshot, Karuniya had put down the mushroom grow module and pulled up an adjustable stepladder she used when tending the gardens. She sat on top of it in lieu of a chair, so that she was closer to the eye level of an upright Murati. Kicking her feet gently, smiling, she still had a bit of an air of mischief while Murati stood oppsite her, wracked with anxiety. She had run through the conversation in her mind a few times, invented a few horrible outcomes to it and fully experienced the destruction of her relationship several times within her own head. Her heartbeat was thundering.

	Murati sighed deeply. “Karuniya, there’s no easy way to say what I want to say to you.”

	Karuniya’s smile disappeared instantly with those words. “Hey– Murati, I thought this was you being silly or withdrawn like normal. Is something wrong? Whatever it is, you know you can talk to me.”

	“It’s something really insane.” Murati gesticulated vaguely. “Like this insane.”

	“Uh huh. That doesn’t change anything for me. I’m here for your insanity no matter what.”

	Her fiancé always had a preternatural gift for reading her vague gesticulations.

	And the vague worries that she wore so plainly on her face.

	“Karuniya. I have psychic powers. I can– I can move things with my mind and–”

	“Hmph! I can’t believe you!”

	Karuniya huffed. She crossed her arms and turned her cheek, kicking her legs harshly.

	“I was really worried! I thought you had bone shards in your spine or something!”

	“Karuniya I’m not joking with you! I know it sounds stupid! But I’m not making it up!”

	Murati glanced at the grow module that Karuniya had put down.

	She thought she would demonstrate by lifting it and gently levitating it into her arms.

	For the first second, perhaps, it did lift and move toward her in a controlled fashion.

	Then, Murati felt a sudden, snapping pain in her head, like a rubber band whipping against skin but inside her own skull. She was startled and lost control of the grow module. Instead of dropping, however, the grow module seemed to experience a sudden shock and snapped through the air toward Murati. That plastic and glass enclosure crashed into her and knocked her to the ground right in front of Karuniya. The Chief Scientist gasped, practically leaped off her chair and rushed to Murati’s side to help her.

	“Oh my god! Oh my god are you okay? What the– what the hell happened?”

	Shouting; Murati was on the ground, groggy. Her vision spun, she struggled with breathing.

	That module had been pretty heavy, and it hit her chest and shoulder like a serious punch. Despite that the pain in her body could not compare to the pain inside her head. She felt a searing, slashing hurt in her skull, over her brain. For a moment the colors were floating around the laboratory like wisps and fairies in a children’s film, and every time she saw one it made her want to ‘feel’ it and exacerbated the pain. Her pain lessened when she ‘shut off’ her psionics and shut out Karuniya’s aura from her vision before she could feel too much of it– but it had sapped a lot of her physical strength in mere moments. She was as exhausted as if she had run at a full sprint for a few minutes. Out of breath, everything swimming.

	Was that what happened when she overexerted her psionics?

	And was the limit of her psionics really a six kilogram grow module?

	Euphrates had not told her about any of this– about anything!

	“Murati is that– your nose is bleeding! Here, let me–!”

	Karuniya got down on the floor with Murati, wiping her noise with a synthetic cloth. 

	Red spatters of blood, just a tiny trickle. Murati barely felt it coming out of her nose. Where had it come from? It made no sense as an injury, it wasn’t like her brains could leak out of her nose. She felt momentarily insane, trying to wrap her head around something so surreal, new, and impossible. 

	Psionics conformed to nothing she could possibly understand. It violated everything that made up her reality, creating movement and force from nothing, draining her strength, and creating eerie wounds and phantom pains that defied sense. Even the actions that she had conditioned herself in her mind to take, that ‘flipping’ of the psionic switch, was so insubstantial and ludicrous as to feel like insanity–

	“Murati, talk to me! Can you see me? Hear me? Are you all there?”

	Overhead, the weeping face of her fiancé came into stark relief, an angelic image.

	She did not want to make her cry or worry– she kept promising that and failing to keep it.

	With a great effort, Murati fought back the panic, and threw her arms around Karuniya.

	“Karu, please, you have to believe me. Just please– let me explain, okay?”

	For a moment her fiancé did not respond; then she felt Karuniya’s hand stroking her hair.

	“Of course, of course Murati. I’m really sorry– I’ll let you talk. Take your time.”

	Slowly, Murati worked herself up to explain the events of the interrogation as best she could. She glossed over some items quickly that made Karuniya draw her eyes wide in confusion, like the Omenseer aboard, but spent at least ten minutes explaining in detail about Euphrates, about auras, about baptism and her newfound telekinetic ability. When Euphrates’ role was mentioned, Karuniya shot a look out to the hall as if she personally wanted to wring the woman’s neck for what she had done to Murati.

	Karuniya helped Murati up, and they sat on a table near the bubble with the ship’s tree.

	After Murati recounted her tale, her fiancé stared at her with a soft, sympathetic expression, but unnervingly quiet. She poked her own lips, crossed her arms, shifted her shoulders, thinking with her whole body. She raised her hand as if to say “hold please” a few times. Murati gave her space to think.

	“When you tried to pick up the grow module, it hurt, didn’t it? It hurt you.” Karuniya said.

	Murati nodded her head. “It did, but I’m fine. I should’ve figured there were limits to it.”

	“You don’t look fine. I’m worried– but I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t curious about your power.”

	Karuniya looked ashamed to have admitted it. Murati reached out and stroked her hair.

	“It’s okay. I want to show you too. I’ll try it on something small. Oh, I know!”

	On her belt, Murati undid the plastic lanyard loop holding her officer’s ID card.

	Murati put the card on the table– she figured it’d look too much like a corny magic trick if she held it in the palm of her hand or told Karuniya to hold it. She glanced at the ID card, in its place on the table, and blinked her eyes. Murati could feel the thin, ephemeral warmth of the red rings around her irises, and in the same way she felt the flick in her mind, flipping the “switch” or perhaps pulling the “trigger” on her psionic powers. It was extremely binary, extremely quick– one second there was nothing, and the next second, there was a world of supernatural information, stored in her in the same way as the instinctual and instant access she had to the movement of her limbs, to the recall of visual information. 

	It was as if she had grown a fifth limb, the phantom hand with which she could pick up the ID card and lift it from the table, into the air, with full control. The effort was so different as to feel quite strange.

	With the growth of that limb came the secret information no human could explain aloud, the instructions for how the limb moved, how the limb felt. Unbidden and automatic, the neurons, the veins, the sinewy muscle of the thing simply performed the required task. If there was a period of command, it was infinitely small, it moved at a speed faster than light. When a human stretched an arm, when they flexed their fingers, did that action feel deliberate, was there a moment of real choice? For Murati, as soon as she had called upon the psionics, her understanding of how to use them simply happened to her, that fast.

	“It’s even easier now. Even faster than the first time I did it.” Murati said.

	Her dryly spoken observation accompanied the ID card, floating in front of a stunned Karuniya, doing a little pirouette in the air. Karuniya’s eyes followed the ID card on its tiny orbit over the center of the table with rapt attention. She reached out a curious hand and Murati brought the card lower and closer; this led to Karuniya slowly leaning back as it approached, as if the card was dangerous to be too close to.

	“I just want you to see that there aren’t wires or devices or any tricks involved.” Murati said. “This is just me, Karuniya. I can just do this now. I wasn’t supposed to tell anyone, but I told you I would not be keeping my feelings secret from you and I am keeping my promise. I know you’re shocked right now, but I’m still the same Murati that you know, and I hope that– that this doesn’t freak you out too much.”

	Karuniya blinked. She took the ID card out of the air, and Murati let it go.

	She put it down on the table and reached out her hands to grab hold of Murati’s hands.

	“Of course you’re still you; an absolute dummy.” She said, smiling. “Nobody else would speak so mournfully about how they’ve been granted incredible superpowers that I don’t really understand at all. You’re right, I am a bit shocked, but I also really appreciate that you didn’t just try to hide this. It really feels like a kind of thing the old Murati would’ve taken to the grave because the captain said so.”

	“C’mon, I wasn’t– I wasn’t that bad. I didn’t hide stuff that was that important from you.”

	Murati, her hands still firmly held in Karuniya’s own, averted her gaze with a bit of shame.

	“Your feelings are extremely important to me, and you hid them all the god damn time.”

	Karuniya winked at her, laughing a little bit as she teased her. Her tone was comforting.

	Silly wife-and-“hubby” style banter made the situation feel a lot less alien and uncertain.

	Looking into each other’s eyes, hands held in promise. Murati felt silly for being anxious.

	Of course Karuniya would love her and accept her. This was her beloved Karu after all.

	“I will keep your secret.” Karuniya said. “You’re my hubby and I love you to bits and that won’t change so easily. Frankly, after the initial surprise of seeing things just float without being grabbed by anything– I have to admit the power seems kind of weak and useless doesn’t it? No offense or anything, but maybe a sailor would get some utility out of it, like if she wants to get at a bolt that’s out of her reach or something. For the leader of a Diver squadron it’s not much of a weapon is it?”

	Murati felt almost defensive about it for a moment.

	“Maybe I’ll learn to throw things faster than the muzzle velocity of the AK rifles.”

	“The AK rifle doesn’t get nosebleeds.” Karuniya joked, squeezing Murati’s hands.

	“I suppose you’re right.”

	In a way that was mildly more comforting. To think that this wasn’t so groundbreaking.

	“Thanks, Karu. You’re the best.” Murati said.

	“Hmm. Would you baptize me if I asked?” Karuniya winked at her.

	“When I’m more comfortable that I wouldn’t blow your brain up.” Murati said.

	“Fine, fine.” Karuniya suddenly put on a pouty but clearly mischievous face, her thumbs digging over the skin of Murati’s knuckles. “Say, since you’re up and about against your doctor’s orders anyway, there’s another, far more entertaining way that you could be blowing my brains out too.”

	“Tonight.” Murati said simply and directly.

	Karuniya grinned and leaned forward. “But your wifey is feeling needy right now.”

	Murati smiled. “Euphrates is out in the hall, wifey dearest.”

	“I can be quiet.” Karuniya winked again.

	No, she absolutely could not. Especially not when Murati got serious. She was a screamer.

	“Wait until tonight and I’ll make you cry out like a demon.” Murati said in a firm voice.

	Karuniya licked her lips in a sultry fashion, smiling lasciviously. “Deal~” She cooed.

	Soon, and far more productively than Murati could have imagined, everything was settled.

	Murati agreed to keep Karuniya in the loop if anything happened with what they were furtively calling ‘the powers’, but Karuniya would pretend like she did not know anything until the Captain deemed it appropriate to tell more personnel about the issue. Murati also asked Karuniya not to treat Euphrates differently. Euphrates was psionic, and she was responsible for Murati having psionics, but Murati thought Euphrates was a good person, undeserving of scorn. Karuniya agreed that she would treat her as she normally did– she was already planning to prank and tease her and would just do so.

	Both of them, of course, loved each other too much to ever see each other differently.

	“You can stare at my aura if you want.” Karuniya said. “I have nothing to hide from you.”

	Murati smiled. “I would really rather not– but thank you for allaying my fears.”

	She had a lot of anxieties about this conversation, but they were now distant and they felt silly in retrospect. Murati should have realized right away that her own Karuniya Maharapratham would have never deserted her, no matter how strange the situation had become. And Karuniya was right– her powers were not so alien or powerful. If this was all psionics was, Murati was not so special.

	Out in the hall, when Murati finally made to leave, Euphrates had been waiting.

	Back to the wall, arms crossed, smiling. She looked quite satisfied with herself.

	When she lifted her gaze to meet Murati’s, her irises were glowing red.

	“You were eavesdropping, weren’t you.” Murati said. She wasn’t offended or angry.

	“I understood everything I needed to from social cues alone. From the satisfied look on your face when you walked out, I see things turned out well.” Euphrates said calmly. “She loves you very much– you found a soulmate, miss Nakara. She can’t shut up about you around the lab, you know?”

	“What are you doing? I see your eyes– you’re using psionics.”

	Euphrates nodded, and her eyes returned to normal.

	“I am not doing anything special right now. I just wanted to see if you were keeping sharp.”

	“You didn’t tell me it could hurt to use psionics.” Murati said.

	“I wanted to play it hands off for a bit.” Euphrates said. “I was curious what you would do. I’m not just being cruel, you know– psionics is strongly influenced by self-conceptualization. Just like we impart our aether on the things around us, it’s too easy to cultivate in someone a carbon copy of your own psionics. I want to see what psionics you can grow, with your own convictions, rather than copying mine.”

	That made some kind of sense to Murati– but it was still a bit too hands-off for her taste.

	Euphrates seemed to realize this. She stepped forward and laid a hand on Murati’s shoulder.

	“Don’t worry. I won’t abandon you. But you may find my teaching method a bit anarchic.”

	“Oh, I hate the sound of that.” Murati replied, smiling. “I’m a Mordecist, you know.”

	

	

	“What do you think Braya? How do I look in hominin clothes?”

	“You look– whatever. Why do you say ‘hominin’ anyway? Isn’t it ‘hominid’?”

	“Hominin is strictly for species like homo sapiens; Hominid includes all great apes.”

	“And you’re not a homo sapiens?”

	“Nuh uh.”

	“I hate how you pretend to be stupid sometimes, and then act erudite at others.”

	“Mmm-hmm! Maybe I have very good reasons! And maybe I am stupid!”

	“Whatever. I’m over it.”

	In Braya Zachikova’s room, a scene transpired that onlookers would have described as unorthodox, considering what they knew of the participants’ social predilections. It was not so troubling to have seen Arbitrator I trying to cling to Zachikova, which she did at every possible opportunity; but for Zachikova to practically be wearing her like a coat and saying nothing about it would have been seen as uncharacteristic, for those who did not understand her. Should she not have been yelling at her, calling her a pervert, and telling her to go die? In fact, Zachikova looked to be quite comfortable.

	They were both in the same bed, with Arbitrator I against the wall, her long tail curling off the bed. Zachikova was seated closer to the edge, leaning back against Arbitrator I’s chest and between her legs, tapping away at a portable terminal. Arbitrator I looked over her shoulder, and frequently wrapped her arms around Zachikova’s waist, and sniffed her hair. There were blankets around the two. Despite the familiarity with which Arbitrator I was making use of Zachikova’s body the latter did not mind. She was immersed in her work, and there was an implicit understanding between the two of them.

	Arbitrator I was dressed in the treasure box transports outfit, same as Zachikova.

	They both left their coats on the side of the bed, so when Arbitrator I wrapped her arms around her Zachikova could glance down and see the bloodless pale skin of those sinewy, skinny limbs exposed by the sleeveless shirt she wore sans bodysuit. She was not fooled by the vulnerable appearance Arbitrator I was subtly putting on– she knew quite well that this creature could change her form. She could make those arms thicker and tougher when she wanted. But she wasn’t afraid of that anyway.

	She knew killers and killing, and she felt that, for now, Arbitrator I was presently harmless.

	Zachikova did not want to admit it– but she kind of felt at ease around this creature.

	This was as alien as the concept of her warping her own flesh and having psychic powers.

	That she could feel so good to be around. Despite being noisy, touchy, and needy.

	It wasn’t the same as she felt for Arbitrator I’s leviathan form. That a boundary was broken between them made the situation much more immediate — it was not just a fantasy that she could be “together” with her “Dancer” and have some kind of relationship with this creature. With this new proximity, came the complexity of maintaining and developing such a relationship. It was unknown territory.

	Despite this, Zachikova enjoyed the closeness to some degree— but would never admit it.

	And her profession required her to exercise a certain, healthy degree of paranoia.

	Paranoia was not a dealbreaker for Zachikova. 

	In her mind, people who were stricken with fear simply needed to prepare themselves to surmount the object or event that was the source of that fear. Zachikova was therefore fully prepared to kill Arbitrator I in a number of ways. Not because she wanted to, she was fond of the creature; but because it gave her the confidence to avoid causing Arbitrator I any harm and allowed them to live together peacefully. To Zachikova this was only logical. She was afraid and unused to living with someone, so she would prepare countermeasures, no matter who it was, to make sure that she could fully welcome them.

	At the Captain’s request, she had disabled the bomb collar on Arbitrator I’s neck.

	But she had other ways– such as a neurotoxin dart tazer she had on her person at all times.

	Another special forces gadget for killers, smuggled in without the Captain’s awareness.

	So, with her physical security assured, Zachikova didn’t care how much Arbitrator cuddled.

	She would allow their cohabitation– and maybe even secretly enjoy it.

	There was no disabusing the alien of her sense of entitlement toward Zachikova, anyway.

	“My little Braya~”

	Arbitrator I leaned close to Zachikova. She could feel the alien’s breasts against her back. Her arms wrapped around Zachikova’s chest, and her head nestled on her shoulder, her tail curling in closer. Red and white hair fell over her. When Arbitrator I nuzzled against the side of her head, Zachikova briefly felt the horns grazing her antennae. They were quite solid, like a pair of long knuckles on her head.

	“What are you up to? Is there any way I can help?” She cooed.

	“I’m logged into the supercomputer remotely, and from the supercomputer I’m logged into the HELIOS remotely. I’m working on an architectural profile of the HELIOS’ computer system, from both a hardware and software-centric point of view, collecting benchmark data. There’s nothing you can do to help. You can just sit there looking pretty. Those fat pillows on your chest are suitable assistance already.”

	Zachikova cracked a little grin. Arbitrator I’s face rested placidly on her shoulder.

	“I see! Hominins have really come a long way.”

	Arbitrator I looked up at the sky. Zachikova glanced at her over her shoulder.

	“Did ‘Hominins’ not have access to computers during your last period of lucidity?”

	“They did, but they were much smaller. Yours looks much more robust and impressive!”

	Zachikova looked at the device she was holding. She would have considered her portable terminal pretty standard in its size. It weighed about 1 kilogram, with a 27 centimeter screen. Miniaturizing put an extra burden in manufacturing, so the Union tended to make chunkier equipment– but even the Empire’s portable terminals would not be significantly smaller. Making it any smaller seemed absurd. She wondered how long ago Arbitrator I last saw a computer– but it was pointless to ask her to explain.

	“Little Braya~”

	“Mm-hmm?”

	Mostly ignoring her, Zachikova began to lay out a table with the results from a variety of different tests ran on the HELIOS’ computer as a way to benchmark its performance. Zachikova had run a standardized battery of tests that would allow her to gauge the HELIOS’ abilities in multi-threading real world tasks, solving complex algorithms, rendering real-time graphics, and indexing vast sets of data, among a variety of other critical issues. The Union ran these tests on all systems. This information would then become part of a larger slide deck which she would present to the Captain. It was surprising how much of a computer scientist’s work was still in the form of making slide decks for less technologically literate people to read. 

	There was a certain artistry to making a slide deck that Zachikova enjoyed, however. 

	She chose the colors and template carefully, and laid out the slides with an eye toward the pacing.

	Even the font was important, it had to be professional, legible, attractive in different sizes–

	“Braya, I have to tell you something that must remain between us.”

	Arbitrator I’s breathy, low voice whispered into the audio inputs on Zachikova’s antennae.

	She felt the warmth of Arbitrator I’s breathing close to the nape of her neck.

	There was stark change in the atmosphere. She felt a tingling electricity down her back.

	“What is it?” Zachikova said. She did not turn around to meet the alien’s gaze.

	“I am positive if you tell the Captain this, I will be liquidated immediately. But you need to know it.”

	“Fine. I’ll keep your secret. Just say what you want to already.”

	“Do you trust me? Do you really?”

	“You’re just a piece of equipment. I’m not afraid of you. Stop dragging this out already.”

	“That’ll do then, I suppose.”

	Zachikova felt Arbitrator I’s grip tighten on her. One arm around her lower abdomen, and the other around her chest. Her tail curled around her legs. Her fingers rested, unmoving, over one of Zachikova’s breasts. She felt a certain kind of eros from being cradled in such a way– Arbitrator I was holding her in a very possessive way. Not yet to the point of feeling her up, but definitely feeling her in some way.

	“Braya, I realized today that this ship does not carry any raw meat.”

	“You idiot, you really had me going for a second–” Zachikova sighed. “I can’t believe you’re being this dramatic about the food! Yes, you’re correct, Detective Columbus, there’s no meat aboard! The Union doesn’t have a meat industry. It’s wasteful and inefficient. Eat your soy cutlet, you’ll live.”

	She heard a breathy little laugh– she could almost see the smirk in her mind’s eye.

	“I’m afraid that if I don’t get any meat– I might actually lose my mind, Braya.”

	“As much as you pretend otherwise, you’re not some animal. You’ll live without meat.”

	“No, Braya, you don’t understand. I need the meat; I’ll have to get it one way or another.”

	Zachikova looked over her shoulder again. Out the corner of her eye, she could see the nervous expression which Arbitrator I had on. As soon as she turned to face her, Arbitrator I’s arms around her clutched her even more tightly, and her head descended on Zachikova’s neck. That once steady breathing on the nape of her neck began to hasten. She could feel a rising heartbeat transfer through their shared touch, Arbitrator I’s pounding chest closer than ever to Zachikova’s skinny back.

	On the edge of her vision, Zachikova saw those eyes glowing a dim, eerie red.

	“I’m afraid you might not understand the depth of this problem–”

	“Then explain it already!”

	Arbitrator I bowed her head closer.

	“Braya, my ambition is to bridge the world of the Hominins and my own people. That’s the impossible dream that began my journey through the ocean– I have been searching so long, but you are the first Hominin I ever saw who showed me affection. Your mind is so gentle, so curious. I wanted to meet you, to talk to you, to be able to love you and be loved back. I want to begin to mend the violence but– but–”

	She let out a low gasp into Zachikova’s neck. Her legs tightened a bit around Zachikova.

	Zachikova listened to her confession quietly but with keen interest. Something was wrong.

	“–even Shalash of lost Lemuria, the First Beast, cannot escape– the need to devour–”

	For the first time, Zachikova felt her heart gripped by the ice-cold tendril of mortal fear.

	Surreptitiously, instinctually, she moved one of her fingers to the neurotoxin gun in her pants pocket–

	“Braya– my people eat your kind. But I’m different– I swear can be different– If you–”

	Hearing her rising, impassioned tone Zachikova carefully lifted her hand out of her pocket.

	She laid it on Arbitrator I’s own hand, over her own chest, and squeezed it reassuringly.

	Empty of the lethal weapon which she had briefly considered turning on this poor woman.

	“What do you need?” Zachikova asked. “Just– tell me already what it will take to fix you.”

	“If I can’t have bloody red meat– I must have blood. I can calm myself with your blood.”

	“My blood? Good god. I can tell why you don’t want the Captain to know about this.”

	Zachikova sighed. It was only that. She wasn’t going to attack her or anything more serious.

	“I swear– I swear I don’t want to be violent toward Hominins anymore–”

	“I believe you. If you wanted to kill us you’ve had a million chances.”

	Arbitrator I sounded like she was weeping. Her voice was wavering, choked.

	It must have been genuine. Her desire to avoid the violence she claimed inherent to her species. If she was so torn up about this, it was not just her playing or acting. Her species, if it was related to the Leviathans, it was certainly possible to argue they had done a lot of violence to the ‘hominins’. And Leviathans did eat people– so then, it might not have been such a stretch that these ‘Omenseers’ had a history of eating people too. A real history that Arbitrator I wanted to overturn.

	“Then– will you help me staunch my barbaric need–?” Arbitrator I whimpered.

	“You’re a piece of equipment. I’m going to fix you. Where do you take the blood from?”

	She unbuttoned some of her shirt, pulling it off her shoulders, thinking it’d be easiest–

	In the next instant, Arbitrator I’s lips spread over Zachikova’s shoulder, close to her neck.

	Zachikova flinched, feeling a brief instant of panic, but calmed herself in time–

	–for the sting of a pair of incisors breaking skin on her shoulder and drawing blood.

	Even though Zachikova expected the bite, it took an iron resolve to keep from reacting to the pain initially. Arbitrator I’s arms clutched her tightly, her chest pressed against Zachikova’s back, her tail bound her. Caught in her grasp, she was bleeding, it was painful. Seconds passed– but she mastered herself. She relaxed in Arbitrator I’s grip and stroked that hand that was clutching her breast.

	Arbitrator I’s bite was desperately needy– but there was a certain tenderness to it. Blood lapping into her tongue, the sucking of lips on skin, and the careful precision of the teeth, such that Zachikova felt the punctures but no tearing, only the briefest violent instant. It was not like an animal’s attack, even though Arbitrator I’s description of the act had been as primal, barbaric sin. There was an unavoidable physical titillation Zachikova felt as the act progressed. Maybe there was something seeping back into the wounds from the creature’s mouth– an anesthetic– or an aphrodesiac– the pain began to feel–

	–cathartic, a release of tension, a rushing of endorphins to the brain,

	clouding vision, an erotic dream lit dimly by the blue light of the portable screen,

	teeth that opened her and bared blood but carried no violence, spreading a form of joy,

	joined in skin penetrated by bone fulfilled in the blood penetrating back into those lips,

	–she gasped, caught in the throes of a euphoric and erotic madness.

	Zachikova found herself smiling, breathing heavy in the rawness and physicality of the act.

	When she felt Arbitrator I’s fangs lifting gently out of her flesh, releasing the wounds–

	A woman who once considered herself nothing but a cold machine turned sharply around–

	Gazing intently into drawn-wide feral red eyes and a mouth caked in the ichor–

	And she kissed deep into those red streaked lips, tasting the iron of her own blood, the dripping liquor from fangs which had penetrated her. Sucking, hungry kisses until her own blood dripped down her lips.

	Shirt half fallen from her, her brassiere askance, her eyes shut, losing herself in the passion and touch.

	Everything that was warm, everything that was soft, the heavy drumming of the circulatory system beneath the skin, the moist feeling of another’s tongue, the pull of hungry lips and the brief graze of the teeth that had painted her shoulder red. A tight grip upon her back, the press of the woman’s legs, and the moistness between her own amid the act. Losing herself in what was flesh and blood like she had once immersed herself in what was steel and electric. Her mind crashing in a haze of pleasure.

	Alien machines beginning their journey to reconcile biologies long ago divided.

	

	

	“To surviving hell!”

	“To beating the odds!”

	Shot glasses touched with a satisfying clink, the fluids in them briefly sloshing against the rims before streaming through parted lips. Tuzemak, an indie beet liquor, with as sweet a taste as spirits could have and a gentle, boozy bite. It was warm down Ulyana Korabiskaya’s throat, it was warm in her chest. Aaliyah Bashara’s charming cat-like ears vibrated lightly as the booze went down. She was clearly a bit of a lightweight, Ulyana knew that from personal experience. She would not tease her about it.

	“Want a second?” Ulyana asked.

	“You only live once. Hit me.”

	Aaliyah smiled at her, uncharacteristically gregarious that night.

	Ulyana refilled the shot glasses on the desk, which they were using as a table together.

	They picked up the glasses, tapped them together, and drank once more.

	Both were in their night clothes, plain white camisoles and cotton shorts of a standard design.

	Their recent business was taken care of. Until they arrived at Rhinea, things would be quiet.

	Ulyana decided to take a chance and offer Aaliyah to celebrate together in private.

	Surprisingly, the usually stiff and guarded Commissar relented, and there they were.

	On opposite ends of the little writing desk in their room, in their night clothes, drinking Tuzemak.

	It had only been a few weeks since their departure, but they had come such a long way.

	Though they were nowhere near close to accomplishing their mission, they had surmounted danger and proven themselves capable of surviving the ocean in this chaotic era. They and their crew had been tested to their utmost limits and found worthy. Maybe it was the liquor, but it felt significant. 

	Setting out was a gamble; none of them truly knew if they had ability to fight and win against the Empire– not the Union itself writ large and not the UNX-001 Brigand specifically. Now the Brigand had been bloodied against monumental catastrophes like a High Inquisitor and the Praetorian herself.

	They had bested a mighty Irmingard dreadnought and outmaneuvered a legendary Fueller enforcer.

	It would be those kinds of terrors that would hound a subversive group in the Empire.

	And not only did they stand a chance against them– they had also acquired precious allies in the process.

	They had unearthed hidden powers, uncovered secrets– becoming legends of the ocean.

	Maybe that part was a bit of the liquor talking as well. But it really did feel– legendary.

	“We’re going to be legends! They’ll write us into the history books!”

	“We can’t get too excited yet,” Aaliyah said, “but still. It’s worth celebrating our victory.”

	“We sent Norn the Praetorian herself packing. If I can’t celebrate this, what can I?”

	Without asking, Ulyana poured a third shot for each. Aaliyah took it without objection.

	“Fuck it. Why not.” Aaliyah said. “To the thousand generations that live in us!”

	“Hell yeah!” Ulyana said. “To the slaves and exiles’ proletarian revolution!”

	They tapped their glasses together, and the two drank almost at the same time.

	Aaliyah exhaled contentedly after taking her drink. Her tail swayed gently behind her.

	Ulyana looked at Aaliyah from across the table, holding her head up with one hand on her cheek.

	Her soft olive skin, dark hair and orange eyes, the small sharpness of her nose, she was lovely.

	That night she was bathed in a glow that was so comforting to see.

	“Did you ever think it would turn out like this, Commissar?” Ulyana winked with one eye.

	“Not even in my most incoherent dreams. But things change.” Aaliyah replied.

	She gestured with her shot glass forward. Ulyana smiled. “Oh, feeling bold tonight?”

	“No teasing, Captain. Just pour me another. I can control myself.” Aaliyah replied.

	“Of course! I trust you completely.” Ulyana refilled both their glasses. Another toast.

	For this one, they did not call out to honor anything specific. 

	Glasses tapped together, they drank.

	Throughout their eyes remained fixed on one another. This was a toast to “us.”

	To what they had accomplished as Captain and Commissar of their beautiful crew.

	And perhaps to more than that– though neither of them would vocalize such things yet.

	“It has been a pleasure.” Aaliyah said. She did not say what or whom. Ulyana knew that.

	“Indeed. Serving with you has been an honor of my life, Aaliyah Bashara.”

	Both of them smiled. Ulyana put away the bottle and washed the glasses.

	“We’ll need to send Nagavanshi a report.” Aaliyah said. Her voice was slightly slurred, but she retained her faculties quite well. “We’re so close to the surface now, no worries about the thing getting lost. I’ll write it up tomorrow. I’ll write up what we send. I’ll keep out– all the stuff from it. Like– like this stuff.”

	“Acknowledged.” Ulyana said. “I’ll tell Zachikova to program a data transfer munition tomorrow.”

	“Good. Say– say Captain– Ulyana.” She hesitated, briefly. “I want to say– Thank you.”

	Aaliyah put on a bigger, brighter smile than ever. Ulyana hardly knew what to say in return.

	“Let’s do this again. In Rhinea– let’s get a good vodka just for us.” Aaliyah continued.

	Ulyana finally found her words a few seconds later. “Oh, of course. I’d love to.”

	Aaliyah reached out a hand to her. Ulyana thought it was to shake–

	Instead, Aaliyah took the hand Ulyana stretched to her, and held it again in both of hers.

	Caressing it, first with her fingers, and then lifting it against her cheeks and nuzzling it.

	A little purr escaped from her. Ulyana savored the moment. Just for a few quiet minutes.

	Perhaps the most tender touch she had ever felt.

	

	

	“Knock, knock!”

	Elena lifted her head up from the portable terminal in her hands. Displayed on the screen was a book, authored by a “Levi Mordecai” and co-authored by “Daksha Kansal.” It was titled “Mordecai’s Writings On Capital: A Digest For Students.” Elena’s attention to the large print and many diagrams was beginning to waver when she saw a flash of dark hair peek through the door, partially covering one eye and tied to a handsome smile. It was a certain Marina McKennedy, with whom she shared the room.

	“You can come in. This is also your room too, you know?” Elena said affably.

	“I know, but recently we’ve been apart a lot– I figured you might be used to more privacy.”

	“It’s more and less privacy than I’ve ever had.”

	Marina walked through the door with a casual step. She had refused to wear the Treasure Box Transports uniform unless absolutely necessary, so she still dressed in her G.I.A. issue dark-grey suit jacket and pants, her shirt only partially buttoned beneath. She really liked to show off that scar on her chest, in between the cleave of her breasts, so she wasn’t wearing a bodysuit underneath anymore.

	“I see they’re turning you into a commie already.” Marina said.

	Elena raised the portable terminal to her chest to prevent Marina from looking any more.

	“It’s fine, sorry.” Marina laughed. “Honestly, I’m happy to see you’re all getting along.”

	“What if it’s more than just getting along? What if I do become a ‘commie’?”

	Elena stared at her with narrowed, serious eyes.

	Marina raised her hands defensively. “Jeez, you don’t have to treat me like that.”

	She was smiling– nervously.

	For a moment, Elena realized she was being over-combative and breathed in deep.

	“Sorry. We’ve had a bumpy ride lately.” She admitted.

	“It’s my fault. I wanted to apologize, actually.” Marina said.

	“No, it’s not just your fault. I– I tried to hurt you. I got out of control. I’m really sorry.”

	Tears started to well up in Elena’s eyes.

	She had been meaning to apologize, but what she did felt so disgusting she almost felt it would have been shameless to ask for forgiveness. By all rights, she though Marina should just hate her forever. 

	“Hey,”

	Marina kneeled to her eye level and grabbed hold of Elena’s face, squishing her cheeks.

	She let go once Elena’s expression started to go from sad to indignant once again.

	“I’m not crying about it Elena, so you don’t need to.” She said. “I’ve also been an asshole. I’ve been the biggest asshole here. I treated you like a package I was delivering– I never considered your feelings. I kept telling myself that I was doing this for so many different people, but you. And your feelings are the most important ones– you’re the one still living after all. I’m so deeply sorry.”

	“You saved my life.” Elena said. “I never thanked you for it.”

	Marina laughed. “I don’t need thanks. I care about you. I just need to show it more.”

	She backed off and sat on the edge of the opposite bunk, folding her hands over her lap.

	Like Elena, she filled her lungs deep and breathed out long.

	Then she fixed Elena with a serious gaze again.

	“Your mother was a truly life-changing love for me. I am happy you took her name. That bastard Konstantin’s never suited you. I respect your decision to abdicate.” Marina’s gaze drifted, as if she was reading from a mental script and needed to turn the page. Her next words left her lips with great difficulty and hesitation. There were many pauses. “I just wanted to ask, if you’ll have me– if I could still advise you, and protect you. You can say no– I’ll just work for the commies for a while and then find my own way. The Republic can go fuck itself, but I’m no fan of Bhavani Jayasankar either. So I’m not joining them.”

	Elena put down her portable terminal, and stood up from bed. She walked a step and reached out to Marina’s hands, taking both of them in her own. She softened her expression, tried to smile.

	“I don’t want you to go. I want to get to know you. I don’t want you to advise and protect me as either as a G.I.A. agent or someone beholden to my mother. Let’s just be friends– I want to care about you too, like you care about me. But I don’t want servants, or protectors, anymore. I don’t want anyone else to be hurt on my account, or to devote themselves to me. Can we just be friends, Marina McKennedy?”

	Marina stared at her for a moment. Speechless, blank faced at first.

	She then pulled her shaking hands away from Elena.

	Laughing– but there was a bit of that shaking in her tone of voice as well.

	“Friends? Sure. Why not? I don’t have a single other friend anyway.”

	Marina forced a little smile at her.

	“Oh no! I’m so sorry! I touched you without your permission!”

	Elena covered her mouth with her hands, aghast at her own carelessness.

	“It’s fine. It’s fine. If it wouldn’t have been I’d have kicked you or something.”

	Marina was clearly struggling but trying to take it stride.

	“Oh, I’m such an idiot–” Elena grit her teeth. “I mess everything up, even being earnest.”

	“We’ll get better together. I haven’t even cursed once in this whole conversation.”

	She reached out her hand. Elena looked down at it. It was her turn to be uncomprehending.

	“Is it ok?” She asked, staring at Marina with concern.

	“Of course it is.” Marina said dismissively.

	Elena reached out gently and shook Marina’s hand. 

	“Friends, then.” Marina said, grinning.

	“Friends! We’ll make it through all of this together.” Elena cheerfully replied.

	Once-guardian and once-ward shook hands and started anew as peers, as friends.

	A terrible and deep tension seemed to lift off their shoulders then. Those chains of obligation which once bound them in tragic acrimony now became like a crown of flowers they were affectionately tying together. A sense of lightness and an almost ridiculous humor fell upon them, now just friends.

	

	

	Now that Alexandra’s room was cleared out, it became the residence of the Brigand’s new, enigmatic guests, Tigris, and Euphrates. (Their ex-employee Xenia Laskaris was sleeping in the social lounge.) The two of them had little in the way of personal luggage aboard the Brigand. Both had Treasure Box uniforms and neither were using their own personal terminals, as the Brigand’s supercomputer now had access to the Helios system, so they could review anything they wanted via Union terminals.

	“Thank everything we decided not to bring Eden aboard during this trip.” Tigris sighed. “We would have had a universe-load of tedious explaining to do if they got their hands on that thing.”

	“It’s fine. Things turned out okay when you think about how much worse it could have been.” 

	“Things are the opposite of fine, Euphrates. Everything can always be worse, that doesn’t mean anything.” 

	“We couldn’t have known Arbitrator II was holed up down there. At least we’re not too inconvenienced.”

	Euphrates was calm, despite everything. She truly believed there was some element of destiny to all of this. For them to be left stranded repelling an attack from Syzygy, then picked up by the Brigand, only to then confront Norn, and to set out against Yangtze. A seismic shock like this was a long time coming. Ever since Mehmed, these events were inescapable. Euphrates now had no choice but to accept it now.

	Deep down, she was grateful to Murati Nakara and the Brigands.

	If the Empire was going to fracture– maybe it was time the Sunlight Foundation resolved its own contradictions as well. Euphrates was thankful to Norn too. Norn made sure she couldn’t keep running.

	“This was always going to happen. I deluded myself with my wishful thinking.” 

	Both laying down on their opposite bunks, the two women had little to say to each other. Through psionics, they had already been conferring privately since they joined the crew. So being able to speak physically alone in a room was not much different, no more private than before. They already knew each other’s intentions and concerns. Voicing them was just a comforting redundancy. Small talk.

	“Why didn’t you tell them about Maryam?” Tigris said aloud.

	“I like Maryam, don’t you? She’s a good kid. If she’s not telling them, I won’t.”

	“I like Maryam too– fair enough. We’ll have to teach them about apostles at some point.”

	Euphrates responded coolly. “That’s a very advanced topic. If we have the misfortune to meet Norn again, or even Majida, I’ll tell them about the Apostles. Though I don’t think Maryam is ready contend with either of them. We would need to train her– but I’m still not going to violate her trust so easily.”

	“You’re so principled when it comes to other people.” Tigris said in a mocking voice.

	“Well, it’s because the unmatched, beautiful genius Tigris hardly needs my sympathy.”

	“Hmph. I’ll accept your backhanded praise. But this situation is so bad right now.”

	“I’m sorry to have dragged you into my mess. But I truly need you.” Euphrates said.

	Her tone of voice was calm and confident as always, but she really meant it.

	Tigris was her devoted partner. She followed her everywhere. She supported her.

	Euphrates knew Tigris would follow her even into certain death. Kill or die for her.

	It made her as guilty as she felt about Norn, Yangtze– and now, maybe, even Murati.

	“Bah. I didn’t take your freak blood into me so I could live forever doing nothing.”

	“Thank you for being reassuring, even when I don’t deserve it, my love.”

	After that, the room went quiet. They had both, long ago, implicitly accepted each other’s adventures through life. Uncertainty about the future had a different character for the immortals.

	

	

	The UNX-001 Brigand continued its voyage through the sunlit seas, remaining above the Upper Scattering Layer where, with Arbitrator I’s assistance, they encountered no enemies. It was not a journey completely without danger, however. Cameras picked up Leviathans of all shapes and sizes, some curiously following the Brigand but barred from attacking it, others circling from afar as if awaiting a chance, perhaps testing Arbitrator I’s authority– no one knew, but since the Omenseer acted unconcerned, so did the bridge crew. They did not formally “witness” these Leviathans.

	There were other fauna as well, some of which were undocumented. These fish were not Leviathans, as they lacked hydrojet propulsion. Some of these appeared entirely normal. Other animals, like whales and dolphins, were covered in hex shaped scars. Still a few more had patches of purple, dusty skin as if they had accreted agarthicite on themselves over many years. Even stranger were the completely mutated species, fish with hexagonal body plans, jellyfish and siphonophores with agarthic patterns. Karuniya Maharapratham had never seen anything like it and lamented they could not stop and study them.

	Other phenomena infrequently encountered solidified the fact that this paradise was too close to the alien realm of God. With forewarning from Arbitrator I the crew avoided eerie currents that twisted water in on itself, forming curling vortexes, zig-zagging jetstreams and unnaturally angled whirlpools. They skirted past the remains of islands that remained as if blasted underwater and severed at their roots such that all that was left were constellations of rocks with smooth hex-shaped patterns over their crust, anchored to a space by no visible force, some with warped, fleshy vegetation still affixed.

	Every so often they would come upon a darker patch of ocean, where the surface was deeply clouded and great, roaring flashes of purple lit the plane of heaven above. On some of these encounters, Captain Korabiskaya and Commissar Bashara agreed to have all cameras shut off and to navigate by computer with Arbitrator I’s assistance, to allay any possible panic of the crew at large. The Sailors had been informed, but their exposure to the phenomena of the surface was kept as limited as possible. They were told that their ability to navigate the photic zone was due to a classified device.

	A little over a week after their circuitous route from Goryk began, over the Khaybar range, constantly shifting course to avoid the various dangers that made a direct route impossible, the Brigand finally entered the Imbrium Ocean, the seat of the oppression gripping the world’s western hemisphere. They were crossing to within the borders of Rhinea and could soon begin to chart a course to their next destination, in the far northwest of the former duchy. To a place called the “Kreuzung Station Complex” in the region of “Eisental.” It was known, apparently, for its mining, metallurgy and heavy industry.

	“Solarflare LLC’s headquarters are located in one of the Kreuzung habitats. We have a humble installation within the fifth station tower. We can take care of finding the ‘Pandora’s Box’ a drydock so we can work on it and keep ‘Treasure Box Transports’s situation on the down-low during our stay. Maybe even give all of you a few days’ worth of a station vacation, on the company’s dime.” Euphrates said cheerfully.

	“My, how generous.” Captain Korabiskaya remarked skeptically. “I’ll consider it, I suppose.”

	“At the very least, I invite your crew to our corporate lounge. We can host sixty at a time.”

	“If Yangtze hasn’t taken over the company by the time we get there.” Tigris interrupted.

	“I’m not as much afraid of Yangtze doing that as the Volkisch Movement.” Euphrates said.

	Whether or not they would get to throw a party was the least of the Captain’s concerns.

	Nevertheless, at least they had a concrete direction to take for their next journey. Soon they would be back in the shadow of humanity’s new home, leaving behind the sunlit heaven through which they had been soaring. There was no love for it which had developed, only the eerie sense that having left the only world they had known, they would now be descending into it from a height once thought impossible.

	In the middle of this, sometime after they set out but sometime before–

	“Murati.”

	Sonya Shalikova stopped Murati Nakara in the hall and pulled her aside for a moment.

	Murati looked quite elated. Her reserved subordinate rarely reached out to her.

	“What can I help you with, Shalikova?”

	“You don’t have to look so happy about it! I just– I want to ask your advice on something.”

	“Of course, always. What do you need advice about?”

	“Umm–”

	In that moment, the two looked into each other’s eyes and saw a flash.

	Psionic power coursed through both of them in an instant.

	In Shalikova, deliberately summoned–

	From Murati, almost a reflex, out of curiosity–

	Murati saw red rings appear around Shalikova’s eyes and Shalikova saw the same in hers.

	But Murati could not see any aura around Shalikova whatsoever. Even if she focused on it.

	While Shalikova could see the basic human state of green and blue aura, along with what alarmed her. An expanding band of white, along with a thin band of borderline yellowed red. Murati’s aura firmed up, it felt for a moment “prickly” as if it was erecting a defense, or maybe “sharp” as if it was ready to cut. Murati expressed physical surprise, a little reflex, a drawing back from Shalikova, that the latter fully captured with her keen eyes, fully understood within an instant that Murati was taken aback.

	“It’s nothing! Sorry to bother you! I’ve got work to do!”

	Shalikova panicked and ran around Murati and took off down the hall–

	“Shalikova! I– I’m sorry– It’s really fine! Come back!”

	–disappearing into an elevator down to the hangar before Murati’s words could reach her.

	Standing out in the hall, Murati looked on at all of the dim but living auras around her.

	Wondering what exactly was different about the suddenly psionic Sonya Shalikova.

	And how she would approach the girl, who was clearly trying to read into her psionically.

	She sighed deeply– realizing she still had a ways to go as a leader.

	In this strange new era, the drama of which they had only begun to uncover.

	

	

	In the eyes of Carthus von Skarsgaard, Erich von Fueller was the most beautiful being in the world. A golden-maned, sleek warhorse of a man, both lean and strong, androgynous as if carved into the world by delicate, sturdy hands to platonically represent beauty. Perfect in height, perfect in build, measured and balanced in all things. Beyond his body, his mind was rich and keen, his voice strong yet melodic. He could speak eloquently on the arts, on politics, on war, and entertain guests with aristocratic largess. He was neither too elitist nor ever crass. He was meritocratic but understood the context of a noble upbringing and the advantages it brought. Nothing was missing in his beloved Erich.

	Carthus himself was described as a very beautiful young man, but next to Erich, he felt as the orbiting mercury to the grandiosity of the sun that humanity lost. And he felt welcome in such a role, and savored being at Erich’s side during the various social functions which they had been attending. Erich was struggling to set right the Palatinate so that he could begin his military moves– but there were unexpected setbacks. His enemies stronger than he expected; his allies weaker than he thought.

	Erich was forced to rely more and more on untrustworthy individuals with foul powers.

	Though he wished he could do more, all Carthus could do was be a comforting witness.

	He was powerless– his sister Millennia had taken over his kingdom and established a theocracy that now warred with his beloved Erich and the rest of the world, The Holy Kingdom of Solcea. In terms of personal retainers, Carthus had few loyal subjects left. He was still wealthy, for his name still carried worth to the people keeping ledgers, but aside from hiring Katarran mercenaries on credit from the Palatine’s royal banks he could do nothing for Erich’s war effort. It pained him– but he had the emotional intelligence not to panic over it. He did what he could for Erich and he trusted Erich loved him dearly for it.

	What he liked to do most for Erich was sing to him. Erich loved his singing voice.

	There were many nights when, after a high profile meeting, Erich would return to his quarters and Carthus would be secretly there, dressed in a loose robe, and he would sing to him, and they would make love after, if Erich felt up to it. Sometimes he would just sing to him and take pleasure in how calm and at peace he was with the singing. This felt like his life’s purpose. To support Erich in all things.

	One such night, Carthus had been singing, but could feel, throughout, Erich’s anxiety.

	He hardly wore it on his face, as if he was hewn out of stone and had no expressions.

	But Carthus could tell, from having been around him enough, for years and years now.

	“Is something the matter?” He asked. “You can tell me anything.”

	Erich had been clearly waiting for the matter to be brought up.

	“I almost hoped you wouldn’t ask.” He said. There was a strange gravity in his voice.

	“Of course I ask. I care about you. It’s been hard for you lately, hasn’t it?”

	“Syrmia is useless, and Norn is uninterested in the affairs of state. The bureaucracy in the Palatine has been withering since my father’s retreat from politics. Yes: it’s been tough on me, Carthus.”

	Carthus nodded. He had misgivings– particularly about Norn. But he kept quiet.

	He knew if he said ‘Norn seems more interested in destroying the state’ that Erich would simply brush it off. Despite frequent anxieties that he would have to fight Norn someday, he did esteem his “aunt” — far more than he esteemed his actual blood aunt, Syrmia von Fueller, whom he had refused to allow to marry Norn to canonize the current Fueller leadership. Not that Norn would have accepted such a thing either. Norn was a brute, in Carthus’ eyes, a vicious, uncaring, violent person. Syrmia may have been ‘useless’ but at least she was human. Carthus could not keep away the feeling that Norn was a monster.

	Erich seemed to truly feel something for his aunt Norn. Entrusting her with troops and technology. He did not shy away from improving her capability to one day undo him. Perhaps he saw it as a challenge, like his father once saw the Imbrian nobles– or perhaps Norn was his only competent “ally” left. Her status was therefore unimpeachable. Carthus could not insult her. It would have done nothing.

	But that was beside the point. It was not just stress which was bringing Erich down.

	And it was not just about Norn or Syrmia. Carthus could tell this was personal.

	“It’s about me, isn’t it? Am I holding you back, Erich?”

	“No. Of course not. Never.”

	They were together in Erich’s bedroom on the Irmingard, a grand and lavish room for a ship, with an exquisite four-post, ceilinged bed, the walls highly decorated with flowers, silk curtains, golden accents of carved wings. All of the room was painted wine-red as a main color to better fit the golden trim. He had a computer terminal on a desk near his bed, consisting of a box tucked away in one of the drawers with the only visible parts being the main screen and the touch-board. They had been together in bed.

	Erich stroked Carthus’ cheek and stood from the bed, dressed in a blue and green robe.

	With his back to his lover, Erich finally spoke up about his anxiety.

	“I have a difficult decision to make. A decision I have been delaying. This is extremely selfish of me, but I want you to evaluate my reasons. I have been keeping things from you Carthus. I want to induct you into the truth of the world which I know, and then ask you to decide something for me. You, who are purer of heart than I. Your soul is not yet blackened as mine as is. You will tell me if I must do this.”

	Carthus was both shocked, but also happy to be taken into Erich’s confidence.

	Of course, as an aristocrat, he was aware that Erich would keep secrets from him.

	Great Men could never give the whole of themselves to any single person after all.

	“I am listening.” Carthus said from bed. “I will support you no matter what, Erich.”

	His heart swelled thinking that Erich needed him in such a fundamental way.

	“Very well.” Erich said. “EDEN, it is time. Display on the main screen.”

	On the wall in front of the bed, a thin wall panel slid aside to reveal an even larger screen. Carthus imagined the main screen was the one on his desk, but he had been wrong. Taking up much of the wall, it was like being in a private theater. At Erich’s command, the main screen lit up blue, with a sigil of a sun appearing briefly on the screen. Then, something like a wavelength occupied it, again quite briefly. 

	Finally, a woman’s dispassionate face appeared. Shoulder length blue hair, messy, very lightly curly and wavy, with very pale skin, dressed in a vest, shirt, and suit. There was a bit of a glow about her features.

	She opened her eyes, which were clearly mechanical.

	Was this a computer graphic in real time or a video of someone? Carthus could not say for certain.

	“Carthus, this is EDEN, an archive of every sin recorded by a group of ageless demons.”

	Looking at Erich, Carthus noticed that something like a globe had appeared on his hand.

	It was see-through, like a bubble, but vaguely geometric rather than smooth.

	By interacting with the holographic globe, he seemed to be able to command this EDEN.

	“EDEN, summarize ‘Norn von Fueller’.” Erich commanded.

	On the screen, the woman began to speak, her voice deep and erudite.

	“Norn von Fueller, alias of Astra Palaiologos. Also known as Norn Tauscherer. Codename Cocytus. Pelagis race, Katarran ethnicity, Panthalassan subrace. Pelagis process donors include panderichthys and tiktaalik DNA. Main human donor was Aegean Palaiologos III, former monarch of the Kingdom of Katarre. Gender/Sex– she made a crude drawing of a fish. Age was recorded as 43 years old in 935 A.D., but psychological development in 935 A.D. was noted to be regressed far below her biological age. Summary: Once an Immortal of the Sunlight Foundation. Apostle of Water, but her power was seen to quickly degrade to exclusively Cryokinesis, so she is called the Apostle of Ice. Along with Mehmed Khalifa, one of the most powerful psionics recorded– but her power since degraded to far below Mehmed’s peak level. Crucial element of Project Deicide, the Immortals’ successful intervention against Mehmed’s Jihad. After Mehmed’s Jihad, she entered the service of the Fueller family and left the Immortals permanently.”

	Carthus hardly understood half the words the machine had said.

	“Erich, what is this?” He asked, his eyes fixed on the dispassionate woman on the screen.

	“It’s the truth, Carthus. Truth that was hidden from us.” Erich said. “Around twenty years ago, a criminal codenamed ‘Asan’ aided a G.I.A agent by the name of Blake McClinton in a plot to assassinate the Emperor, by providing high-tech equipment funneled through a biological research firm. The equipment was surreptitiously paid for by Leda Lettiere. ‘Asan’ also connected the G.I.A. to mercenary fighters in support of their plot. Norn intervened in the plot, and put a stop to it, capturing McClinton and Leda Lettiere. During these events, I came to acquire this device, the EDEN, from Asan herself.”

	“Twenty years ago?” Carthus said. “You would have been a child.”

	Erich cracked a little grin. He was clearly impressed with himself for owning this device.

	“I was a child, yes– But old enough for a lot of things, dear Carthus.” He said. “I have burned with the drive and intellect to exact my revenge for even longer than that. Ever since the murder of my mother at my father’s hands, I sought answers to my suffering. Leda Lettiere’s assassination plot gave me the chance to attain my own power and knowledge, separate from my father. However, without Norn, I would not have been able to coerce Asan into giving up this device in exchange for her life. Norn wanted me to have this, so don’t worry– the information you are seeing is not anything she fears me knowing. This version of EDEN is significantly out of date with modern events. But it contains more than enough.”

	“So there’s a system out there with more information? Is that it then? Do you desire it?”

	“No. It’s ancillary– I merely wanted you to have context for what I’m about to say next.”

	Erich paused for a moment. His fingers played about the globe shining in his hands.

	In the main screen, the woman bowed, and in her place, an image appeared.

	A slender man, extremely pale, with angular cheekbones, smoldering red eyes, and very long white hair, dressed in a coat like an old fashioned dandy. It was not in fact one image, but as soon as Carthus realized, the man appeared in other settings. Wearing a crown, a royal scepter and a red and gold cape. Standing at the head of great processions. Upon a throne, in a room Carthus recognized quite immediately as the throne in Heitzing, in the Palatinate. In all subsequent images, his face was utterly deemphasized, either his crown, his hair, or even hoods, pulled up over him, masking his features.

	“Azazel Nocht.” Erich said. “Founder of the Imbrian Empire. Our very own Emperor Nocht I.”

	There was a certain vitriol in his voice, as he added additional epithets.

	“Perverter of our world’s history. Deceiver of our people. Architect of all our tragedies.”

	As if on cue, another image of Azazel Nocht appeared–

	Standing between what looked like the blue-haired woman in the EDEN, and a second, dark-skinned and dark haired woman. All three of them in white coats. Azazel Nocht did not appear as much of an Emperor in these images. He seemed like a rather ordinary man in this context. There was a computer behind them, and each of them had a globe in their hands like that which Erich was holding in his hands.

	“Azazel Nocht used his authority to invent the history of the Imbrian Empire from wholecloth. All of the customs, bigotries, and contradictions which we suffer are a result of his twisted imagination. At gunpoint he suppressed the true history of our world. He elevated himself to Emperor through force and ended the Age of Strife with weapons we consider ordinary in our time. But back then, the idea of warring with each other underwater at the scale in which he did it, was alien, to the little warlords and despots that had arisen from the fall of the surface world. Nocht is the demon at the heart of our original sin. And these harlots who lived through it either gave him the power to do so or stood aside and watched.”

	Carthus was again unable to speak. What could he say to this?

	His beloved Erich was more impassioned than he had ever seen him.

	Erich trusted him to support him, entrusted him with this secret–

	But it had to be madness, sheer madness. This whole situation could not possibly be true.

	One man did not an Empire make. Not without subjects; not without some consent.

	There was no grand conspiracy that could have buried history wholecloth to this degree.

	Azazel Nocht was taught to them as a legendary figure, near-mythical. But never alone. He mustered his Royal Guard and the Imbrian Carabineers. His forces suppressed the bandits, ended the era of warlords, and it was him and his Council of Lords, not him alone, who founded the Imbrian Empire. Chosen to lead by his peers; vanished from the world when his time came, leaving his sons to guide the Empire.

	Was that history truly an invention? Then why did it make more sense to Carthus than this?

	“Carthus, if Azazel Nocht can do this, why can’t I? Why can’t I tear down the false history which he created, and recreate the true history of the world? Superimpose truth over his falsity and return order to the world he brought chaos to? All that I need are the conditions that allowed him to create history. My own Age of Strife, and the unquestionable military power to end it on my terms and write the history myself. My father’s Reformation failed because he did not grasp that the very root of Imbrian identity is a lie, a wicked lie of hundreds of years, supported by generational trauma and brutal, elitist power.”

	“Erich–”

	Carthus’ eyes started to tear up. He did not understand what was happening.

	Had something changed in his beloved Erich? Was the pressure finally getting to him?

	He didn’t understand, and his frustration came out as gentle, vulnerable tears.

	Erich hardly noticed this change in his countenance. He was smiling– bound up in passion.

	“Carthus, in the fragmented memories contained in the EDEN, I pieced together the truth myself. The truth as witnessed by the craven people who stood aside and allowed Azazel to toy with all of our lives. The Sunlight Foundation, an ancient conspiracy bent on restoring the surface world– but they don’t understand. As they obsess with the sky outside the ocean, they don’t realize that the true history can be recreated right here. If Azazel created a false world in the Imbrium, why can’t I create a true one?”

	His fingers deftly moved about the globe, generating a different image.

	EDEN, the woman on the screen, briefly appeared, bowed again, and an image of the globe appeared. A speculated map of the surface world as it existed over a thousand years ago– despite the sheer seismic potential of such a discovery, it did not seem a daunting proposition to Erich, who looked upon it as if he was seeing a work of art that he fully grasped the meaning of. It was a map of an alien world. Rather than the multiple polities of the ocean that Carthus knew, this ancient map of the world had the names of a few places and continents, but politically, it was clearly labeled to contain one overarching entity.

	An entity called “The Aer Federation.”

	“Carthus, I have been waiting for so long to tell another soul about this. This knowledge does not trouble Norn or Yangtze, but to me, I see this perfect world, and I despise the fragmented image of it that Azazel Nocht gave to us. I despise him for using his power for his own selfish ends to divide and conquer the week, and not to unite our world as he rightfully should have. Carthus– will you join me, in recreating this world? The One World Government of the Surface– the Aer Federation. I know you have a pure and innocent soul. Do you accept the truth that I want to create, and reject the falsity in which we now live?”

	There was nothing Carthus could say to that.

	He was shocked, he did not know what to believe. But he still wanted to love Erich.

	So with an addled mind and a whole heart, he meekly replied. 

	“Of course, Erich. I trust you– you are the finest of Lords. Follow your heart. I will do so as well.”

	Only half understanding what had transpired– but unable to ever give up on his love.

	And that was all that Erich needed to hear. He had permission from his angel now.

	All of the evils, real or imagined, that he wanted to slay, would have quivered, at the grin which he wore at that moment. Erich had the face of a man who had achieved a pivotal victory, despite no battle having been fought. Or maybe a battle was fought and Carthus could not see it. He began to fear he had tipped the scales in a battle inside Erich’s self. And that he did not know the effect of his words and actions.

	With a dismissive wave of the lord’s hand, Eden disappeared from the main screen. Erich left the side of the bed and instead sat down at his desk, and tightening his robe around his chest, made a call. 

	Carthus pulled a blanket around himself, but he was not visible on Erich’s screen.

	He barely saw the screen. There was a round face, light brown, with long dark hair.

	“Yes? What is it?” There was the voice of a woman. “Yangtze said you’d call but–”

	Erich interrupted her. He spoke coolly and with great confidence.

	“Potomac. Go to Schwerin Island and start a Core Separation. We need the origin pylon from it.”

	Carthus’ heart leapt. Schwerin, the imperial summer palace of legend and tragedy–

	Separating the Core Pylon from the station would require its total destruction.

	“After you’ve separated the core, transport it to begin the Gryphon Project. Are we clear?”

	On a corner of the screen, something appeared–

	–like a diagram of a ship, cylindrical, winged, built around the core?

	Potomac sounded casually annoyed, as if this was busywork and nothing grand.

	“Ugh. Fine. Whatever. But this will take months. You better not keep breathing down my neck.”

	She cut off communications at that point. 

	Erich looked– so satisfied with himself.

	Like a shackled man once freed, realizing he will not sleep in a cage another night.

	At that point, Carthus felt, for the first time, that in his quiet and supportive love for Erich, he had made an incredible mistake. And that he lacked the courage to say anything to reverse it. That perhaps, he had the entirely wrong influence, on the Great Man with whom he wished dearly to go down into history.

	What would that history even look like from now?

	

	

	 


Arc 2 Intermissions 

	II.1 “Dictatorship”

	“You’re probably going to lose the election to Ahwalia. You’re aware of that, right?”

	“Of course I am. He’s promising meat and wine to a population living on soy and citrus water.”

	“You’re a lot calmer than I expected. You are projected to be soundly defeated.”

	“Defeated? No. Bhavani Jayasankar can’t be defeated in some asinine popularity contest.”

	Daksha Kansal put down a digital picture frame she was in the middle of putting away. It was the year 965 After Descent, and she was taking the last of her personal effects from her office — the office of the Premier of the Labor Union of Ferris, Lyser and Solstice, situated deep within Mt. Raja in the Union’s northeastern territory of Solstice. That picture, which she was picking up, had five people in it. 

	They were all the same ethnicity, North Bosporans with straight, dark hair, earth tone skin, dark eyes. There were four women and a man in the picture, posing in front of a modified laborer mecha which became a symbol of their war. There were other people special to her: but she treasured this picture.

	She was in the center of the picture, tall, gallant in uniform, her dark-brown hair arranged in a bun. She still looked almost the same as she did back then, though the white of old age was starting to creep in between the brown strands. That picture was five years old. Around her the man and woman closest to her were a bit distracted, as their child was being obstinate just outside the confines of the image — Daksha could not forget it. They were the Nakara family, Lakshmi and her husband Karthik. Farther to the sides were Daksha’s two students, the sullen, long-haired Parvati Nagavanshi– and the woman who had just proclaimed her disdain for democracy. Shoulder-length hair, a handsome figure with a viper’s smile.

	Bhavani Jayasankar, dressed in the most ornate uniform of all. Grand Marshall of the Union.

	Having been the one to slaughter the Imperial governor of Solstice, she took and modified his uniform.

	Kansal shut her eyes, briefly reminiscing about the events that led up to this.

	It was her last day in the state she had helped found and helped lead for the past several years.

	Her most prized student had come to see her off; and like always, they had begun to talk politics.

	Kansal put the picture back on her desk, absentmindedly, before realizing again she had meant to take it.

	Bhavani’s bold comment had caused her to lose track of what she was doing.

	Her student was always careful with her words.

	If she lied, it was deliberate. If she taunted, it was deliberate. Her declarations were always deliberate.

	Nobody in the Union was more deliberate than Bhavani Jayasankar.

	One could never attribute anything she did to incompetence. If it was malice, she intended it.

	Jayasankar was a genius at making enemies; and perhaps decent at eliminating them too.

	“Where does your confidence spring from?” Kansal said, picking the picture frame back up.

	“The Union doesn’t have the resources to support Ahwalia’s utopia. He won’t accomplish anything.”

	Kansal was in front of the desk, but Bhavani was standing behind it, looking outside the window.

	“I don’t think so either, but if he takes it slow, maybe in fifteen or twenty years.” Kansal said.

	“We won’t survive that long. The Empire will destroy us before then. We need to militarize more heavily.”

	“I’m sure you’ll continue to be successful in politics, so why not make a formal proposal?”

	“You want me to make a formal proposal to an Ahwalia government to triple our spending on the military? I’m neither as enamored or as beguiled by the morality of formal process as you are.”

	Theirs was a sky of grey-blue rock. Mt. Raja was a city carved into a mountain, a bubble of stone.

	The Premier’s office overlooked a grand courtyard upon which real trees had been planted, along with an array of sunlight lamps to keep them alive and thriving. In their society, a tree could never be a freestanding object. It was a contraption, either in a bubble of its own to reflect the bigger bubbles that humans lived in, or strapped to machines meant to keep it alive in the alien space it now occupied. Despite the artifice, this was a very beautiful, captivating view. Few places had “windows” in their world.

	Bhavani turned around, and sat in the chair, putting her feet up on the desk irreverently.

	“Ahwalia can promise all he wants to. His fully automated communism is a flat out impossible, ridiculous idea. His childish ‘post-work’ ideology is just that: ideology. It’s unrealistic to our situation as barely developed colonies. Every bit of material he puts toward robots and automatic factories and luxury goods production is one less mouth fed. His ideas about having meat production for protein here are flat out insane. He’s going to get people killed. Our people will ultimately be unable to surmount the sacrifices his vision will demand of them in the short term, and and they will flock back to the pragmatists.”

	“You’ve really thought this through, huh? You sound scary, Bhavani. You want him to fail.”

	Kansal pitched that childish response to mask her true feelings.

	She was an impossibly old being who had seen many grand ambitions wax and wane–

	–but not in this particular context. After all, Bhavani was not a petty tyrant just out for herself.

	She was a petty tyrant who sought everything for her own in-group, “the masses.”

	In a new and radical society, such things necessarily took on a new and radical context.

	“We’ll see how things play out.” Bhavani said.

	She winked at Kansal, arms crossed over her chest. 

	“Interesting. Well If you feel so bleakly about the future, why don’t you intervene now?”

	“If I make a move unilaterally right now, everyone who has been fooled by so-called democracy will not accept it. They have to accept its failure, and they have to accept my alternative. Unfortunately, the people just aren’t politically advanced enough to accept the truth. That’ll be my work going forward.”

	“That is so terribly rude of you to say; I tried my best to teach them, you know.”

	Kansal’s tone was calm and teasing. She was used to the grandiose proclamations of her student.

	Bhavani had always been a strongly critical girl. Sharp, opinionated, uncompromising.

	She was certainly insinuating that in the past five years in which Kansal had been Premier, she had not done enough to develop political consciousness. They had formed their Union as a system of compromises between a few opinionated factions, ideological, ethnic, economic, and so on. 

	Even losing the anarchists very early on, they still had disagreements as Mordecists. Kansal and Bhavani sympathized with the same theory: that a revolutionary nation needed to be pragmatic and militaristic, mustering its people and resources carefully with an eye to surviving imperial aggression long term. Ahwalia’s vision was different. In his mind, there was no purpose to establishing a revolutionary nation if it did not immediately, aggressively, work toward revolutionizing the life of its people. Surviving modestly was not his aim. He promised people they would live lavishly. He promised an end to work, an end to credits, an end to economy. He believed they had the technology to accomplish this. He wanted everyone to rest, to take up creative pursuits, to advance the sciences, while eating luxurious meat every day.

	To Ahwalia, physical work was a problem that had to be solved. His utopia would be “post-work.”

	His vision of the future was drawing a lot of excitement from the crowds.

	At the end of the war, they had all been weary.

	Competing visions energized different factions while the masses just wanted to live peacefully.

	It was an uneasy equilibrium. Different factions were still independently militant. 

	They could still have ended up fighting if one side came on too strong.

	In such an environment, Kansal, the first Premier of the Union, did not feel too comfortable advocating her own side only. She needed to maintain the compromise and elevate what they all agreed upon: that they were on a path to communism, and that all of their exact forms of it shared some roots. So she navigated every faction, while doing her best to continue to build a nation that could resist the Empire and appease them all equally. Five years later, most of these factions had become less militant and more absorbed into the advancement of the nation. But that chief contradiction between Ahwalia’s idealism and Bhavani’s pragmatism remained a sore spot. Now the people were poised to speak on it.

	“Do you resent the fact that I gave Ahwalia’s idealism room to exist at all?” Kansal asked.

	“To me, the purpose of political power is to thoroughly achieve one’s aims.” Bhavani replied, still snickering to herself. “It was a mistake to play with this ‘democracy’ nonsense in any meaningful way. In a nascent polity, people are too easily led astray by competing ideologies. A marketplace of ideas is a strictly reactionary terrain of the imagination. We should have known this from the beginning.”

	“You don’t have to insinuate things with me.” Kansal said, equally as calmly as Bhavani, but growing a bit weary of her colorful little speech. There was some part of Kansal that still had the pride of an Immortal and felt she was being talked down to by a child– but she tried to suppress it. “You can say what you want to. This room isn’t bugged, and I’ve no interest in passing on whatever dangerous thing you are thinking to Ahwalia or anyone else. Don’t give your poor Professor grief on her last day at work.”

	“You can reassure me all you want, but I didn’t get to where I am without being as paranoid or more as the people I am dealing with.” Bhavani said. “But you’re right, this room isn’t bugged, because I’ve taken ample steps to make sure I can say to you whatever I want to today. Since you’ll be leaving, I do have half a mind to be brutally honest with you; so, dear Professor, let me send you off with some grief.”

	“You really do hate me, don’t you? I remember when you used to call me ‘Professor’ so fondly.”

	“You clearly have nothing more to teach me, ‘Professor,’ your actions are your admission of this.”

	“Don’t mince words then. Tell me, Bhavani: what future do you hope to create?”

	Bhavani stood up from the chair, and started to pace around the room. 

	Her tone grew further impassioned.

	“Democracy is fundamentally an obstacle, because people are too easily led astray by competing ideologies. In my mind, a dominant ideology is promoted to people, they are thoroughly educated in it, their lives are organized around it, and they are given direct benefit from its hegemony. They go on to promote this system, to thoroughly believe in it, to reproduce it. To me, this is how a mere dictatorship becomes a dictatorship of the proletariat. When we are all the tyrant together, because we all agree on the same principles. Any inkling that a competing slate of opposed visions can coexist is a vulnerability in the system, not a feature of it. So yes: the biggest mistake we ever made was compromise. Compromise is the reason we are deluding ourselves about a future of luxury when the Empire could return any second.”

	She ceased to pace aimlessly, and instead walked up to Kansal and pointed a finger at her shoulder.

	“Every compromise that I put up with, I put with it because I believed you did it to remain in power. And if you had power, you would wield it. I believed in you, in your ability to ultimately create the system we wanted. All of your yielding, I believed it to be realpolitik, preparation for the future. Daksha, you are curious about the future I want to make, but what future do you want? Why are you leaving?”

	Between each word she poked that finger at Kansal’s shoulder as if wanting to stab her.

	Kansal sighed. “Of course that’s what you’re upset about.”

	Bhavani’s tone of voice became immediately more emotional. She was clearly upset.

	“How could I not be? Why are you leaving? Nagavanshi and I hung on your every word.”

	“I never wanted that for either of you.”

	“Clearly it was our mistake believing in you. That aside, I need you to explain yourself.”

	“I told you my aim. I want to foment revolution in the broader Empire.”

	“Yes, because you’ll definitely accomplish that by yourself. Fuck off. Tell me the truth.”

	“It’s the honest truth, Bhavani.”

	“You are an insane person. I can’t believe you. But it’s fine. I realized something already.”

	Bhavani’s finger withdrew, and instead, her mocking face drew nearer to Kansal’s, grinning.

	“Ultimately, had you remained, if you kept failing us– I would have removed you from power anyway. Because I don’t believe in allowing worthless leaders to drive our country to ruin. I wouldn’t have just stood by believing blindly in process while things went to hell. I would have taken power from you.”

	Kansal was, for perhaps the first time, unnerved by the ambitions of her student.

	For the first time, a thought crossed her mind. That at this juncture, if she truly felt her student was in the wrong, she could take action to fundamentally correct her thinking. What Kansal had the power all along to do, that she never considered for the oaths she had sworn to herself when she departed from a certain organization– she fell, in that instant of vulnerability, to her deepest temptations, neurons fired in her brain that had been dormant for half a decade. That half-decade of compromise, fear and tension–

	Briefly, her eyes glowed red–

	What would have happened to history if, at this juncture, she altered Bhavani’s thinking?

	Her power flared; psionic tendrils reached out to caress her student’s mind–

	Only to discover, to her shock, that Bhavani’s mind was off-limits.

	Even to the power of the Immortal Ganges.

	In that instant of shameful madness she came to understand– 

	–her student’s will and ambition was far more powerful than she realized.

	Bhavani Jayasankar was a uniquely frightening person.

	There was nothing she could say or do about it. Somehow, Kansal felt liberated by this event.

	“You’ve always been a very keen girl.” Kansal said. “I wouldn’t doubt you could overthrow me.”

	Bhavani retreated from Kansal’s face. Her self-confident smirk darkened, grew just a little sullen.

	As if disappointed that Kansal had no will to resist her. As if she had wanted her to fight back.

	Bhavani quietly dropped the subject and segued into the next issue, her voice softening.

	“Ahwalia’s people are offering me a cabinet position if I concede gracefully without calling a recount or an investigation. I am going to take it and figure things out from there. I’ll be the Justice Minister. Nagavanshi and Klasnikov will be part of his government as well. Nagavanshi will be my subordinate under internal affairs while Klasnikov will head the 4th Fleet Group in southern Solstice.”

	Kansal allowed her to leave her past insinuations behind and engaged with the new discussion.

	“Huh. Curious. Seems to me that’s his mistake then, letting you anywhere near power.” Kansal said.

	“It is. Daksha– when you leave, I never want to see you again. You will never return to the Union.”

	Kansal could sense the pain in those words. She didn’t have to focus on Bhavani’s aura to tell, either.

	“I was not planning to return. It is my hope to leave the Imbrium for good, once it is freed.” Kansal said. 

	“And then what, you’ll go to the Cogitum and give the Republic grief too?”

	“Perhaps. A new Ocean to liberate could keep me motivated for another decade.”

	“You’re insane. I wish I had known how much you treat the future like a toy. I would have never followed you. Daksha Kansal: people live in the day to day. They live in the now, in the short term. If they can live for five years, it’s a miracle. It is impossible to make them live for things that will happen in ten years. I don’t know how you can treat tomorrow like it’s such a given. Your people cannot; your people pray for each tomorrow and are grateful to wake up every day. And this is why you are an utter failure. If we keep thinking about next year we’ll fail to see what people need right now. You are an idealist fool.”

	Though she had made a resolution not to return, it was suddenly difficult for Daksha Kansal to keep.

	When she was leaving on good terms, it was easier to say that her work was complete, her students fulfilled. When she was leaving with the pride of an Immortal who had tampered with the world and made a positive change. This was the idea that Daksha Kansal had ever since she left the name Ganges behind.

	In this one conversation, however, she came to realize how troubled her Union was about to become.

	“Bhavani, if you believe the Union is headed for a catastrophe, please act quickly.” Kansal said.

	“I will act as quickly as I can. But I’m not so politically mighty as you were five years ago.” Bhavani said. “We gave up on violence back then only to invite violence now. Nevertheless, I will work diligently– don’t you worry. It’s no longer your concern. Just leave everything to me. I’m more capable than you think.”

	She made as if to leave, hands in her pockets, but she stopped closer to the door, her back turned.

	“Daksha, you mark my words. My Union will span the Imbrium one day. I guarantee you. It will not fall or falter. It will grow mighty, its people the most powerful force on Aer. We will set right this cursed hellscape we’ve inherited, and all of the Ocean will feel the injustices we felt. Even if we have to fight, year by year, for however long your future lasts. Ten years? Twenty? Fifty? Hmm. For you, it’s tough to say. But for me and my Union, we will fight, day by day, week by week; we will fight forever, if we must.”

	Kansal felt a chill. 

	Though no more words were said, she really had to wonder what else Bhavani Jayasankar knew.

	And how else she felt about her dear Professor that she had once admired so deeply.

	

	

	“You had a chance to review our proposal before the meeting, correct?”

	“Indeed. I won’t waste your time: I will lead by saying that in its current form I must reject it.”

	It was the year 979 A.D. In the Premier’s office, a monitor had been set up for her to take diplomatic calls from her desk. Positioned on an arm, it allowed her guests to see her head and shoulders in great detail. And these days, she had more guests than she had imagined, from the far corners of the world.

	War had broken out in the Empire between disparate factions of the ruling elite for control over the Empire’s territory and resources. Bhavani Jayasankar dressed in a pristine red and gold military uniform, with grand shoulderboards, a bevy of medals, a peaked cap: the works. She looked like what she wanted to project herself as: the former Grand Marshall of the Colonial Liberation Front, now Premier of the free Union of Ferris, Lyser and Solstice. Whether she wanted to or not, she was increasingly part of the grand historical trauma now enveloping the Empire. She had relations to maintain with several imperial factions.

	First, the Union’s backing and support of the National Front of Buren in the Empire’s far northeast.

	Second, the Union’s intelligence sharing treaty with the Greater Vekan Empire to their direct east.

	And now, an opening of relations with the anarchist Bosporan Commune in the north-central Empire.

	On the Premier’s monitor, a young anarchist officer appeared wearing a repurposed imperial uniform, which had been repainted black and red in a striking digital pattern like an irregular checkerboard, unlike the clean, traditional colors of Bhavani’s own uniform. Her short blond hair was slicked to one side, and on the other she had it buzzed, an undercut. She had a black beret, and no decorations of any sort.

	She introduced herself as a “combat coordinator” of the anarchist forces, Lexi Marusha.

	As soon as Bhavani rejected her offer, her expression darkened.

	“Ma’am, with all due respect, we could both benefit extensively from opening the Khaybar route! It would produce the greatest territorial extent of leftist forces in history. Between the Commune and the Union we would have more peoples and forces under our banner than any of the imperialists! Please reconsider.”

	“According to your report there is a group of militant Shimii at Khaybar.” Bhavani replied. “Khaybar Mountain was an ancestral territory of the Shimii. You would be asking us to participate in settler colonialism on your behalf. The Union’s Shimii are its third largest population. We have the largest population of Shimii outside of those still left in Rhinea and Bosporus. It behooves me to consider not just our moral misgivings, but that our own Shimii community might lose trust in the Union’s leadership.”

	“There are plenty of anarchist Shimii in Bosporus who are being harmed and endangered by our current situation while you have theoretical sympathy for the jihadists in Khaybar.” Lexi accused suddenly.

	“Be that as it may, your proposal has another flaw. You are not only asking us to attack Khaybar for you; it would have to be an attack across the Serrano region to reach the Goryk entrance to Khaybar. You are asking us to throw ourselves blindly across Imperial territory. It’s an enormous risk for us to take.”

	“If the Union is unwilling to assist, then I would humbly request that Campos Mountain be allowed to cross the Union border to Cascabel to assist us in opening a humanitarian corridor.” Lexi pressed.

	Bhavani smiled. “You will have to talk to them about that. I believe they may be reticent to do so.”

	Campos Mountain was isolated to the far south of Union territory, possessing the eponymous mountain station ‘Campos Mountain’ and a handful of self-declared “anarchist” stations. In essence it was an anarchist bubble in the southernmost portion of Solstice near the South Occultis continental wall. 

	They were nominally allies, but due to their political differences, it would be difficult for Campos to move in support of the Bosporans, as they distrusted the Union and were surrounded on all sides by Union stations and therefore, by Union fleets and troops. While the senior members of the anarchist forces had some respect for the Union, the young people routinely denounced the Union as malignant and authoritarian, which made coordination between the two powers that much more difficult. The Union would not allow Campos’ fleet to move unsupervised through Union territory, and the anarchists would never treat an escort as anything other than an imposition of the Union’s authoritarianism upon them. 

	And in a way, all sides were right to distrust each other. The Union had a history of exploiting Campos’ position as an outside area in their own schemes. Once upon a time, the Union’s 4th fleet under Klasnikov used the Campos border area as a staging point for covert maneuvers against Ahwalia’s government, which the Ahwalians never forgave; and the Ahwalias and their minions used Campos as a conveniently off-the-books place for their own operations as well, which led to Bhavani’s own distrust of the anarchists. It was a very thorny situation for everyone, and the Bosporans would never be able to benefit from it.

	To top it all off: Bhavani had a personal disrespect for the anarchist ideology which fueled her disinterest.

	“It appears we have nothing to talk to about then.” Bhavani said. “Being honest, I don’t find relations between us mutually beneficial, so I will wish you the best of luck on your endeavors, but that is all I can do. If you are able to change the offer or scenario on your own terms, we can revisit this conversation.”

	Lexi Marusha scowled but nonetheless replied. “Best of luck to you as well, Bhavani Jayasankar.”

	Once that call had ended, the monitor showed a waiting room period for the next incoming call, giving Bhavani a ten-minute breather to prepare for her next guest. Once the time was up, her video screen was list up with the glamorous, olive-brown face of a certain Carmilla von Veka, made up in vibrant lipstick, eyeshadow and other pigments that brought out the fineness of her skin, dressed immaculately in silk with what looked like fluffy fox-tail scarf. She was reclining in a chair with her wooden vaporizer in hand. She could not have better played the high femme to Bhavani’s military butch if she deliberately tried.

	When meeting her, Bhavani felt compelled to have her own vaporizer on hand as a point of familiarity.

	She took a quick drag as if to preempt Veka’s own, which led the noblewoman to titter joyfully.

	“I’ve come to look forward to our chats, you know?” Veka said. “I feel like we can relate in a lot of ways.”

	“It’s always a pleasure to speak to a beautiful woman, but don’t read into it too much.” Bhavani said.

	Veka smiled back. “How charming. Then let us get down to business. Premier, I come bearing gifts. I know as an Imperial territory, the burden is on Veka to show we are serious about the partnership between our nations. Your intelligence service will soon receive some files over the line we opened for encrypted information-sharing. It is a detailed look at the security situation of Veka, to foster mutual understanding. I would pay particular attention to the situation in our bordering territory of Sverland.”

	Did she want the Union to launch an attack on Sverland?

	Their cooperation was limited strictly to intelligence sharing so far. 

	A joint Union-Veka military operation would be quite an escalation of their present agreements.

	“Interesting.” Bhavani’s hands were off-screen from Veka’s perspective, so she began to type a text message to Nagavanshi while speaking to her counterpart. “Look toward Sverland, you say? Are you insinuating then that you would like our partnership to become more intimate, madame von Veka?”

	Veka giggled. “I am saying what I am saying, miss Jayasankar. Please take a look at the information, and make of it what you will. I do not wish to compel any action from you. After all, my favorite part of the romance in a relationship is when the aggressive partner makes a surprising move on the receptive one.”

	What is this raunchy bird up to? Bhavani thought, cocking an eyebrow with mild amusement.

	“I’ll keep that in mind.” She said. “And since I don’t like to be indebted to anyone, I’ll have my people prepare some information that might prove useful to you in return. I suggest you in turn set those pretty eyes on the Khaybar region. We want nothing to do with it, but you might find some allies in there.”

	Giving up information to the Vekans was always controversial; but if it was about the anarchists, Naval HQ would hardly complain. To Bhavani, it was a no-brainer to feed their partnership this cheap snack.

	Veka had already proven useful once before. Her information had helped them to intercept a whole Imperial fleet in the Cascabel region, all of whom defected. The defectors provided a trove of intelligence about the Imperial situation, as well as possessing working samples of Imperial technology like the second-generation Jagd diver. It was such a steal it buoyed Union morale greatly. Between the victory at Thassal and the “capture” of this fleet, Naval HQ fully recovered from a decades-long depression.

	Nobody wanted to admit it, but the Vekans were paying back their share of the partnership well.

	That being said, there were limits to what Bhavani was willing to do in return.

	Anything she gave them had to be something that would end up in the Union’s favor too.

	Rose bouquets full of deadly thorns; that was the Union’s diplomacy toward Veka.

	Bhavani could not trust Carmilla as far as she could throw her– but if Veka was prompted to give the anarchists a black eye, that was no loss for the Union. Getting the Vekans to spend money and time turning their attention anywhere away from Lyser, Ferris and Solstice was an ultimate win for Bhavani. In her mind, it was a bunch of unsavory characters pummeling each other while the Union watched.

	The Vekans probably knew this too; but they were also not in a position to turn down any aid.

	Carmilla von Veka smiled brightly at Bhavani’s proposition, briefly sucking on her vaporizer.

	“That’s the kind of reciprocation I love to see. I’m looking forward to our next chat then.” She said.

	Bhavani cocked a smart little grin at her.

	“Good then. Say, can you get little Victoria on the next call? She looks so cute, it brightens my mood.”

	“Hmph. Good day, Jayasankar.”

	Carmilla cut off the video call abruptly. Bhavani burst out laughing.

	Impulsively, she took a drag from her vaporizer. A cloud that smelled like cinnamon blew from her lips.

	She was feeling excited. What could the Vekans be cooking up now? How very dramatic!

	Ten minutes later, Nagavanshi’s face appeared on the same screen that once had Marusha and Veka.

	Dressed in her big hat and cape, her hair let down for once, the same surly expression on her face.

	“Did you get a chance to look over what the Vekans sent us?” Bhavani asked.

	Nagavanshi grunted. “I’ve got analysts on it. We’ve only had a few minutes with it so we’ve just glanced over the files and ran a bunch of programs on them. There appears to about as much information here about Veka’s ‘security situation’ as there are Shimii genes in my DNA. There are files about Solcea, Katarre and the Hanwan colony in the South Nobilis gap at Sotho Flow. So I assume they want us to think their borders are troubled right now. However, based on filesize alone, there is roughly ten times as much information available about Sverland, and it’s far more detailed. Video, audio, all kinds of pictures, planning files for syncing up fleet supercomputers. It’s like they’re giving us a detailed invasion plan.”

	“Whose invasion plan though? Veka has no reason to attack into the Serrano region, its resource and industrial base without the Yucatan Gulf is tepid compared to the amount of riches Veka is sitting on locally. I doubt that they would put so much work into military fanfiction just to send to us.”

	“About that–“

	Nagavanshi put something up on the display that appeared next to her.

	It looked like a stamp or a watermark on a fleet orgchart, taken from the files that Veka had provided.

	A stylized eagle in a sunburst.

	A figure usually linked to a certain “Volkisch Movement for the National Awakening of Rhinea.”

	Bhavani’s face lit up with a smile. She started laughing, cautiously, but laughing.

	“I don’t believe it. Tell your analysts I want to know beyond a shadow of a doubt if this is a Vekan joke.”

	“Trust me, I am more skeptical even than you are.” Nagavanshi said. “But this appears to be a plan for an upcoming invasion of Sverland’s Serrano and Cascabel regions by the Volkisch Movement. It’s a very rigid plan– initial and final positions and all actions appear to be thoroughly documented. That fleet chart seems pretty realistic if we cross-reference the data provided by the Ajillo defectors. It’s possible that the Vekans have a spy among the Volkisch at a high enough level to provide fleet planning data like this.”

	Bhavani glanced over the numbers on this supposed Volkisch fleet organization chart.

	“Three fleets of thirty ships with a supporting fleet of twenty. That’s not that much power.” She said.

	“Without the Yucatan Gulf the rest of Sverland is a husk of itself. We destroyed their only significant military potential in the South already. If this is real, it makes sense the Volkisch wouldn’t need overwhelming force to take over Serrano. If they can contain the Royal Alliance in the northern part of the Yucatan they have free reign over the rest of Sverland. They have no reason to expect much resistance.”

	Nagavanshi responded soberly. Bhavani herself, however, was still quite excited by the possibility.

	“I want every single byte of data in those files to be accounted for as soon as possible.” Bhavani said. “I have a few more meetings, but I will give you a visit to see everything first-hand. Make sure it’s ready.”

	“Of course, Premier. I will get on it and leave you to your social calls.” Nagavanshi said.

	Her voice was more than a little sarcastic sounding– Bhavani would deal with that later, personally.

	Nagavanshi bowed her head and the video shut off. A ten minute timer appeared once again.

	Bhavani sat back in her chair, taking off her hat and running her fingers through her short hair.

	A crooked little smile began to form across her face. Her heart beat with bloodthirsty excitement.

	The Volkisch Movement was attacking Sverland openly. If that was true–

	And if Veka was openly fighting the theocracy in Solcea as well–

	Then the Imperial Civil War had advanced beyond the stage in which its actors could form alliances.

	There could be no grand unifying movement of the factions. They were killing each other.

	In a situation like that, if one ordered the competing factions:

	Erich von Fueller and Carmilla von Veka’s Grand Fleets each had around 1000 combat-ready vessels.

	Each of the other factions had roughly a half-size of those fleets with lesser combat experience.

	The Volkisch, Solcea and the Royal Alliance had roughly equivalent battle power and potential.

	The National Front of Buren was slightly stronger than average; the Bosporus Commune slightly weaker.

	And the Union of Ferris, Lyser and Solstice had a fleet of 1000 combat-ready ships across its territory.

	Of those, nearly 200 were now stationed around Ferris, across the border from Sverland.

	The troops at Ferris were disciplined, well trained, and furthermore, they had finally tasted blood.

	“In a situation like that, are we not among the strongest ‘Imperial claimants’?”

	Bhavani Jayasankar smiled to herself, staring down at the military hat she had set on the table.

	Picking it up, and fixing it on her head. Watching her own grinning reflection on the screen.

	What if the Union joined the drama of the era as well?

	Could the dictatorship of the proletariat pose a serious challenge to succeed the throne of Imbria?

	

	

	 

	 


II.2 “The Battle of the Chart”

	Like any major event in the Union, the opening of hostilities with the Empire would become a political tug-of-war in the shadows between the falling Ahwalian and ascending Jayasankarist factions of the Union government. While many of the events that transpired during this time received a healthy massage when committed to history, the following is a rough chronicle of the “Battle of the Chart,” a minor political victory for Premier Bhavani Jayasankar and her supporter Commissar-General Parvati Nagavanshi.

	A minor victory that would set the stage for the major political victory to come thereafter.

	And a few small stories of little people who participated in it, some knowingly, some not.

	

	

	“Meal B, please.”

	That day the cafeteria’s B menu seemed to be a simple wrap, with a pureed eggplant salad dip and chips.

	An irrelevant detail– the B menu had to be eaten. This was her duty.

	No matter what was on the menu, Maya Kolokotronis always chose “B.” It was part of a ritual, and rituals had some importance to her. For someone raised in chaos she valued consistency and personal habits. There were some that called it a “Katarran superstition” but in reality it was a habit born out of nothing but Maya’s own convictions. Having an A menu or a B menu was simply a privilege that Union people took for granted. Katarran slaves got protein and vitamin slop and sometimes even in a bowl.

	Maya knew about that all too well.

	So when she learned that the “B” menu was generally less selected than the “A” menu–

	It incensed her a little bit. She decided to do her part and exclusively eat the “B” menu.

	Sometimes, Union people didn’t know how good they had it, she thought.

	They were good people. Despite how much she stuck out in the Union, everyone was always unfailingly polite to her nonetheless. Nobody aside from children made comments about her horns, which were jet black and segmented, peering out from under her long dark brownish-green hair. Her skin, which was a yellowish-white color, with a few red striations and mottles, did not elicit much of a response as well. 

	Perhaps it was the uniform. As a Rear Admiral, she wore a very visible green greatcoat which she draped over her shoulders, along with a big cap, with a button-down shirt and black and green pants. She had a bodysuit beneath everything. For a Katarran, she was also a fairly sleek lady– rather than a shark or a whale or some other big impressive creature, her DNA was drawn from a humble deep water lobster. Most Union Katarrans were mercenary crew who were captured by the Empire and deported to the colonies. Such fighters were usually fiercer animals than a lobster, and bred to be a bit bigger– but that was actually only a stereotype the Imbrians formed. There were plenty of smaller mercenaries too.

	Regardless, even as a former Katarran mercenary, everyone was kind to her.

	Union people were good people– but they were naive.

	She took a seat in the middle of a cafeteria on the upper level of Salsk Station, a habitat in Ferris just north of Thassal. She opened the reusable lunchbox and took a bite of her wrap. It was filled with warm cabbage, shredded boiled egg and sweet, soy-based sauce. There was a sweetness to the wrap itself, perhaps corn was used. One could not fault the corn chips and savory eggplant salad dip either. 

	It was a nice, efficient breakfast. 

	And yet, the foolish Union public, per capita, chose “A” menu because it was offered first.

	“Excuse me.”

	Maya looked up from her plate.

	There was a young woman in front of her, round-faced, plump, radiating pleasantness. She was dressed in the red cafeteria overalls and black long-sleeved shirt, the little cafeteria worker cap placed atop her curly brown hair. She smiled when Maya looked up at her. Maya did her best to smile back, a bit crooked and unveiling sharp fangs. Even this sight did not turn away the unfailingly polite and pleasant girl.

	“Thank you so much for coming to our cafeteria!” She said. Her voice trembled a bit. “We rarely have repeat visitors, so it’s nice to see you again! I hope this isn’t weird, but I’m proud of the food we serve and I want to make sure you’re enjoying it! We’re a bit out of the way of the main station thoroughfare, but we really try our best! I– I really hope we’ll see you again!” She practically bowed her head to Maya.

	Rear Admiral Maya Kolokotronis developed a second conviction on that day.

	She would visit this supposedly “out of the way” cafeteria exclusively.

	Stupid, naive Union people– why the hell would they not visit cafeterias equally?!

	Why would some be built and staffed and then have less visitors?! All areas of a station are worth serving!

	Maya would have to eat at this cafeteria for all the fools who did not.

	She stood up, and bowed her own head back at the cafeteria girl, who looked momentarily startled.

	“No, ma’am. Thank you for your service.” She said. And she meant it.

	For the next few years, and even in the lead-up to the battle of Thassal in 979, Maya would eat exclusively at this cafeteria. Nobody understood it, but for the quiet, brooding admiral, this was part of her justice. It was part of why, despite her background as a mercenary, she became a picture of Union egalitarianism.

	

	

	“To me she sounds like a bit of a crackpot.”

	“She’s a politically viable crackpot.”

	In the Premier’s Office in Mount Raja, Bhavani Jayasankar and Parvati Nagavanshi met to go over an important personnel decision. Atop the Premier’s desk were several digital sheets each containing the dossier of one of their Admirals, Rear Admirals and Commanders. If they were going to launch an attack on Sverland they needed to revise the organization of the Thassal Fleet. So far, Deshnov and Goswani had performed a lot of ad hoc actions against various crises, and there was no faulting their performance–

	But–

	Such things could not be allowed to continue. Due to new intelligence from Veka, the Union had an opportunity to expand its reach into the Empire’s southern duchy of Sverland, specifically its Serrano and Cascabel regions. The forthcoming strategic operation could not become defined by a few individual’s personal heroism in responding to emergency. It had to be seen as a calculated exertion of socialist power as directed by Solstice, Naval HQ, and more importantly, the ruling Jayasankarist faction of the government. It would no longer be crisis management — it would be organized military action.

	Going over the situation in detail one more time–

	“Right now, in Deshnov, the Ahwalia faction has a military hero racking up accolades at the front for the first time in decades. Deshnov and Goswani took it upon themselves to respond to the last few situations in Thassal. With that in mind, it’d be politically dangerous to allow Deshnov to lead the expedition into Sverland, and potentially achieve our first liberation of an Imperial territory since the revolution.” Nagavanshi said. “Coupled with his other victories it could give him a platform to speak on his ideology or even to enter politics formally. We have to find a way to break his influence over the Thassal fleet.”

	Bhavani smiled. “Deshnov is too unsophisticated to enter politics of his own volition. By himself, he’s just a careless old fool, but I agree with your assessment in general. If we keep feeding him easy victories, the Ahwalians will definitely grab him and groom him into a political weapon. He’s one of the original revolutionaries and has an unassailable combat record that commands respect. They wouldn’t use him to challenge me directly, but they might try to influence Naval HQ in favor of the Ahwalian faction.”

	“We need to replace him at the front. Give another Admiral a shot and spin it as an All-Union success.”

	“I agree wholeheartedly. You must have something in mind, right? You’ve been watching him.”

	Nagavanshi nodded. She crossed her arms.

	“I propose we make the case that Deshnov needs to cycle back to a supporting role for his own health. That he’s been pushing himself to a breaking point and needs to be prescribed a desk tour right away. Even if it’s only temporary, as long as he’s out of our hair for a few weeks we can make him irrelevant. I can manufacture an incident of some kind to give us an opening. The only question is who replaces him.”

	“We could have used Murati Nakara if she was here, but you had to send her away.” Bhavani said.

	Her voice had a teasing tone. She was not speaking fully seriously.

	Nagavanshi grumbled. “She is more useful where she is and it would look too bizarre to jump a Lieutenant to Admiral anyway– it’d be an obvious political move. In addition, while Murati Nakara has been vocally partisan in our favor, she and Deshnov were close, so she could get sentimental.”

	“Then like I said, I believe in this one. Whether or not we can get Deshnov out, she’s still my choice.”

	Bhavani tapped her index finger repeatedly on the dossier of Maya Kolokotronis.

	An unassuming Katarran, young-looking but old in years, smallish among her kind in the Union.

	“It’s a little known fact, but Kolokotronis achieved the greatest destruction of Imperial ships in a single action in the revolution. Her flotilla sank 31 Imperial vessels by baiting them to the photic zone in the Great Lyser Reach, and when they began to ascend past the upper scattering layer, she attacked from underneath them with a detached force. Before it could reorganize, the enemy fleet was devastated. She performed this feat at the head of a mercenary crew, so in the early days of the Union state, that history was downplayed.” Bhavani said. “But I believe the time has come to honor her martial prowess.”

	“Her political leanings align with ours.” Nagavanshi said, rubbing her chin as she went over the dossier that Bhavani had pointed out. “She is a pragmatic militarist, and she was one of the admirals who supported Ahwalia’s house arrest. She can easily be read as our Jayasankarist hero, and we can play her up as a genius liberator– if she proves to be a genius. We are gambling that she can carry out the operation in a way that she’ll overshadow the importance of our intelligence position. She has to be credible within the Navy too. Otherwise people will say Deshnov could’ve done the same as her.”

	“I believe in her.” Bhavani said. “I think that she has a killer instinct which has been dormant.”

	“If you insist, I’ll follow you.” Nagavanshi replied. “Now we have to focus on the next little skirmish.”

	Bhavani grinned. “Yep. We’ll have a fistfight on our hands getting the chart just the way we like.”

	“I’ll get people on it. We’ll see how known Ahwalians respond, and deal with each blow as it comes.”

	Nagavanshi turned leave, but Bhavani reached out over the desk and grabbed her shoulder.

	“I love it when you say you’ll ‘get people on it’. But there’s one person I want to get in my room, tonight.”

	She winked, and though the gesture was not seen, it must have been felt.

	Without turning around, Nagavanshi responded, “I’ll make appropriate arrangements, Premier.”

	

	

	“Ah, there he is.”

	It was important to the success of the operation that Yervik Deshnov be approached outside of the Formidable, his flagship, where his crew could have attempted to resist the agent serving him a notice. Such a thing would be illegal of course– but young people in the military could be foolhardy. This figured not only in the decision by Nagavanshi’s “Ashura” to approach him when he stepped out of a cafeteria in Thassal station, but also in the decision to send a lone operative who could handle herself without drawing too much attention. So after he finished his coffee and biscuits one morning, in a quiet little cafeteria away from port, Deshnov found himself faced with the friendly smile of a certain Hanko Korhonen-Adamos Rainyday, who towered nearly two heads taller than the squat old man.

	“Fair currents, Admiral!” She said. “I require a moment of your time. Official business.”

	Deshnov stared at her with immediate skepticism. He looked like he wanted to spit on her shoes.

	“I don’t have time for you chekist thugs. Tell Nagavanshi to meet me herself if she wants something.”

	Hanko continued to smile. In her heart, she felt she had a very maidenly soul. She was a tall woman, somewhere over two meters, and she would have described herself as being “pretty fit” but “retaining a womanly charm.” Her grey skin was one of the markers of her heritage, the other being her odd mix of ears. One of her ears was a fluffy, perfectly straight dog-like ear, mottled slightly brown. Her other ear looked more like a hairless, cartilaginous fin from a whale shark– one the donors for her DNA.

	“That totally unreasonable demand aside, I’m afraid it concerns your health, so I’ll need you to stay put.”

	When Deshnov tried to walk past her, he met with the firm, inescapable grip of a Katarran Pelagis.

	And the courtesy and gallantry of a dog-like Loup. Hanko stood there with a polite smile.

	Even then, he obstinately tried to shove past her. 

	Inside, she felt this was such a pathetic sight, that was truly making this old man look bad.

	As for herself, she was fine to stand there all day if she had to. He couldn’t move her a centimeter.

	“Fine, Katarran. Talk to me about my health then.” Deshnov said sarcastically, finally giving up.

	“Awesome.” Hanko said. “But–“

	Hanko squeezed his shoulder a bit, causing him to flinch slightly and start resisting again.

	She couldn’t help it, because the ‘Katarran’ bit had made her astronomically angrier than before.

	“I’m a member of the Union the same as you, comrade. My name is Hanko Korhonen-Adamos Rainyday.” Her face darkened a bit, her grin taking on some malice. “Please acknowledge that I am serving you this notice, I, being Hanko Korhonen-Adamos Rainyday. I require you to say my entire name if you please.”

	“God damn it– You can’t do this to me–“

	Deshnov, in an unfortunate fit, attempted to strike Hanko in the chest–

	And found his fist squeezed until a few gentle cracks could be heard, in Hanko’s other hand.

	“Oh dear, I can hardly believe this degree of foolishness. No one is above the law, comrade, and you have insulted me and attacked me for just trying to perform my duty and serve you a notice that you must appear for a wellness check-in at Mount Raja in Solstice. I’m afraid things have gotten more serious than that now.” Hanko said this with a noticeable glee while Deshnov struggled pathetically in her grasp.

	Most details of this sad scene would be go on to be suppressed, “for the Admiral’s dignity.” 

	In truth, Nagavanshi had always known that it would go this way and planned for it to begin with.

	Deshnov hated the Ashura and believe any sign of their presence near him was a specific sanction on Nagavanshi’s part. He was correct this time, but Nagavanshi had picked her moment. Out of magnanimity their approaches to him had been very limited for the past few years of Bhavani’s regime, and this special treatment had come to be well known internally, and resented by other bureaucrats. That magnanimity had run out– and so on that day, he met a woman with a known short fuse for all of Deshnov’s conceited personal habits toward internal security personnel. And it was this woman, then, who formally arrested him, with a smile on her face and the wind behind her sails, in a sparsely frequented cafeteria in Thassal. 

	

	

	Deshnov had never been very politically savvy. 

	He had always gone with his gut, and he was known for a few things that Nagavanshi exploited.

	First, he was known to be a bit “old timey” misogynist, which was evident every time he told his crews to get married or have sex as heterosexual good luck charms before a battle or exercise. So when it became a spreading BBS rumor that he had insulted a female officer of the Ashura and been taken in for it, this was seen as somewhat predictable. Second, he was known to be a very sad lonely man with a few vices. So when he was officially listed as being drunk on the day in which he insulted an Ashura officer, that was also understood to be true and not a convenient smear. In fact, there were several people privately rejoicing that the “gerontocracy of the navy” were finally being “reigned in” when they heard of his arrest.

	And his arrest was not heavily publicized. It was not treated with anywhere near the same bombast as the arrests of Ahwalia and his close supporters had been years ago. It barely merited a mention in Thassal’s local news let alone nationally, and all Union press was instructed to, for Deshnov’s sake, prevent it from becoming anything big. This lent the situation an air of normality. An unfortunate event had transpired and a man known to be somewhat erratic despite his heroic service had earned himself official reprimand.

	However, the crimes were relatively minor, and there was continuity of command.

	So this carefully cultivated theater and lack of theater transpired as its engineers desired.

	Deshnov’s second in command, Chaya Goswani, responded to all of this by sighing deeply and developing an enormous headache. She was appointed, for a brief period, as head of the Thassal fleet. And she was kept in line, and kept from suspicion, by the next event in Nagavanshi’s chain: all criminal charges against Deshnov were dropped soon after, and it was clarified he was being sent to Solstice for a wellness check-up, and a possible community service duty as a form of reeducation through labor.

	“God in heaven.” Goswani sighed. “It figures that old bastard would get assigned to reeducation.”

	So far, so good. 

	There was barely any response from a Union public that was trying their best not to think about the times they were living in, and who were, already, being heavily messaged away from responding anyway.

	Travel from Ferris to Solstice could be done in a few days, but could take up to a week depending on the route, the currents, stops along the way, the status of the fuel rods for the ship in question, acts of God, and sailor’s union approved mental health breaks for the crews aboard the ships. Needless to say, the next ship bound for Solstice was going on a slow, leisurely trip with its famous new passenger.

	On the very day Deshnov was escorted to his ship to Solstice, sedate in mood–

	Rear Admiral Maya Kolokotronis was appointed Admiral in command of the Thassal fleet.

	And a day after, the operation to Sverland was announced in semi-secrecy.

	By the time Deshnov arrived in Solstice, the guns would already be sounding.

	

	

	One morning, Maya Kolokotronis sat down in her favorite cafeteria with the fullness of understanding of where she was headed and what she was being asked to do. She asked, as always, for the menu “B.”

	“Good morning, miss Kolokotronis.”

	“Good morning miss Federova.”

	Bringing her the food box was the bright, round-faced girl whom Maya had been seeing every day now for years, Marinka Federova. She sat down with Maya briefly, and the two of them ate, both from Menu “B” that Maya unflinchingly chose to eat every single day. That morning, Menu “B” was a treasure box. Savory buckwheat porridge with mushrooms rehydrated in lemon juice, spiced with paprika, and topped with a dollop of corn oil confit pickled tomato with biscuit on the side and two hard boiled pickled eggs.

	“And people forego Menu ‘B’! I could give them a thrashing!” Maya said.

	“Now, now, Maya, it happens nowhere near as often as before!” Marinka replied, giggling.

	“Well, good.” Maya said. “I suppose you have access to the stats since you work here. I’ll believe you.”

	“I know it’s important to you, so I’ve actually been keeping track. I like to think you made a difference.” 

	“Hmph. If I can convince one more person to pick up the ‘B’ menu, I’ll die happy.”

	“I think, honestly, that the Menu A and Menu B system is kind of silly, and the root of the issue.”

	“No, it’s important.” Maya said. “If people got to have their way, they would always have favorite dishes and dishes they don’t like, they would start asking for things, they would put stress on the cafeteria people. This is the best way. The Cafeteria can run efficiently making dishes with a good selection of items every day, everything is standardized, controlled, accounted, and people get food that is good for them. We don’t have the luxury of every cafeteria becoming a restaurant where everyone gets their bespoke meal. You get a feel-good little choice, A or B, and if you have allergies, then C and D. It’s efficient.”

	“I see. You’re right. I like how passionate you are about it, for a military person.” Marinka said.

	“Here, I’m not a military person. I’m just a woman who is grateful for your care.”

	Maya looked up from her food. She breathe in and let out a deep sigh for a moment.

	“Something wrong?” Marinka asked.

	“No. Everything is fine. I’m just– I’m going to do one unusual thing today.”

	“I see, and what is that?”

	She knew that Maya liked routine, so she looked a little sympathetic or worried.

	Then Maya reached out and took Marinka’s hands into her own.

	Marinka’s face turned bright pink.

	“Marinka Fedorova, please take the first step with me. I know I’m a good-for-nothing who eats your food and disappears to fantasize about fleet combat, but I will do anything to make you happy. I am going away soon but when I come back, I want you to move in with me. I even live near the cafeteria!” She said.

	In response, Marinka suddenly started sobbing.

	“Oh god, that bad?” Maya said, her voice trembling.

	And in response to that, Marinka pulled Maya in for a kiss across the cafeteria table.

	

	

	While the response from the Union press and from Jayasankarist organs of the government was resolutely mum, Deshnov’s arrest and removal from Thassal did cause a few firebrands within the Union to launch salvos against Nagavanshi. While the notion of defending someone being characterized as “an old sad drunk suffering fatigue” was subject to a certain indignity, the Ahwalians did not get to pick their battlefields when it came to suspected reprisals. They believed they had to stick together or fall apart.

	Ahwalia himself, in house arrest in Hanza Station in southern Solstice, could not possibly comment.

	He was so disgraced that such a thing would have been ridiculous.

	However, from his seclusion, he did request for the Parliamentarian of the Supreme Soviet, Yerdlov Smolenskiy, to begin an inquiry into the events. In the Union, national government policy began at the executive level: but it was supposed to be formalized in the Supreme Soviet and its Regional Soviets or Councils. Station and regional councils were tasked with gathering public opinion data on proposals for new law, new executive guidance, amendments to existing law, and so on for the national level. Ballot initiatives could be pursued by station populations to officially lobby the national government, and citizens could also join to collectively bargain with the government or rarely even organize protests.

	It was the task of the Councils to shepherd such initiatives from initial requests from the public to official debate in the government, and either conscientious and detailed rejection or commitment to policy. The Councils also weighed in on executive policy and promoted their constituency’s best interests. Each Council had a Parliamentarian who functionally led each region’s body, though different factions of the Communist Party also had whips in each Council to align their interests. (There were, of course, no official political parties allowed except for the All-Union Communist Party). In addition, Councils and specific councilmen and councilwomen could become and frequently did become pawns in executive politics.

	Yerdlov was one such pawn and he knew it. 

	He was a pawn even in the National Council: the Supreme Soviet of the communist party.

	His position was precarious because he had been vocal in his support of Elias Ahwalia seven years ago.

	Back then he believed strongly the government could shrug off Bhavani Jayasankar’s actions.

	In his view, the public would see her acting unilaterally and condemn and reject her.

	Back then it was not even about Ahwalia versus Jayasankar. To him, it had been about process.

	No matter how many military ships Jayasankar parked above Hanza and Mount Raja, no matter how many flagrant accusations she threw to cover up her illegitimate and violent coup, the Council could convene, reaffirm the norms of Union democracy and send the militarists tumbling out of history.

	However, he put his faith entirely in process, which was something Council people often did.

	Bhavani Jayasankar, who had neither faith nor belief in Process as an entity separate from ideology, simply acted outside process, gathered forces outside process and won the Premiership, largely outside process and with only a small theatrical formality within a process that was held hostage. People did not rise up, they did not petition the Councils to stop this, there was no official animus to prevent the coup. Process would end up reeling for years, but Bhavani still didn’t rule entirely by fiat. So when Ahwalia tapped him, Yerdlov strongly believed, once again, that he could rely on process. Deshnov’s continued success in Thassal was one of the hopes of the Ahwalian faction, their beachhead inside of the Navy.

	They had even thought they could someday maneuver to replace Klasnikov with Deshnov. Then Bhavani Jayasankar would not be able to do whatever she wanted with their armed forces when it pleased her.

	So Yerdlov dutifully submitted to the Supreme Council: this business with Deshnov had to be investigated.

	Preferably, Deshnov would be retained in Thassal until a full investigation could be concluded.

	Yerdlov expected to have a full inquiry team lined up and to return Deshnov to Thassal that very day.

	His demands began a process that Yerdlov had not really expected: a process of formal debate.

	Several councilors voiced the need to investigate entirely different matters:

	Could the Supreme Soviet actually investigate a formal arrest and a military safety procedure?

	By what legal instrument would they actually do this?

	How would the process of deploying this legal instrument look like? 

	Did it take a vote? Was it an All-Union vote or a regional vote in Thassal?

	When had the Council set a precedent that it could intervene like this anyway?

	(Unfortunately for Yerdlov, that had been himself, inquiring into Ahwalia’s arrest.)

	(There was not much cheer in the Council when this was brought up.)

	Since the Supreme Soviet was not in a state of emergency, it could only work the same pay periods as an accountant or other office worker who dealt with sheets and numbers. Therefore, they could only work eight hours a day on this. The proposal was put forward near the end of the day, and several Councilors were adamant that debate would not run into overtime. This matter in itself became a subject of debate which consumed the rest of the session anyway. So they would reconvene tomorrow.

	They agreed to reconvene to begin a formal process of inquiry–

	–into whether the council’s process of inquiry could overturn an arrest–

	–that was made outside the jurisdiction (should the Ferris Council be involved?)–

	–etcetera.

	Yerdlov and his bloc understood this immediately to be complete obstructionism.

	However, acting to “overturn the obstructionism” would not result in “overturning Deshnov’s arrest.”

	That result was starting to become close to impossible to achieve.

	It became clear to Yerdlov at that point that he would have to fight for the process, not to win a victory now, but to insure that there was not total defeat in the future. As such, Elias Ahwalia’s request to him would go completely unanswered as he became involved in plotting and preparing for a legalistic battle to protect the right of the Council to investigate theoretical arrests made by the Ashura in the jurisdictions of other Councils. If the scope of the issue broadened any further, he would be ready for it.

	For the Jayasankarist bloc, this deliberation was precisely the optimal outcome.

	But they would take it deadly seriously — process was important to them as well, of course.

	

	

	Naval HQ formally announced Maya Kolokotronis’ promotion to Admiral and her command of the Thassal fleet, as part of the preparations for the Union’s first ever Strategic Offensive Operation, dubbed “Operation Tenable.” The Operation itself, and its nature, would remain secret except to the Thassal fleet officers until execution. Sailors were informed that there would be maneuvers but not what sort, and to be alert for potential combat but not when– the officers on the bridge of each ship were the ones who controlled the course of the ship and use of weapons, so only they had to know the exact nature of what they were doing. Since the sailors at Thassal were on high alert anyway, they accepted this state of things.

	There was a final roadblock to Bhavani’s ambition to exercise complete control over the forces at Thassal before the Sverland campaign. Since the formal founding of the Union, Fleet officers were part of a labor union that represented them in collective bargaining and other such matters. The Officer’s Union could have lodged a formal complaint about Deshnov’s replacement and potentially agitated against seating Maya Kolokotronis at the head of the Thassal fleet. To head this off, Bhavani Jayasankar met with the current officer’s union chief, Rear Admiral Charvi Chadgura, prior to the appointment of Kolokotronis.

	Not to discuss Deshnov whatsoever– that was not something worth discussing in Bhavani’s eyes.

	Rather, the Premier met alone with the young, quiet Rear Admiral in her office for another matter.

	“I want you to know, if the labor union pushes for a slate of promotions across the fleet organization, I have your back.” Bhavani said. “With escalation almost certain, we are going to focus on recruiting and shipbuilding. We’ll have everything in place to staff up soon, and I agree with the union’s assessment that the organization is top-light on officers, particularly in bridges. I can guarantee you new capital ships, and I’m talking hard quotas you can reference on paper. Fleet staffing across the board. Guaranteed.”

	Charvi Chadgura blinked at the Premier in muted surprise.

	Her labor union had not been asking for sweeping promotions or ship quotas or any of that.

	Or, well– they had asked a year ago, before the current security situation–

	She hadn’t thought it was viable to push for that now–

	Her eyes practically lit up gold with the realization of what she could secure for her members.

	As chief of the officer’s union’s board, Chadgura could not possibly pass up a slate of promotions if the Premier was offering her support. That was a common complaint across all levels of seniority, that a lot of young petty officers had been made with only few making ensign, let alone anything else; Captains complained of understaffed bridges with no flexibility for shift rotations; and command officers had languished as “office commanders” without fleet openings for years and years. This phenomenon was dubbed “the Chair Force” and it vexed officers across the entire rank structure. It would make Chadgura’s union members very pleased to receive promotions, fleet openings, guaranteed ship quotas with guaranteed new staffing– and it would head off any possible discontent if the war became hotter.

	“Thank you Premier. I actually began work on a new proposal in that regard– I’ll have it ready soon.”

	“Of course, of course. Take your time, and make it the best it can be for your members. You all deserve it. How’s the wife? Gulab Kajari, I believe was her name? I know I was happy when you two tied the knot–“

	Bhavani affably transitioned to small talk, while Chadgura became fully preoccupied in her own mind with drafting her nonexistent package for sweeping promotions across the fleet. Thinking to herself that she would go down in the history of the Officer’s Union board if she played her cards right, and thinking nothing of a certain old union member who might have wanted her to raise a stink on his behalf.

	After this meeting, Bhavani needed only to watch as everything fell into place. Maya Kolokotronis was promoted and seated, Deshnov was out of the picture without bloodshed or much controversy, the Council was busy bickering, and the officer’s union found a more ambitious use of their time than resisting Nagavanshi’s sanction. The Jayasankarists now dictated the course of the battle for Sverland.

	

	

	A few days after Deshnov’s arrest, a formal meeting of Thassal’s fleet command convened on Hammer-1, the Agrisphere grow-module that had been moved from Lyser to be able to dock more ships near Thassal Station. In the same room where, weeks ago, the Premier and her counterparts had convened to discuss the potential fate of the nation and the state of the Empire, now met six Rear Admirals, one of which was Chaya Goswani, and the newly appointed Admiral of the fleet, the much talked about Maya Kolokotronis.

	For a Katarran, she was fairly– small? She was average height, but Goswani always expected a goliath when she heard about Pelagis. She wore her uniform in an odd way, with the greatcoat over her shoulders without her arms in the sleeves. One thing Goswani noted was a silver band on her left ring finger.

	Besides that the skin color, the claw-like horns, what looked like a tiny lobster tail flapping at her rear–

	Just “ordinary” Pelagis things. Goswani was much more interested in her battle strategy.

	They had been tasked, after all, with occupying the Serrano and Cascabel regions of Sverland.

	“Greetings, comrades. My name is Admiral Maya Kolokotronis of the flagship Typhon.”

	The Admiral stood at the head of the table. She inserted something into the table computer.

	Expected positions of the Volkisch Fleets appeared on a map in the table.

	“You probably don’t know me, so I will go over my record and beliefs briefly. I was born in Katarre, a place so miserable, you should all be grateful to be here now, no matter what hardship brought you. I fought in the Union’s revolution as a mercenary still, following the Katarran way. Absolute self-sacrifice for martial victory. Throw everything at the enemy and achieve its total devastation. Gamble at the highest risk if it would bring the greatest payoff. Don’t settle for a rout when you can achieve a total massacre. Katarran mercenaries once fought to secure their legacies and command high prices for guaranteed slaughter.”

	Kolokotronis waved her hand over table, and Union fleets appeared on the map.

	“I am not a Katarran mercenary anymore. I am a Union socialist. I only eat at the cafeteria — I have a favorite cafeteria in fact, and I missed it today when I had breakfast. I believe that the Union is full of good people. But they are naive, and they need to be protected. They are imperfect and cannot all defend or even understand their way of life. They need time to mature, to grow, to see the world for what it is and to truly understand their blessings and how to preserve them for perpetuity. That is why, in this upcoming operation, I will settle for nothing less than the utter annihilation of the enemy. I will see it as a personal failure if among the enemy there are not at least 30,000 KIA. My goal is to utterly destroy their ability to make war on our fragile people, who don’t know the evil of the world the same way that I do.”

	With another wave of her hand, Maya Kolokotronis solemnly set the fleets on the map in motion.

	Goswani watched the data and simulations on the table with breathless, quiet shock.

	As one by one, the Union fleet engulfed and utterly destroyed over 120 ships of the Volkisch Movement.

	“We will cut through their defenses, we will appear in their midst, we will block their escape from behind. We will destroy their supply lines and crush their reinforcements. There will be nothing to offer rescue to. Their distant commanders will count their shattered fleets and ask themselves if this is really the Union they fought, and not the figures of military legend once told among the Katarran mercenaries. They will see their forces vanish in a red mist of overwhelming force and fear to set foot near our borders again.”

	The Admiral set her hand on the table, and made the animations of the map play on a loop.

	“If no one has questions about the basics, I can discuss each position in detail.” She said.

	For a moment she lost the intensity in her voice as she sat back down. She sounded quiet, satisfied.

	She gazed briefly over the ring on her finger with a small smile.

	Goswani immediately understood everything. This woman was not anything at all like Deshnov.

	Deshnov had been reactive, he feared for their lives and was skeptical of their chances–

	This woman compared the Union to the vicious Katarrans. She believed they had that much power.

	Goswani grinned internally, filled with a morbid interest in this “Operation Tenable.”

	Smelling blood in the water like a shark herself, and victory perhaps in their grasp.

	

	

	 


II.3 “The Battle Of Serrano”

	“Attack, attack, attack, attack!”

	Aboard the Cruiser Brocéliande, a loud and boisterous one-woman chant sounded across the bridge.

	An astounded crew, who had never seen their commander so excited, put their heads down and focused on their tasks. Behind them, the woman stood up on her seat, pointed a finger forward, and shouted.

	Her name was Rear Admiral Marceau Laverne De Champeaux-Challigne, a blond-haired, olive-skinned woman, tall and lean with sharp brown dog-like ears and a tail fiercely wagging. The edges of the main screen of the Brocéliande filled with the impressions of her escorts and subordinated combatants, dozens of Cutters and Frigates, two other Cruisers and a group of two Destroyers defending them. Organized as a three sectioned box, with one wing beginning to expand to the left flank per the Admiral’s strategy.

	And in the center of her main screen were the broad sides of an unsuspecting Volkisch Fleet.

	Twenty frigates, painted all-black with sharp beaked prows and a handful of small, angular cutters arrayed amorphously around a Cruiser and a Destroyer, bedecked in great winged fins and rounded gun turrets, and escorting two large, boxy supply vessels. They had been traveling from Serrano to link the Volkisch forces there with a larger combat group that had been tasked with occupying Ajillo and Pepadew substations. Admiral Champeaux-Challigne would not allow this. She would cut them off with her Fleet Combat Group C, and then join Nadia Al-Oraibi’s FCG-D for the final assault on the substation forces.

	“We have them in our sights! All forces know what to do! I want a fusilade so bright it’ll redden my face!”

	Without attempting to establish contact with the enemy commander, Marceau gave the order to fire. 

	From the edges of her main screen, dozens of lines of bubbles and gas raced toward the Volkisch fleet. 

	Her left wing began to appear on the distant corner of her screen as more than their gunfire and prows.

	Moving quickly to block the escape of the Volkisch forces and pen them into the main fleet’s killing zone.

	“Attack! Attack at once! Our guns will be a drumbeat of death! Do not let up the attack for a second!”

	Within seconds, hundreds of explosions blossomed into short-lived bubbles and bursts of gas in the distance, amid and around the Volkisch Fleet. 76 mm light guns on her Frigates fired barrages of a dozen shots a minute from multiple turrets, while the 155 main guns on the Brocéliande unleashed frightening and accurate damage, spawning a bubble twice as large as those surrounding and leaving wide, gaping gashes on the broad sides of anything it struck near. Shells flew like the thrown javelins of old hunters from ancient myth, digging into the steel beasts and drawing geysers of metal and flesh from them.

	Seventy-sixes were not powerful enough by themselves to gut entire ships. But the Union volley cut vast and swift into the amorphous Volkisch formation. Those hundreds of shells cratered armor with grazes and wound holes into the hulls with direct impacts, tearing out electronic sensors, breaching maintenance passages, damaging the water systems that sustained life and allowed for underwater movement. Recurring shockwaves disturbed the water around the Volkisch fleet and transferred ominous power into the crews in the bridges, hangars, and halls. The flagship’s One-Fifty-Fives created enormous vortexes that tore great fissures into the flanks of the enemy vessels, putting each target out of action in sequence.

	After the initial volley, the Volkisch ships were battered. Their crews were shaken. After the second, third, fourth and fifth volleys, within the unending volume of gunfire amid minute-long endless sequences of chaos, ships began to falter, one by one, one after another, taken as surely as if by entropy. From the moment they failed to either escape or engage the Union fleet, from the instant the Union fired the opening, unanswered volley, the fight was theirs. Inexperience and carelessness on the part of the Volkisch gave the Union the fatal opening. It was a foregone conclusion before the battle even began.

	It was too late when the Union’s volleys were finally answered by the Volkisch, at less than a quarter the intensity. Stray explosions washed over the Union fleet, barely rattling the wall of guns fast ensnaring their prey. Surviving enemy frigates turned their guns and fired broadside, launching periodic 76 mm shells while dramatically accelerating to escape speeds. There was no organization. After absorbing a few volleys the battle was a rout. Only some of the enemy ships attempted to turn to fight with their armored prows forward, which was foolhardy, as the change in direction made them even more vulnerable targets.

	Within ten minutes, twenty minutes, the enemy fleet was cut to a third, then a half, and then to strays attempting to escape whichever way they could. Even as they ran the Union’s envelopment forced the Volkisch’s escape routes wider and farther and bought more time for Union gunners to finish the grim work. Admiral Champeaux-Challigne had hardly needed to shout as vigorously as she was. The Union gave no less than everything they had, and annihilated their enemy in less than half an hour.

	“Magnificent! Simply magnificent! Congratulate yourselves, my beautiful fleet!” She cried out.

	The Union fleet finally converged on the graveyard of their making. A field of debris where there once had been a few thousand human lives — but the lives of fascists hardly counted as human, after all. Volkisch vessels that retained some amount of flotation while losing most of their crew and propulsion, drifted eerily in their last positions, but most ships sank catastrophically to the bottom, littering the rocky ocean floor of Sverland. Torn open, split apart either neatly or in pieces, the battlefield was a vast, silent field of dissipating gas clouds, micros and macroscopic debris, and hulks, almost two dozen.

	The Union did not engage in any rescue operations. They hadn’t the time. Perhaps the reserves could possibly take it upon themselves to do it, but Admiral Champeaux-Challigne had another battlefield where she was needed. FGC-C was the largest Union combat force in the theater. They had been bloodied now, and they would follow the appetizer with a main course. Sverland’s substations awaited her.

	

	

	“We are about to enter the operational area. Limit all communications, and carry out your tasks according to your briefings. Whether or not the enemy falls for our deception, we will still have fighting to do.”

	“Await the acoustic signal to descend, then commence the next phase.”

	On the bridge of the dreadnought Typhon, Maya Kolokotronis sat with her hands crossed over her chest, staring at the main screen. All active detection had been suspended, so instead of the predictive array readings and images, there was a preprogrammed map with their trajectory and in the far distance, known enemy positions. They were moving as fast as they could under the circumstances. Fleet communications officers shared final remarks, wished each other luck, and then left the airwaves.

	“We are too high up, and too spread out. Is this really going to work?”

	Maya received a text message — silence was being strictly enforced.

	This message came from the woman at her side. Despite sending it, she had a big smile on her face.

	She was a Commissar, named Georgia Doukas. Long, orange and brown hair fell over her shoulders, and partially covered two long tentacles that began at the sides of her head and ended in tight paddles. Her skin was a pinkish yellow, but was also mutable. When they first met, her face was a bit more brown. She was a soft-looking and smiley girl, but nobody made Commissar on a ship without having a will of iron.

	“Yes.”

	Maya’s reply text was extremely simple.

	She glanced at her Commissar from the corner of her eye and watched her begin gently typing.

	“Do you think they will take the bait?”

	They continued to speak in text messages delivered to their adjacent terminals.

	“Even if they suspect detached forces or a flank attack, they will not be able to guess the direction.”

	“We are sitting ducks if they figure us out.”

	“If you disagree with our course of action, then shoot me and take over.”

	At her side, the Commissar giggled gently.

	“My, my. You are still such a Katarran at heart. I see how it is.”

	Maya herself snickered while writing her reply. “I am a Katarran. That’s the beauty of the Union.”

	There was nothing preventing a Katarran from being a communist. Whether one was a humanist critic of the atrocities of Katarre, or whether one still held the ideologies of power and control inherited from the Katarran culture, the Union was still welcoming, provided that humanism served the Union’s people, or that brutal exercise of power be directed at the Union’s enemies. Even someone like Maya, who wanted to believe in the humanist elements of communism while still being swayed by the pragmatic authority of militarized power, was welcome in the Union. In fact, probably most people in the Union were like her.

	To the Union’s people, who had been dehumanized and enslaved by the Empire, brutality was easy to cast outward. As emotionally-charged revenge or as solemn and grimly measured liberatory rhetoric. The Union easily accepted the cunning brutality of Maya’s warfare. Soon, she thought, Maya’s warfare, a distillate of Katarran warfare, would just become “Union warfare.” That was her hope with this operation.

	“Operation Tenable” — she had been compelled to name it as a form of symbolism.

	Other officers had trepidation about a Union attack, an outright entry into the Empire’s war of collapse.

	Maya Kolokotronis, however, had always believed that the Union needed to fight the Empire again, with all of its might, at the first viable opportunity. The people of the Union needed to realize they were no longer sheep awaiting the Imperial wolf. The Empire had to become their prey, and they had to become the hunters. They had to awaken the brutal power within themselves, and kill, and destroy their enemies, to prove to themselves that they could do so. To show that fighting and winning was possible, and therefore, that it was worth throwing the weight of their efforts and resources behind fighting to win.

	To show that building their own little utopia in a bubble was pointless. 

	Bubbles were easy to pierce. 

	Communism had failed in the Imperial heartland. In Bosporus, in Buren, Volgia and Rhinea.

	This failure was the seed, the second chance, for a successful communist revolt. A revolt in the colonies where all the failed revolutionaries who were not slaughtered ended up enslaved. And yet, the Union still remembered that failure, told of that failure, in its writings. That failure, and the brutal power of the Empire, cast a shadow upon their works. Until they found the power to kill, that failure would loom.

	“Communism cannot survive without achieving the power to inflict mass violence.”

	“Is that so? I didn’t take you for a philosopher. This is not in Mordecai’s books, you know.”

	“No, but it is. This is class struggle. What we are doing — it’s far above mere Katarran plunder.”

	“Impassioned words. I don’t disagree with you, however. I am also glad to be fighting here with you.”

	“It’s because we are both Katarrans. The Volgians and the Bosporans don’t know. Maybe the Shimii do.”

	All of the world was driven by networks of violence. Katarrans were simply exposed to one far less disguised in aesthetics. So they understood the eat-or-be-eaten mentality of war, perhaps better than most of the other ethnicities that had come to comprise the Union’s population. That was the beauty that communism held for Maya, when she was going through her readings years ago. The Union was something all of them could join hands to fight for– something that was worth fighting for. 

	It gave her unnatural birth a shred of meaning.

	Maya Kolokotronis herself became an existence which was “Tenable.”

	Now she had to prove her convictions to the rest of her beloved Union.

	And thus, she sailed, in command of Fleet Combat Group A with some forty-odd vessels. Nearly 600 meters above the Sverland seafloor, partially disguised within the edge of the enormous, teeming mass of life that blocked them from the surface waters, known as the Upper Scattering Layer. 

	It would be a bold plan, if it worked.

	

	

	A few hundred meters from the main pillar of Serrano station, several Volkisch vessels waited for their flagship, docked in the upper pillar, to report on the status of negotiations with Serrano’s government. These negotiations were mainly for show — the Volkisch intended to take over and the Serrano government did not intend to stop them, but it was necessary theater so the population didn’t feel like everyone had given up without a fight. If the civilian administration appeared too weak and lost control of its subjects, it would have created an enormous headache for the Volkisch occupying forces. 

	It was important for the Volkisch to respect business in Serrano. There was a growing unrest due to the economic and social situation, so the Volkisch had an opportunity to get in good with the business class by giving guarantees that business would continue as usual. That meant dealing with a lot self interested people, however, and such dealings required time, and also required Bloch and many of his officers.

	As such, Admiral Bloch’s retrofitted dreadnought Pantagruel was docked, half-crewed and at low readiness when the fleet’s Aufklärung Frigate detected a incoming ships, moving in from the south.

	Initially, there was some confusion as to how to respond. The Volkisch were an invading force in “enemy” territory, and by the book, they should have already disseminated patrols to confirm the disposition of the approaching element. But they were treating Sverland as the helpless, largely civilian territory that it had become, and were at low readiness and hesitant to deploy to respond. The Aufklärungruppen signals reconnaissance team confirmed that the approaching vessels were four or five small, fast ships, based on predictive calculations. They were several kilometers out, and they were not making any effort to disguise the noise they were making. For the veteran Volkisch officers, this was suspicious, but for the majority of the soldiers, it looked like it would be easy prey. But then, to whom did this easy prey belong to?

	There had been reports of former Imperial navy vessels that had turned to banditry, particularly against goods-laden ships from Veka and Rhinea in the waning days of inter-duchy trade. Katarran bandits were thought to be relatively common as well. There was always the possibility, also, that these were Union vessels, but that possibility was distant. It could also have been an incursion from the Vekan navy too.

	Such things would have to be confirmed by getting closer to the enemy.

	Whoever this tiny fleet section belonged to, it would be hunted down and slaughtered.

	If it was a trap, they would spring it. If it was a patrol, they would make sport of it.

	And perhaps, it would even impress upon the fat cats in Serrano who the real bosses were.

	Power and brutality was the way of the Volkisch. None would disrespect their authority so easily.

	The Pantagruel, sans Bloch who remained in Serrano, deployed quickly with the crew that it had, while the rest of the fleet, composed largely of Frigates with a single Cruiser in the center, sailed forth to meet the enemy encroachment south of Serrano. In their eyes, this was probably nothing but target practice.

	One lead element of five Frigates served as the vanguard, deploying immediately while the rest of the fleet hovered obediently around the Pantagruel. One central element and two wings at just the right distance each to potentially detach and meet approaching forces on either side, depending on which direction a trap was sprung from. Finally, a small element of four Frigates were left behind including the Aufklärung vessel to patrol Serrano station. The Volkisch believed their preparations were adequate. If it was a trap, they had the forces to bait it out and fight it openly, and multiple angles of coverage.

	There was about a kilometer between the vanguard and the main fleet, and the vanguard was moving faster to pursue. This caused drift in the formation over time, but the Volkisch did not mind it.

	After the fleet sailed out of Serrano they counted down the minutes until they were in range to identify the enemy presence. Finally, the lead element confirmed via active sonar and LADAR on clear waters the identity of the enemy. Five Union Biryuza-class Cutters on a northwestern course. The Biryuzas realized that they were detected immediately due to the active measures, which would have triggered their acoustic and radiation warnings– something of a blunder, but it was overlooked by the Volkisch command as it still effectively accomplished their aim of identifying the enemy immediately.

	Having been exposed, the fast Cutters turned back south. The Frigates engaged in pursuit, though they did not have explicit orders to do so. Torpedoes launched from the Frigates as they chased to maintain pressure, but they were too far behind for their main guns to have meaningful effect. This was owing to the fact that they ran active scans at maximum distance rather than closing in further, giving the Cutters room to flee. The Volkisch liked their chances in a chase, however. Even their old Frigates had a larger and more powerful reactor and thrust systems than any Cutter, and they would eventually catch up.

	The Volkisch central element around the Pantagruel remained fixed in speed even as its vanguard accelerated further. The Pantagruel finally ordered its left wing of 15 Frigates to join the chase, but to retain its current orientation to the main fleet. That latter detail caused further drift in the formation. As the Frigates achieved pursuit speed, they began to move closer to the center, rather than remaining in the westward direction. This was overlooked, as the Pantagruel’s central element simply moved itself west and became the left wing of the overall advance. Some leeway had to be given to the greenhorns, after all.

	The Cutters managed to react quickly enough to stay ahead of their pursuers. Their flak fire successfully neutralized several torpedoes, fending off major damage. Some of the Cutters sustained a few close pressure waves, but it was not enough to stop them fleeing. Eventually, the “chasing” elements became disentangled from the “main” element by about two kilometers, moving them out of mutually supporting range. The mission command on the Pantagruel quickly lost its taste for blood as the separation between its elements and the slow drift of its formation became apparent, and began to recall the pursuers.

	It was at this moment that the Volkisch’s right wing began to detect more ships coming in from the southeast. This was a relatively larger formation, and it was the trap the Volkisch expected to meet.

	At this juncture, the Biryuzas turned back and headed northwest, and the pursuers adjusted to intercept them. They had not yet been informed of the new enemies as the situation was developing quickly. This led to the Volkisch fleets becoming twisted, the lead elements moving southwest, the western elements pushing south, and the eastern elements slowing down, forming an awkward wedge where every other element was in the way of the Pantagruel and the Cruiser Thor, the biggest guns available there.

	Everything was exposed, and the Pantagruel and Thor were being blocked from firing eastward.

	Despite this, even with the new enemy force, the Volkisch still outnumbered and outgunned the Union.

	For perhaps a few minutes, the few minutes it took for the Union to alert their second hidden force.

	What the Volkisch failed to notice, was the trap being sprung that they were not expecting to meet.

	While this exact development was not planned to this degree, the Cutters and the fleet they belonged to had achieved their overall objective. They had drawn the Volkisch out far enough away from Serrano where it was safe to shoot indiscriminately at them without involving civilians or station infrastructure, and they had drawn the enemy elements just apart enough from one another to prevent tidy, mutually supporting defensive gunfire. And so, on the eve of cycle 188 of A.D. 979, the signal went out–

	

	

	“Shatter the sky! Shake the earth!”

	Across the Union fleet descending from the Upper Scattering Layer, the attack signal went out, first from the communications officer of the Typhon, to whom the quotation would come to be attributed, but spreading through every communication officer on each of the over forty participating ships in FCG-A. Communications which had lain dormant opened up across every vessel, and there was no more care about what noise was or wasn’t made anymore. On the main screens, the maps which had been previously followed disappeared, and in their place real time predictive data began to flow again as active scans revealed their presence to the disorganized enemies while crucially lighting them up for the guns.

	“FCG-B has elements on the southwest and southeast of the enemy, fixing them in place! Descend at once, FCG-A, and snatch the glory which is yours!” shouted Admiral Maya Kolokotronis to all vessels. “Wipe out the enemy! No prisoners, no mercy! All elements, as soon as you reach 1000 depth, open fire!”

	She did not have to be much more candid or specific. This was entirely for morale and excitement.

	Every ship had been given meticulous orders and knew exactly what to do.

	As one, FCG-A’s ships descended from above, fixing their sensors on the Volkisch fleet just a few kilometers to the west. They had always known that their descent would be impossible to coordinate with the exact positions of the enemy, but as long as the initial distance from the enemy was under 5 kilometers they could make something happen. That they ended up 2 km from the enemy was a huge boon. With the tides clearly favoring them, Admiral Kolokotronis’ ships entered the fray as essentially the naval equivalent of an arrow flying past the cheek of the Volkisch, paralyzing them with uncertainty.

	Completing their descent, the ships divided into three sections while on the move.

	“All missiles, saturation fire on the Volkisch right wing! Now!” Admiral Kolokotronis ordered.

	One of FCG-A’s sections comprised eight “missile frigates.” 

	Unlike the Empire which had dedicated Frigates with supercavitating cruise missile launchers on the upper deck, as well as combination missile/torpedo tubes on its Cruisers and Dreadnoughts, the Union did not wish to introduce such complicated designs to their own fleet. Instead, the Slava-class Frigate could be affixed with Katyusha-class dedicated “missile docks” on its left and right flanks, connected by struts and wired into the Frigate. These appeared to be enormous, angular metal “pontoons” on the sides of the frigates, and each dock contained 18 supercavitating unguided cruise missiles of 2 meter diameter. 

	Compared to the 8 missiles at a time that an Imperial missile frigate could fire, or the 4 missiles at a time available to a Ritter-class Imperial Cruiser via its tubes, the 36 missiles that could be launched at once out of dual Katyushas was worth sacrificing some mobility. Now, these ships would sound the horn of war.

	As soon as the order went out, the Frigates reacquired the relative position of the enemy forces.

	Firing solutions piped out to the rudimentary computing equipment on the Katyushas, which were only designed to accept orders to fire, quickly program them into the missiles, and then send the ordnance on its deadly course. Those eight Frigates, each with their two Katyushas, programmed a total of 288 missiles to fire at one second intervals per four tubes. There was a short delay as the Katyushas prepared.

	Then, after drawing in a breath, the horns bellowed.

	Out in the water, an airy fwip of dispersed water and gas followed by a loud shunt as the seals over each missile tube burst open in sequence, followed by several shocks one after another after another as the missiles rose, achieved supercavitation in an instant and arced out toward their targets. Masses of bubbles and gas surrounded the Katyushas as their payloads soared toward the enemy fleets.

	In under 20 seconds, the first missiles collided with the spread-out Volkisch across several kilometers.

	Enormous fiery orbs of gas expanded across the entire length of the distended Volkisch formation as if fissures torn open in the walls of reality itself. Blossoming into existence in a brilliant and terrifying sequence, missiles crashed under, over, around and into the enemy hulls. Several Frigates were instantly sunk by direct impacts that first caved in the outer hull and then sucked the guts from explosive, runaway decompression. Powerful shockwaves rocked the water around the enemy vessels, damaging the flank sensor arrays, cameras, and in some cases tearing off control surfaces like fins and the jet cover “wings.”

	Then followed wave after unending wave of grey shells cutting a hundred lines in the water.

	Amid the shock and awe of the missile attack, conventional gunnery from FCG-A and FCG-B’s Frigates sailed into the reeling Volkisch fleet from south and east, hammering the exposed and disoriented flanks. Hundreds of 76 mm cannons firing three and four times a minute, unable to defeat the enemy armor by themselves but in such volume and with such frequency able to smash those hulls over and over and over again, tearing chunks, battering plates out of shape, and eventually twisting, crunching and tearing until the armor had enough. Breaches followed, small at first but quickly expanding in scope and lethality across dozens of enemy vessels, killing a few and crippling more, disrupting the enemy’s response.

	FCG-A and FCG-B pressed their advance, methodically hooking sections of their forces around the enemy’s rear and to the west and commencing a spirited pursuit. Their battered targets accelerated in kind, heading south on a predictable path in an amorphous formation. The Volkisch’s organization on the edges of their fleet grew haphazard and limited the overall mobility of the central elements and therefore, the whole fleet. Very few ships managed to leave the formation entirely in order to attempt to maneuver around the Union, and they were easily picked off when they strayed too far. This meant that the battle was not a dance of two mobile formations trying to break each other, but a hunter pursuing prey.

	Clouds of debris and gas spread wherever the battlefield went, a literal fog of war outlining the pursuit.

	Already hardly anything could be seen, but visibility only grew worse. This did not slow the carnage.

	A paltry few Divers from the Volkisch side attempted to snake out of their own formation, managing to contribute very little; but the Union’s own Divers, keeping clear of the firing lines of their own forces, buzzed the enemy fleet with effective supporting fire. Moving quickly, sneaking over and under the enemy vessels, they took advantage of the Volkisch fixing their flak curtains to defend from the conventional attacks of the large ships. With their 37 mm rifles peppering the enemy’s soft spots, and finding opportunities to lob grenades and even to launch depth charges, the Streloks of FCG-B’s Daksha Kansal carried themselves notably well as an additional striking element, largely unopposed. 

	As the battle raged, there were inevitable casualties on the Union side as well, as a pair of Frigates and one of the bait Cutters sank under enemy fire. A few unlucky Streloks met their end either at the hands of a few enemy Volkers or by the concerted flak of the single Volkisch Destroyer Troll which was effectively holding its ground with its enormous quantities of defensive fire — until enough larger guns turned on it. 

	Despite this, Union morale never once flagged. They were dealing the most death, by far.

	Throughout the running brawl, an effective barrage of counterfire originated from the central element around the lead ship Pantagruel, but thirty guns on less than a dozen vessels would never stop the encroaching mass of the Union’s fleets. Within twenty or thirty nerve-wracking minutes since the first shot, the battlefield had shifted several kilometers from its starting point but the Volkisch came to be surrounded by over seventy Union vessels and could not hope to escape no matter their speed. They were unable to find a means to meet the Union or hook around to flank, fleeing from start to finish.

	The Volkisch fleet was reduced to a quarter its effective strength between destroyed vessels, disabled vessels, and fleeing and abandoned ships. Despite their desperate struggle, they were losing handily.

	Soon there was no longer a formation capable of opposing the forces of Admiral Kolokotronis.

	There was a flagship and its attendants, and long line of corpses and strays left behind them.

	Hollowed-out hulks hit the ocean floor one after another. Guns silenced on disabled ships.

	A brilliant purple sphere consumed the cruiser Thor as it rose above the enemy to prevent its runaway reactor from destroying anything other than itself, annihilating whatever crew survived the torpedoes which had torn into the ship. There was not even pause to contemplate this horrifying spectacle.

	Pure chaos, the sound of death and destruction muted within the hulls of the Union vessels. 

	Experiencing war through the relative calm of their station monitors.

	There was only chaos within their breasts, as they tried to keep their nerves steady. 

	They were winning, however. They saw it themselves — they could win against Imperials.

	“Helm, move forward! Gunners unleash all arms on the Pantagruel! Let’s put this enemy out of its misery!”

	Maya Kolokotronis directed her own ship forward for the coup the grace, and her crew complied.

	From among the lead section of FCG-A, the dreadnought Typhon accelerated quickly, an enormous, sleek column of a ship with a tightly arched conning tower and folded fins. Rather than its turret-mounted 76 mm guns, it brought its Republic-style “in-line six” forward guns to bear from its imposing prow, three 155 mm guns in two rows. These guns had devoured many vessels as a former Kattaran mercenary ship, and they would add another victim that day. What they lacked in flexibility, these fixed forward guns made up for in their sheer and rapid brutality, and showed why they were favored by the Katarrans.

	Where other ships could put ten rounds a minute out of their twin turrets, the Typhon launched between thirty and sixty. In moments, the Pantagruel’s aging armor was pummeled by long sequences of enormous blasts that tore its prow from its hull and shredded the central pods, casting it to the ocean floor in a cloud of gore and metal. The Typhon’s own attendant Frigates picked off the remaining vessels, but by the time the Typhon fired its impressive barrage, everything had already been decided.

	Maya Kolokotronis watched, her heart racing, her face and chest sweat-soaked, standing at the back of her bridge where she had been shouting commands. Through almost purely conventional warfare, before her very eyes, the Union had won a second battle against the Imperial foe. Their own loses amounted to what could be counted on their hands, while their enemy was near totally erased from the world.

	In her own mind, Maya did some “napkin math.” She had killed, perhaps, 10000 people that day.

	In less than fifty minutes of active fighting. This was war– this was what the Union would have to accept.

	This– was what the Union had accomplished. In an offensive battle outside their territory. 

	The Union had won. The Union had conquered an enemy territory.

	“Admiral, how are you feeling?” 

	Commissar Doukas spoke up from behind her, seated calmly in her chair.

	Maya hardly waited to respond. “I’ll only rest under the steel sky of Serrano. Let’s keep moving.”

	

	

	Volkisch Admiral Vitaly Bloch took his own life a few hours after receiving the news.

	Powerful enemy forces had not only destroyed the Volkisch’s Serrano occupation fleet in the south, but they had intercepted the fleet group that was to link the Volkisch presence in Serrano to the advance forces in Ajillo and Pepadew substations. He had a handful of Frigates in Serrano and fifty outnumbered and encircled ships split between Ajillo and Pepadew with twice the number of advancing enemy ships.

	Nobody in the Volkisch high command had predicted that the Union would launch such an assault.

	Many underestimated the capability of the Union to fight. The Volkisch characterized the Union as a state of ethnic inferiors with a pretend navy composed of lesbians and effeminate men in women’s uniforms. Their government that could barely feed them kept them docile with handouts and propaganda. The masculine and martial Volkisch state, which was already on its way to defeating the Royal Alliance, should have been able to easily cast aside the communists. It was a rude awakening to be defeated by them.

	Furthermore, they had no idea about the Union alliance with Veka, which they would have taken seriously.

	Veka were also racial inferiors, but they were known to be well-equipped racial inferiors.

	Even those who weren’t so blinded by fascist ideology, however, believed that the Union would stay out of the Empire’s business due to a fear of retaliation. For a small child of a country that was still practically building its economy, it was the pragmatic thing to do. But now they had entered the Empire’s business, and there was no way the Volkisch could retaliate. They were barely sustaining their campaigns against the Royal Alliance in the Yucatan, and the Serrano forces were the only invasion group they could spare.

	Bloch’s force was on the cusp of losing nearly two hundred of Achim Lehner’s precious ships.

	They had squandered almost a third of the Volkisch fighting strength. 

	It was catastrophic.

	It was a turning point.

	It was not a fear of facing Lehner nor history itself that led Bloch to his decision, however. 

	It was more sudden than that. It was rawer, more emotional.

	Chiefly, he was tormented by the idea of surrendering to a band of untermensch homosexuals and being subjected to whatever degenerate torments and humiliations they had in store for him as a prisoner of war. A devoted and loyal fascist, Bloch obsessed with this lurid fantasy by himself for over thirty minutes, supported by everything that made sense to him and the brutal shock of his vast, and total defeat. He would not let the communist lowlives make a fool of him and debase him — he would die with honor.

	And so he went, locked inside a personal office in the Serrano port authority building.

	With his death, “command” over the remaining forces passed invisibly among various men whom the Union was already in the process of destroying. Ultimately, the humiliation finally landed on a man who desired to live more than retain his honor. Captain of the Frigate Ulrich Graf, Arnold Fischer, a member of the Serrano patrol. While the ships under his ostensible command fled in every direction, he accepted an unconditional surrender in place of whatever Volkisch forces had both survived and remained in contact — about a dozen ships and most of the logistical staff scattered around the Serrano and Goryk regions.

	There was little time to celebrate the Volkisch surrender, however. As soon as Union forces entered Serrano itself they soon found themselves confronted with their next and most serious set of tasks.

	

	

	On the upper tier of Serrano, a brown, boxy shuttle craft approached and entered a highly exclusive dock once reserved only for the upper crust, settling next to a sleek, curvaceous 50 meter long superyacht. A watertight compartment encased and held the shuttle, drained the water, and admitted it through an enormous shutter into a bright, beautiful port. Shimmering floors of white stone tile clean enough to eat off of; actual trees, tended by machines but open and accessible on their mounds, rather than encased in bubbles; in the distance, manor houses of false wood, and closer to the center, the Serrano capitol building, an enormous, lavish concrete monument, its colonnaded facade inexplicably intricate.

	The shuttle brought down its hatch, and a horned woman in a green uniform, black cape and peaked hat walked out flanked by a phalanx of power-armored soldiers, interlocking angular plates over their limbs and trunk and imposing, visored helmets projecting an aura of invincibility amid the rich surroundings. They carried AK pattern rifles, but the woman in between them carried no weapon of her own in hand.

	Maya Kolokotronis beheld the splendor of the upper tier of Serrano with growing disgust.

	She had already received reports from the Marines that landed in the lower levels.

	“Can you believe this?” She asked aloud. “Such a waste of space? We could house thousands here.”

	At her side, one of the power-armored soldiers removed her helmet. Her tentacles, which had been folded behind her head, relaxed and stretched out. Commissar Georgia Dukas sniffed the air.

	“Everything smells so sweet too. I can’t understand it. How are they doing that? And why are they?”

	“The Marines arrived to a squalid riot-stricken warzone down there. This is– insane to me.”

	“You don’t really understand the class divide until you see something like this, I suppose.”

	Commissar Doukas and Admiral Kolokotronis exchanged looks, shaking their heads.

	After several minutes of waiting at the edge of the docks, a party from Serrano came to meet them.

	There were a few men, all in pristine grey suits. At the head of them was a man in a blue suit. Arberth Hoffman, former Defense Commissioner for Serrano, extended his hand to shake Maya’s. She left him waiting, never lifting her hands from her sides. Her eyes gazed critically into his own, she hated him. If her glare could have struck him dead she would have wanted it to happen. For a moment, she blamed him for all of this. That old Imbrian man was the specter of all this injustice. His wizened face glared right back.

	“I believed that I would be negotiating with the Union forces.” He said.

	“We are Union forces. But there’s no negotiation to be had.” Maya replied.

	“I mistook you for Katarran mercenaries. I’m still not sure what to believe.” Arberth continued.

	At that point, Commissar Doukas took two steps forward, and smashed the butt of her rifle into his gut.

	Behind him, his entourage took nervous steps back, but the power armor troops were faster.

	Soon they had everyone on the ground, on their knees, with their hands behind the back of their heads.

	Several men had been given a quick butt in the back to make uncertain the folly of their resistance.

	“I am in control of Serrano station!” Arberth finally cried out. “Good luck containing the rabble below without my support! You need me! Don’t act high and mighty here, you communist thugs! You don’t know what you’re dealing with! Those undercity mobs won’t care what uniform you are wearing! I have the merchants, police, bankers, the lifeblood of this city is behind me! Even Bloch wouldn’t dare kill me!”

	Maya grinned at the assortment of suits brought low before her. Feeling a bit of that old Katarran sadism.

	He really believed he was in the right, didn’t he? He really thought he had the high ground here.

	She squatted down in front of him, staring at eye level with a smile that rendered him finally speechless.

	“That administration ends now, Mr. Hoffman.” Maya said. “Serrano is a now a territory of the Labor Union of Ferris, Lyser and Solstice. I am the law now. Vasily Bloch’s best interests were served by your continuing pathetic existence, but the Union has little use for your merchants and bankers. If you value your life, then assist us in identifying, seizing and distributing necessary goods within the city to avert the crisis. Perhaps your exemplary service will be rewarded with a commuted sentence when we put all of you scum on trial.”

	It was a pragmatic thing to say. She still definitely planned to kill Hoffman at the end no matter what.

	In her eyes, he was the last Volkisch enemy to be purged here, in communism’s mass, righteous violence.

	But for now, there was another matter. That hand which killed had to give way to the hand that fed.

	Putting Serrano right would be Operation Tenable’s next task. That too was essential to communism.

	 


II.4 “The Occupation of Serrano”

	Fleet Admiral Maya Kolokotronis walked through a concrete hall flanked by sliding metal doors with a reinforced glass slot in each to peer inside the sparse, cramped all-white rooms. Each had enough space only for a bed and a toilet. She was accompanied by her retinue of power-armored Katarran bodyguards and her Commissar, Georgia Dukas, in full uniform, with greatcoat, peaked caps, short dark green capes.

	“This is the standard security cell block.” Georgia said, consulting information on a handheld terminal. “And yet every cell here can be made into a solitary confinement cell with a few clicks. I gotta wonder what their supermax looks like. We can probably keep the Serrano bourgeoisie down there to teach them a good lesson, depending on how bad it is.” She put on a cheerful smile contemplating this possibility. 

	Maya maintained a stony expression as she surveyed the facilities.

	“Once we’ve extracted anything useful from them they’re all going to be target practice dummies.” She turned to Georgia as they walked. “What’s the status on processing the existing prisoners? Any news?”

	“Maya, there are a lot of people imprisoned here. We’re doing what we can. We have a lot less people working on this than up above, there’s so many hungry and needy folks. This is like fifth priority.” 

	This was Serrano prison. It had been taken over by the Union military as part of the occupation. They were presently going over the offenses of the prisoners there with the idea that they may have been sentenced unfairly. Any deemed “political prisoners” of the Empire would be released, while those who committed violent acts would receive a round of appeal with a Commissar. Those who committed violent acts against the state, bourgeoisie, or police or military targets, could apply for release. Some truly heinous offenders would not be exonerated. The Empire punished certain heinous and dehumanizing crimes with life in prison, and used these criminals in work gangs — the Union simply shot them. This policy came about because the Union didn’t want to spend resources to indefinitely house prisoners guilty of “abominable crimes,” rare but not yet completely eliminated. The Union was, after all, still “building” communism.

	For those people, for now, they would remain in prison with the local magnates, large landlords, and the Serrano political class. Eventually they would be tried under Union law, and possibly then executed.

	At the end of the first block, the group took an elevator down to the next level. This level contained very similar cells. This prison was very high capacity, and it was built under the sea floor beneath the station. Because it was only accessible through defensible elevators fed by narrow halls, escape was unthinkable. At the end of the second level down from the first cell block, the group took the elevator down one more tier, and did finally find themselves at the first supermax block. At the sight of the structures before them, the Katarran guards whistled. There were some bleak jokes and remarks made about it. Some were amused, some disbelieving. Maya was old enough to remember service on a Katarran mercenary ship.

	And even that level of abuse, was not as bad as what she was seeing in front of her.

	Supermax block was a true panopticon, a circular cell block with a central spire that watched every cell around it. However, the cells were so much more cramped– the people inside them were basically forced to stand, and could not stretch their arms. Their faces were always visible through the glass slot in their doors so they could see the central spire and its search lights. They could also be targeted by the automatic 37-mm gun on a remote controlled turret, which could move on a rail to target any cell with a red laser dot to denote its current fixation. It could certainly penetrate the glass, and therefore the prisoners had to be aware at all times that the turret could shoot them right in the head with precision.

	“They probably moved the gun around every so often just to scare people in the cells.” Georgia said.

	“Jeez.”

	“Ma’am, I don’t even know that the Serrano fat cats deserve this kinda shit.” one of the bodyguards said.

	Maya shook her head. “Only because I don’t want to waste time before liquidating them.”

	This structure was a stark contrast to the punitive measures the Union took, which were not always themselves humane, but were at least efficient. In the Union, they had prisons, and prisons were separative. People were removed from society, but also from the objects of their crimes, so that they could be analyzed, and better understood, and maybe even reformed if it was felt possible. Union prisons were not beautiful, but they were fairer than this. Rather than a prison, this was a large scale torture device. In Maya’s mind anyone evil enough to deserve such treatment should have just been expunged. And more than likely, the majority of the people in these cells were undeserving of this treatment.

	“Get a team to release these people and keep them somewhere else.” Maya ordered. “Even if we’re still waiting to check their files. It’s insane that nobody thought to move them before I did, has nobody gone down here? We can’t slack or take it easy when it comes to this job. I want this place taken care of within the day, make sure the functionaries know it. Marceau will hand out sanctions in my place if they don’t.”

	Georgia’s skin briefly flashed white and then flushed red. Her chromatophores registered her surprise.

	“Yes Admiral. I don’t disagree, but it’s a bigger job than we imagined, and there’s other concerns.”

	“I don’t care if the people whose concern this prison is have to put in quadruple overtime. Get it done.”

	Georgia smiled, looking amused at Maya’s seriousness. “Indeed, it will be done, Admiral.”

	And so, the Union’s culture shock with Serrano’s various systems continued at overtime rates.

	One point of contention was the handling of the local police and military prisoners.

	For the police, Maya had advised that the officer class be purged while the lower rung investigators simply disarmed and disbanded, and then tracked for some time to insure compliance and transition to productive work lives. A Union-style Public Safety Volunteers corps could then be raised in its place. For the local military, they would tried according to existing POW processes; not so for the Volkisch troops, who would be given no chance of appeal as they were considered too ideologically suspect.

	Meanwhile, it was well understood to all levels of the occupation that the bourgeoisie and political class of Serrano was on the outs. Serrano had an elected local government with both a lower tier community council and an upper tier state council, but even the liberal politicians were folding over to accept Volkisch control, so the Union trusted nobody above the levels of clerks and keyboardists with data entry jobs. While there were a few people loyal to the previous administration, writ large, most of the workers at the various ministries and offices and the public services just wanted the storm to blow over. 

	Because it was such an extraordinary situation, the Union did not have literature and training material prepared ahead of time to train the people of Serrano on Union law and commerce. Such training began to be administered ad hoc by the fleet, and requests for such materials were forwarded back to the Union, where resources began to muster for the task. In the meantime, friction and confusion and ad hoc solutions to problems would have to be accepted by the people and the incoming occupation authority. 

	Maya Kolokotronis would not be around to see every step of the process, so she felt a sense of urgency.

	While she was around, nobody would slack off– but she was not scheduled to remain.

	She was recalled to the Union to be paraded as a war hero– a state of affairs she did not begrudge.

	Propaganda was powerful, and the Union’s military was heavily political.

	More than anything though, she missed her fiance and the Union’s humble cafeterias.

	With her recall, Maya’s last action was to choose a military governor in her own place.

	From the outset, she already had someone in mind.

	Until then, however, if everyone had to work overtime, they would do so, and so would she.

	

	

	“It’s such a big office! It’s ridiculously big! Even my office back in Naval HQ is not this big!”

	“It’s fine, you hardly sit in that office anyway and you’ll hardly sit in this one. You’re always up and about.”

	In the middle of the lower tier of Serrano, an enormous central pillar rose up into the sky. A load-bearing monument of concrete and steel beams, it also housed several government offices, and a path to the upper tiers of the station. Thirty stories up, there was a furnished but unused office for the Mayor of the lower tier. South-facing, the office had an enormous reinforced glass window that provided an unfolding view of the sprawl, all the way out to the dark blue glass bubbles sealing off the ships in the port. There was a certain atmosphere provided by the dark steel buildings, winding grey roads and dim yellow light, and the view of the ocean as the true horizon, that inspired an ominous feeling in the occupants.

	Admiral Champeaux-Challigne whistled, staring at the port berths in the distance. All that dark water outside, it was like a television screen displaying a yawning void. “It makes me think like, if there was an explosive decompression event, and I was staring right here, I’d see the water pour in, at least for a moment. Right? This office wouldn’t be the first place to be destroyed. For a few seconds–“

	“Quit being so morbid. And don’t let your imagination run this wild in front of anyone else. They’ll think you’re not taking this seriously. Serrano is not going to flood yet, so get used to the responsibility.”

	“I’m not goofing off! I’m just thinking, you know? We don’t have stations like this in the Union.”

	Accompanying the dog-eared Loup Marceau Laverne De Champeaux-Challigne was the cat-eared Shimii admiral Nadia Al-Oraibi. She was shorter, and less statuesque and cut as the Loup beside her, with dark brown skin and messy black hair down to the shoulder, a contrast to Marceau’s olive skin and blond hair. Her ears and tail were light brown and fluffy, while Marceau’s were stiff, tall and dark, her tail bristly. Their green uniforms were same, however, and even resplendent with the same freshly unpacked medals. They had been awarded the People’s Valorous Commendation and the Meritorious Service Award, the first steps in the chain of awards that culminated with the prestigious “Hero of the Socialist Union.”

	After the operation, the only admiral awarded “Hero of the Socialist Union” was Kolokotronis.

	“Nadia, as the new Military Governor of Serrano, I’m appointing you to lead the regional defense.”

	“How selfish.”

	“What? You’re just the best person for the job! I demand you accept, I absolutely demand it.”

	Nadia threw Marceau a skeptical look as they walked around the office.

	“I’m not sure you have the authority you think you do.”

	“You’re the one who is misinformed. I confirmed everything with the Premier personally over video call.”

	“So you are allowed to appoint personnel in Serrano?”

	“I am! So what do you say? I’ll help you: say yes! We can work closely together.”

	Marceau gave Nadia a big warm smile. In turn, the cat avoided her gaze and acted aloof.

	Upon further inspection they found that the office was not just south-facing, it wrapped around the entire building column with glass doors leading to different sections. There was a room with a desk, a room with couches, a room with a long table with several seats, computers in each room, and a labeled break room which was locked down. Everything was separated by glass dividers with sliding doors except the break room, which had solid walls around the door. Marceau and Nadia stared at it quizzically.

	“I don’t see a keycard reader. Do you?” Marceau asked.

	“No. This one is locked with a traditional key. There must be something good behind it.” Nadia mused.

	Marceau stepped forward, slid her hand into the recessed well for the door latch and tugged on it.

	It did not budge an inch.

	There was indeed a keyhole in the well, for a physical key to operate the circular lock.

	“We have master keys, but obviously for digital card reader locks. Not something like this.” 

	Nadia stepped forward and peered into the hole.

	“Oh well.”

	“Not ‘oh well’. I won’t give up so easily while these Imperial bastards hoard things. Stand back from it.”

	“Marceau, it’s a steel door–“

	Nadia did step aside, and just in time for Marceau to throw a brutal front kick at the door.

	Her boot crashed into the center of the door, and the plasterboard wall adjacent to the door, into which it had set, fractured catastrophically, and the entire apparatus of the door collapsed inward. With an enormous crash, the slider and the well into which the door slid, all of it toppled with the wall spilling into the room. Nadia stared at this, speechless. A door was only as secure as the walls around it, she supposed.

	“Are you really a Loup? Are you sure you’re not actually a Katarran?”

	“Hah! Don’t underestimate the physical feats a determined Loup woman can achieve.”

	Neither of them wanted to examine whether anything else in this office was held up by cheap plasterboard. They peered through the devastation that Marceau had caused, and found what appeared to be a well-stocked private breakroom. Some furniture had been destroyed by the collapsing door, but critically, the liquor cabinet at the back was untouched. There were wine glasses, and some accoutrements like citrus juices and sugar syrup for mixing cocktails. Marceau stepped over the door with great relish.

	“Look at this! We’ve got grape wine, we’ve got corn whiskey, we’ve got sugar beet rum!” 

	Marceau loudly went through the available liquor. She set down the rum and two glasses, and poured.

	“Mighty presumptuous of you.” Nadia mumbled.

	“Aww, c’mon. It’s not haram if it’s rum, right? I purposely didn’t pick the wine even though it’s nicer.”

	Nadia finally exposed the slightest little smile. Without a word, she walked forward and took her glass.

	“A toast, to the socialist heroes!”

	Marceau lead the toast, and the two of them gently tapped their glasses together and drank.

	Nadia took a sip, while Marceau downed the entire glass.

	“Ahh! C’est magnifique! That asshole mayor doesn’t know what he missed out on here!”

	In actuality, the previous mayor operated out of his house in the upper tier of Serrano and there was no record that he had ever been in his office here. This office was symbolic, a place to look down upon the rabble if he so chose, or a place where the rabble could look up and perhaps, imagine to themselves that he was there watching. Like him, but for different reasons, Marceau was not so sure she should use it.

	She did not like the metaphorical optics of it and she was not sure she liked the physical optics either.

	“Perhaps I will govern out of a boat instead. My Broceliande will be in port, after all.” Marceau said.

	“Then why did you drag me out here with you to inspect it?” Nadia protested.

	In the next moment, Marceau’s arm struck the wall next to her, and the Loup leaned forward, such that she was looming over Nadia and had her pinned to the wall. Her knee moved between the Shimii’s legs. Marceau licked her lips, and her tail wagged incessantly in the air. Nadia met her fiery gaze and did not once waver, as Marceau’s face neared hers, and the Loup began to nuzzle her neck and hold her tight.

	“So we could be alone for a while, of course.” Marceau whispered, her voice tantalizingly low and deep.

	“Perhaps I will stay a while then.” Nadia said, releasing a warm breath over Marceau’s hungry lips.

	Marceau grinned violently and lifted Nadia to the wall by her leg with one hand, as the other began exploring. Kissing her so hungrily it muffled the few moaning protests, biting her neck and shoulder, her fingers tracing Nadia’s belly and beginning to undo her pants– Marceau made of her Shimii companion what she would. With nothing to cover the sight of them, but no one to see or hear the devouring.

	A few hours later, Nadia returned to her docked flagship, wearing a bodysuit with her uniform that covered up to the neck, down to the wrists– more than usual, several gossips quickly took notice.

	Marceau stayed the night in the building, drinking, relaxing, and basking fully naked by the wall-wide window in the main office. She decided to keep the office after all, even if the view was a bit eerie.

	Nadia Al-Oraibi would be meeting with her frequently now, as the admiral in command of the Defense Forces of the Serrano Military District, which would be headed by Marceau Laverne De Champeaux Challigne as military governor. Though Nadia acted aloof toward the post, several staffers close to her did notice that she began going about her task with a greater spring in her step than the preceding days.

	That office would become something special for them in the coming weeks.

	A little place where they could escape the flood of bleak stories coming from everywhere in Serrano.

	Even if only for a few hours on a few nights.

	A little slice of heaven, of their own making, within the hell they struggled to set right.

	

	

	“Everyone has to do a little social service sometimes! Even a big hero like you, Klob.”

	“Okay, but is this really the kind of work I should be doing? Maybe I should be out on patrol instead.”

	In the middle of Parrilla Park in the eastern end of Serrano’s lower tier, with the steel sky and sunlamps overhead, surrounded by tall, gloomy buildings, a group of pilots that had fought against the Volkisch with the Union’s Fleet Combat Group C were now unloading crates from the back of an electric truck. They had meal packs drawn from Navy stocks that consisted of wrapped square biscuits, vegetable and soy bullion for soup, peanut butter in foil packs and chewable vitamins. In addition, they would be taking down the names of people who needed accommodations or services, or whose buildings had faulty water or temperature systems, which they promised to fix once they knew the scope of the problems.

	Around the edge of the park there was a small group of civilians watching them set up the goods. Slowly they began to feel more comfortable wandering onto the park grass, where the pilots were setting up.

	“Please wait until we’ve fully unloaded! Then we’ll begin distribution in an orderly fashion! Thank you!”

	Among those pilots was a girl widely considered the Ace of FCG-C during Operation Tenable, the katarran Klob Hondros. A round-faced girl with mottled golden-brown skin and dark beige hair cut to the shoulder and collected into two short tails in the back of her head. Her ears were shaped like the fins of a lionfish, with a pair of black slightly curling horns poking out from under her hair on the sides of her head. With her pleasantly round belly and thick legs and soft arms, she was a pretty, young girl, a true ‘maiden.’

	This maiden, however, had destroyed 8 Volkers in Thassal, and an additional 6 and 2 Jagd recently.

	Dressed in her combat suit with a uniform greatcoat worn loosely over it, the people of Serrano did not know her accolades at all, and so to them, she was like anyone else who could be distributing aid in the city. They did not know she was a big deal likely about to receive her “Hero of the Socialist Union” medal.

	Meanwhile the young woman at the head of the pilots was Klob’s superior officer, Lieutenant Zvesda Petrovich, who had a bright expression, her curly blond hair bobbing about as she floated between the steadily forming crowd of civilians and the pilots unloading the crates, checking and marking things off on a portable terminal and assuring everyone that nobody would leave without their food pack. 

	Klob stared at her with a gloomy expression while bringing down crates from the truck and setting them down wherever she felt like. All of Klob’s crates were visibly set to the sides or even nowhere near the pile that everyone was building. Rather than being annoyed with her, everyone seemed amused with her visibly petulant behavior, and continued to humor her doing everything wrong throughout the unloading.

	“I thought Katarrans were supposed to be super strong?” one of the other pilots teased her.

	In response, Klob picked up a 10 kg crate of ration packs with one hand and lifted it over her shoulder.

	She puffed her cheeks up in frustration. “It’s not about being strong! I shouldn’t be doing this job!”

	Zvesda walked up behind Klob and patted her on the back. “We all have to do our part. I know it’s not in our job description, but it’s important for soldiers to show the people that we’re here to help them.”

	Klob was well aware that she was being unreasonable, but she didn’t want to be out here.

	She wanted to be back on the ship, sleeping and reading comic books until it was time to fight again.

	“I don’t want to lift crates. Let me do security or something.”

	“You’re not with security, Klob. If you want a different job, you’ll help me with handing out packs.”

	“No! That’s even worse!” 

	Her petulance was thus punished — Klob would get to sit by the side of the truck during the unloading but she would have to personally hand out ration packs with that annoying ball of sunshine Zvesda. And so the situation developed that standing next to the orderly pile of aid goods, there was on one side a bright, smiling and cheerful Volgian girl and the other a gloomy Katarran with a friendless look to her.

	People lined up for the food aid– all kinds of people. There were people whom Klob would have referred to as exceedingly normal, wearing ordinary work clothes and casual clothes in various styles. They did not look like they were experiencing hardship, but that was not for Klob to decide. They had a database that tracked who received food, and everyone was entitled to the same amount. As such, Klob silently handed a pack to a man in a suit, and then handed one to a woman in a vinyl hoodie and sweatpants, and also handed food to bowed, shabby-looking folks with old or dirty clothes, no shoes, shaking hands.

	Among the latter group, one particular pair, a woman and her little son, caught Klob’s attention.

	When they stepped forward, she picked out two packs from the stack and handed them over.

	Her eyes lingered for a moment. 

	“What do you say to the lady?” The mother admonished her child.

	“Thank you ma’am!” Said the child. “We haven’t eaten this good in days! Solceanos bless all of you!”

	“Indeed, thank you.” 

	That clearly tired woman offered the tiniest smile, and Klob felt like, it was the most smiling she could do.

	Klob had never seen anything like this. 

	She had not grown up on a Katarran ship, so she was a pure Union kid.

	Intellectually, she was aware that there was hardship like this but–

	It was hard to parse– surreal to witness.

	“It’s okay. I’m glad you’re getting to eat.” Klob said back in a small, bashful voice.

	After Klob handed her the food, Zvesda noticed her and the child and called them over.

	“Ma’am, are you houseless? Let’s put your name down here, and write down somewhere that we can find you regularly. We’re trying to get everyone roomed somewhere as soon as possible.” She said.

	In this way, they handed out food and took down a couple dozen names of houseless people.

	Throughout, Klob felt something eerie. It was a feeling like–

	–like she felt when she killed people.

	A surreal sense that things shouldn’t be this way. A tiny piece of her heart and soul breaking.

	Mute yearning for a better world that wouldn’t be– not just from killing a few enemy pilots.

	And maybe, not even from just handing ration packs to a few people.

	But both– both were duties that had to be taken. Little steps forward. She had to tell herself that.

	After a few hours, the truck was empty and Zvesda’s terminal was full of names and pictures.

	They would be driving the truck back to port, and coordinating with the intelligence personnel from Marceau Laverne De Champeaux Challigne’s flagship Broceliande and Nadia Al Oraibi’s flagship, the Shamshir. Both of these docked Cruisers had been tapped into the station’s CCTV and other data and people tracking gear in order to coordinate relief efforts. After reporting back the pilots would be told where else they were needed. They might unload goods at the port itself using their Divers, or they might set up a first aid station, or directly distribute aid, or go on patrol in electric bikes around the city– they weren’t needed for active blue water warfighting, so they were doing odd jobs all day instead.

	“Klob, you’re looking a bit spacey. Is everything ok? It wasn’t so bad, was it?” Zvesda asked.

	Klob had been standing with her arms crossed, her back against the side of the truck, sighing.

	“I just don’t get it.” 

	“Hmm? What’s wrong?”

	Klob shot Zvesda a serious look.

	“How come that kid didn’t have any food? I mean– that’s just a kid. It’s not like he can work for food. Kids just get food, or– I thought they did. It doesn’t make sense to me for a kid to go hungry. And the mom, I don’t get it either. She’s old and I thought she might be sick, even if she didn’t want to say. So why–?”

	“We grew up like that, but it was different here.” Zvesda replied. “They didn’t just give food away here.”

	“But you need it to live. You need to eat or you can’t even work. What did they expect them to do?”

	Zvesda smiled at her. “You have a really big heart Klob. Channel it into doing what you can to help.”

	Klob puffed up her cheeks. “Bah. You’re just making fun of me. But I’m seriously concerned.”

	Zvesda patted her on the back for comfort. There was no good answer she could give.

	From that point, until she was recalled to the Union for an award ceremony, Klob did start putting in even more time than anyone else helping distribute aid and helping people get housed. There was no notable change in her gloomy demeanor or her distaste for dealing with crowds or with jobs she wasn’t meant to do– but it seemed like she had decided one day that helping in Serrano was something meant for her.

	This would be cited in her commendation ceremony– but Klob didn’t think it was anything laudable.

	Much like her piloting, it was the little bit that she could do to make a fragment of the world she wanted.

	

	

	“Congratulations on your great success, Premier. We are now embroiled in a war.”

	“Perhaps, but our territory has expanded by an almost an additional third.”

	“Wastelands, a station that’s one giant slush fund, and an extremely contaminated Abyss.”

	“And a good few million more people to welcome to the communist fold. Don’t forget it, Nagavanshi.”

	In the Premier’s office at Mount Raja, Parvati Nagavanshi had entered through the automatic door and with a blank expression and monotone voice, began clapping slowly as she walked the carpet toward the desk of Bhavani Jayasankar, who watched her approach with an equally stony expression. Bhavani pushed aside the monitor near her face completely off to the side of her desk, and flipped a switch to raise a chair from the floor for Nagavanshi to sit on. Nagavanshi walked up beside the chair and stood the entire time.

	“You know I prefer to stand.” Nagavanshi said.

	“One of these days I’m going to make you sit down.” Bhavani said threateningly.

	“I’m looking forward to it, Premier.”

	They gave each other a smoldering gaze before transitioning neatly to their business.

	“There is thankfully less of a fog of war than we thought.” Nagavanshi began. “We managed to reestablish communication with all involved fleet combat groups pretty quickly, and Serrano and Ajillo stations are now connected to our laser relay. There’s a bit of a bandwidth choke at Cascabel because the equipment there is in disrepair. But we are working on that, and it should not be a problem in the near future.”

	“What are our losses looking like?” Bhavani asked.

	Nagavanshi was stoic.

	“Minimal. In the realm of small pockets of grief, rather than statistics. Don’t concern yourself.” She said.

	“Are any units still actively involved in combat?” 

	“Not that I am aware of. Admiral Nadia Al-Oraibi is engaged in laying down a minefield between Serrano and the Yucatan as well as the approaches to Rhinea. Our defenses should be completed in a week, and the unit is in a combat posture until then, but we don’t expect a Volkisch retaliation. Everything they could spare from their frontline with the Royal Alliance was already in place in Serrano.” Nagavanshi said.

	“I would not underestimate the fascist drive to glorious self-destruction.” Bhavani said. “Reinforce the fleet laying down our defenses. It’s not like anything will come from the Khaybar or the Vekan directions. We also can’t appear too certain of ourselves, or it will become evident to the Volkisch we have a direct line to their plans. They should see us acting a little paranoid for now to sell the uncertainty.”

	“As you wish, Premier. I will relay the orders to Naval HQ.” Nagavanshi replied.

	“How is the humanitarian situation?” Bhavani asked.

	Nagavanshi’s countenance darkened a little. “Worse than we imagined, but not impossible to deal with.”

	Upon the completion of the main combat objectives of Operation Tenable, Serrano underwent a political purge. Elected officials, wealthy businessmen, all previous security and police forces, and the heads of ministries and important departments were detained indefinitely. Union commissars, logistics personnel and various functionaries who had been accompanying the combat fleets arrived at the station, along with three troopships carrying 5000 Marines and their supplies to begin occupation duties. 

	While the work began to set up a Union-aligned government, the occupiers cooperated with existing lower level public workers in Serrano wherever possible, and only replaced them if they were completely unreliable politically. The occupation had the immediate task of collecting vital data on the station, such as demographics and economic data, in order to plug them into the Union’s supply chain as soon as possible. It was a monumental task that went much smoother with Serrano’s own experts aboard.

	In the process, the Union occupation began to piece together recent events for Serrano Station.

	Since the occupation of the Yucatan Gulf by the Royal Alliance, Serrano station had gone from having access to a functional industrial base including three major mining stations, a handful of civilian stations with productive industry in textiles and other consumer goods, a shipyard and steelworks for heavy industry, and four agri-spheres– to having access to a single local agri-sphere, Ancho, and the local production in Serrano. This shock caused a spiraling economic catastrophe for the station.

	Serrano attempted to deal with the Royal Alliance for the purchase of needed goods, but the Royal Alliance needed nothing material from Serrano, so they could make extortionary financial demands. All Serrano really had was money, as the financial and political hub of Sverland, and money was all that the Royal Alliance wanted, as they had been raising morale among their troops and mercenaries with lavish bonuses. Rather than meet these demands Serrano chose to deal with the Volkisch instead.

	In the meantime, capitalism ground on. Prices went up, and the market shock was particularly used by landlords to raise rents. Motivations ranged variously from anticipation of market hardships due to rising prices in other goods, to simply wanting to be rid of undesirable Serrano tenants in the hopes they might house richer Rhinean residents if a deal with the Volkisch came through. Houselessness in Serrano rose steadily for the past few weeks to a whopping 20%. Then, when the masses of the poor on the streets became unsightly, Serrano engaged in beating them out of the business districts with police violence.

	In the lead up to the arrival of the Volkisch there were a few small incidences of “looting,” as defined by the former government, but once brutal Volkisch-backed patrols began to publically attack people in Serrano resistance became increasingly quiet. Most of the public violence that had ensued during the recent events was caused by the Volkisch and their collaborators within the station, as well as by local and state level police forces. When the Volkisch were put to flight by the Union there were renewed, relatively brief incidences of rioting, looting and revenge killings among civilians, but for the most part, the station’s population tried to keep their heads down, ignore the violence and privation around them, and simply get to their homes, if they had any, as fast as possible. Union troops instituted curfews for a few days, but once aid began rolling out to the public, the incidences of violence disappeared almost entirely.

	For those who could afford increasingly irrational prices for housing, the supply of goods, particularly food and medicine, became their pain point. Serrano had a very modest manufacturing capacity, and most of it focused on luxury finished goods, particularly food products and high end textiles. Most people worked in service and gratuity sectors. Meanwhile Ancho station, the Union occupiers discovered, supplied exclusively fresh food with a 20% post-harvest loss rate. Their auxiliary technology focused on packaging and shipping such foods as quickly and as a fresh as possible to Rhinea and the Palatine. Even so, they also often accepted as much as a 15% loss of product at point of sale and distribution as well.

	They had remarkably few canneries, very little in the way of drying equipment and curing supplies, they had no facilities for making use of byproducts. In short they had completely pivoted to selling expensive fresh food while accepting every bit of the wastage that came from this– for the Union, which had a strict 0% harvest loss policy, this was an outrageous state of affairs. Preservation supplies and gear were rapidly requested from the Union, hoping to beat the next harvest cycle which was coming in weeks. In the meantime, the Union confiscated and saved whatever food goods they could. In some cases, large quantities of vegetables about to go bad on the vine were picked by Union soldiers and cooked with improvised methods, such as blasting makeshift racks with the heat exhaust from Divers in dry air.

	In the Union, agri-spheres were home to a lifestyle in itself. Access to more food, immediately, the ability to cook one’s own food, and being able to live among nature to a certain degree, were marketed as perks of the job, and people were paid more in accommodation, rationing, and other social benefits, than what their stagnant Union credit wage really suggested. In Serrano, however, Agri-Sphere work was low paid work for desperate people who had access to nothing else. The living conditions were miserable, and they had no benefits whatsoever. There were few hands in Ancho, and they were not happy with their working conditions. With the folding of the Serrano government, they wanted to be anywhere but Ancho, which represented additional headaches for the Union occupation authority. For the immediate moment the occupation authority abolished rents and debts, which brought a lot of relief to the farm workers.

	Lovers of fresh foods in Serrano were in for a rude awakening. The Union would simply not accept the large scale waste which fresh food export would entail, and the market pressures that governed it. They had no profit incentive to make such niche goods for the markup they entailed in the Imbrian market. Ancho station would have to be geared toward growing high-yield Union GMO crops for large-scale distribution and preservation. It would be a laborious undertaking, but not an impossible one.

	In Serrano itself, under orders from Admiral Kolokotronis and later Admiral Champeaux-Challigne, a rationing system was implemented. There was an immediate freeze on cash transactions. All storefronts were inspected and commandeered, supplies were tallied and earmarked. People were encouraged to visit their same shops as before for their food and goods, but they would receive a certain amount of items, and there would be no buying and selling. All fresh food which would’ve gone bad was cooked and handed out in whatever way made sense, often in an ad hoc fashion. All food which was scheduled to be thrown out was reevaluated and disbursed immediately where possible or eaten by occupation soldiers, for whom stale bread and slightly browning fruit was nothing new or particularly unappealing. 

	Needs began to be identified, and particular attention was placed to what would need to be brought in from the Union. Serrano’s biggest import need was in medicine, particularly medicines for chronic conditions, which were under-produced and highly marked up in the local economy. Even as the Union began to set up the occupation authority, people were dying of relapsing chronic diseases for lack of medicines. Fluids, oxygen and blood for hospitals were in chronically short supply, particularly due to recent spikes in violence and illness, and the Fleet could only donate so much from their own stocks. 

	Bhavani listened to the unfolding explanation with a variety of facial expressions, while Nagavanshi frequently handed her a portable terminal with numbers and graphics on the screen depicting all the findings of the Union functionaries. Capitalist economy in Serrano had essentially collapsed, which was a boon to the Union because there was less of it for them to visibly destroy by their own hand, allowing the station to more easily accept communist integration in the future– or so the planners hoped. 

	But materially, Serrano would be a charity case for the Union for some time, which would bite deep into the surplus stocks of food and goods that the Union was building up, as well as its ambitions to build a deeper and broader reserve against famine. This would be compounded if the decision was made to halt construction on a new agri-sphere and its attendant bulk haulers in order to develop more warships. 

	“Who was put in charge?” Bhavani asked. Nagavanshi showed her a picture on her portable.

	A light-haired, dog-eared woman, tail furiously wagging, delivering a big speech in a Serrano park.

	“Admiral Marceau Laverne De Champeaux-Challigne. Fleet Admiral Kolokotronis is scheduled to return to the Union soon for the big victory lap, and the fleet wanted an ethnic minority to be visibly in charge, as a counterpoint to the Volkisch sympathies exhibited by the previous station authorities.” Nagavanshi said.

	“Yes, that woman is one ethnic minority who will be incredible visible. Incredibly loud, too.” Bhavani said.

	She said this with a bit of fondness in her voice and a knowing tone.

	Nagavanshi put on a little smile. “She’ll do a fantastic job. She has empathy and irrepressible drive, which is what we need from the political leadership. Everything else is being handled by a legion of analysts.”

	Having gone over the whole story, and after a brief discussion of the numbers in greater detail, Premier Bhavani Jayasankar could do nothing but heave a long sigh at the situation they got themselves into.

	“This is pretty grim, but we knew from the get-go that it was going to be bad.” Bhavani said.

	Nagavanshi nodded. “It makes us look magnanimous, however. Just think of it– the capitalists abandoned this place, but the gentle hand of communism will save them from starvation and take them from living in gutters to having rooms and clean clothes. It’ll make for good domestic propaganda.”

	“Speaking of which, what are we doing about the press?” Bhavani asked.

	“All state media has been given the appropriate level of information and access.” Nagavanshi said.

	“We’re not being too hamfisted about it, are we?” Bhavani asked.

	“They’re not being told what to say. They are simply being given a treasure trove of heavily on-message information which they can sort through and make stories about in their own voices. I think that should be acceptable? If it were up to me alone, they would only be reporting approved talking points.”

	“If it were up to you we wouldn’t have a press. But it’s a valuable asset, if you know how to manage it.”

	“Look at you, giving the people a bit of democracy and free press as a yummy little treat.”

	“Don’t be such a brat unless you’re looking to get disciplined, Parvati.”

	“At any rate. We have also approved a few specific media figures to travel to Serrano to report on the conditions there. We are not using war messaging, but calling the prior events a special operation.” 

	“Good. Calling it a war would needlessly raise the hackles of all the old codgers in the Councils.”

	“Speaking of those codgers, we are collating reactions and developing lists with regards to the Councils.”

	“Good girl. We are about to transition to the homefront phase of the special operation.”

	Bhavani winked at Nagavanshi, who, her expression still entirely deadpan, winked back.

	“My vote to retain is coming up. But I don’t fancy being voted on in some joke election.” Bhavani said.

	Nagavanshi raised her brows. “You don’t like your numbers? It’s not like there are any strong contenders.”

	“I’ve floated the idea by you before, why are you surprised? How does Grand Marshal Jayasankar sound?”

	“You needn’t scan my expression so suspiciously. Of course I am always going to support you.”

	Bhavani smiled. “Everything is going to get ugly and complicated. Are you really so sure?”

	Nagavanshi fixed her eyes directly on her Premier. “I told you before. We’ll burn in hell together.”

	“I appreciate the devotion, but I wish you’d be so optimistic as to say we’re deserving of heaven.”

	The Commissar-General’s cloak billowed a little as she took a few quick steps to the Premier’s desk.

	She leaned over it, looking her even closer in the eyes. No on else had ever seen Nagavanshi so close.

	“To the class that got to define heaven, people like us can only belong in hell.” She said.

	Without word, Bhavani took hold of the back of her head and drew her in, kissing her long and deep.

	 


II.5 “Awaiting the Storm”

	“I hope I did not keep you waiting too long.”

	“What are you talking about? You’re right on time as always.”

	“Oh! Look at that– I could have sworn I’d disappoint you this year.”

	“Of course not. I had complete confidence in you.”

	New Karach Station had declared there would be a simulated rain in the park and some commercial tiers of the station that day. Simulated rains were infrequent, because they annoyed ordinary station-goers, but it was viewed as a valuable way to keep people in touch with nature and its volatility. For Shimii, who made up most of New Karach’s population, there was a unique importance to weather simulations. It was a way to remind themselves of the acts of God, which could be seen in deep readings of their religious literature. Such literature was fragmentary, much of it having been lost in the tumult of history, but it did mention things like sunshine, clouds, rain. It was important to do what they could to experience these things that God had meant for them, to subject themselves to natural adversity with a sense of humility.

	In Martyr’s Park, which had been built around the Union Shimii’s memorial cemetery, the rain was also meant to inspire mourning that day. Water came down from the high ceiling of the broad tier that encompassed the park, with an artificial hill overlooking a plain of grass intercut by a concrete path through the gravestones. None of the graves contained actual remains, but that did not matter. 

	There was a single large tree in the middle of the park, and it was real, not in a bubble or kept alive by machines, it was real, carefully tended, and on that day, buffeting gently in the simulated breeze that drove the rain at an angle. It was pouring rain, the ceiling elements cycling desalinated water in large amounts for the task. It was the birthday of Movlid Omarov, a hero of the Union’s Shimii, so on that day, the sky was weeping. He who had been first to break his shackles, and whose next action, was to break the shackles of his neighbor, and the neighbor after that, until he had freed scores of his kin.

	On that day, Bhavani had dressed in as fine a vest and pants as she owned, took up a parasol from a rack in the elevator, and after traveling the winding cemetery path in Martyr’s park, she arrived at Omarov’s simple grave in a corner of the park. There were already stacks of handmade gifts left to him.

	At the grave she joined Omarov’s daughter and sole remaining relation, Milana Omarova. 

	A tall woman, light brown skinned with long, golden blond-brown hair and dark orange eyes, standing under her own parasol, dressed in a ruffled green synthetic cape over her chest and back, beneath which was a Union navy uniform. On her hip, she had a holster for a diamond sabre, with an LED in the handle indicating battery power for the chainsaw motor. Her tail necessitated its own multi-section plastic covering to avoid the rain, because it was very large and very fluffy, a trait which all of her family and many displaced Volgian Shimii shared. For this occasion, she wore very light red cosmetics.

	Milana was younger than Jayasankar by over a decade, having been a teen in the revolution. She was in her prime, lean, long-limbed, with a good figure and beautiful smile which she brandished as they met. Despite everything, she was like a ray of sunshine, full of energy, shining in the heavy rainfall.

	“As-salamu alaykum!” 

	“Greetings, Milana.”

	Bhavani had thought she might have been late, but Milana assured her she was right on time for their yearly ritual. With everything else happening, Bhavani really had to fight to set aside the time to visit New Karach. That very night, she would have to be on a ship bound for Sevastopol Station to headline Maya Kolokotronis’ award ceremony. From there she had to meet with the Shipbuilders Union in Daman Station, and travel to Lyser to gather all the stakeholders for a final decision on the agricultural program. Then she would be going back to Solstice to prepare to fight out the Supreme Soviet’s “Motion to Retain” in the coming weeks. Milana would actually be joining her on some of these excursions, at least.

	After all, she was the leader of the “Omarovist” Shimii brigade loyal to Jayasankar.

	So she and her father were always worth the visit. It was an event both heartfelt and convenient.

	Once they exchanged their initial pleasantries, the two of them paid their respects.

	Milana went down to her knees in front of the grave, holding the parasol with one hand.

	With the other, she rubbed her fingers over the smooth carving, displacing water from over it.

	“These are chaotic times, father. Death and duty hang over us, as they loomed large over you and your generation. I have been thinking about you throughout. I know that I will surmount these challenges, because it is of course nothing like the suffering our ancestors endured, and I am thankful for their deeds, the same as I am thankful for yours. We miss you dearly, but Allah, subhana watala, saw fit to relieve you of duty, with your work done. All I can ask is for you to smile on us. We’ll find our way, by the grace of the most exalted and merciful.” Milana smiled, her bushy tail gently waving behind her. “Bhavani has visited again this year too, of course; and aren’t we blessed? Does she not look gorgeous as usual?”

	Bhavani knelt down next to Milana, in front of the grave. She remained quiet, reserving her thoughts as a non-believer in the Shimii religion. For “Mahdist” Shimii, there was an element of positive reflection to visiting graves. Milana did not come to this grave to cry, as Bhavani might have cried and screamed and shouted on the graves of her parents– but to seek strength and the example of her father as a living man who lived right and took care of his family and his duties. It did not matter that Omarov had died unjustly.

	Milana did not cry, and her tone of voice was always moderated, as if speaking respectfully to a man who was still in her presence. The way she controlled herself and kept positive was truly inspirational.

	After paying their respects, Milana recited a prayer, and then they left the cemetery together.

	On the way back, Bhavani became curious about her attitude and tried to air her interest.

	“I had to keep silent, because when I think about what happened to him it burns me up.” She said.

	“I’m glad you kept quiet then. You know it’s not a time for that today.”

	“I do know. But how do you maintain such an iron will? You didn’t even shed a tear.”

	Milana glanced at Bhavani with a little smile. “I put everyone in a grave who deserved it. Their families mourn them and their deeds now. It’s not me who needs to be thinking about it. What do I have to be sad about the past for? I will be killing for the rest of my life, but when it comes to my family affairs, I’ve paid back the blood and ended the feuds. There is no use thinking about my father’s killers anymore.”

	Bhavani smiled back. “You’re a uniquely strong individual, even for your family. I hope you know that.”

	Scary girl. I did help her with that killing, so at least I don’t have anything to worry about there.

	“Will you stay for the procession? At 01600. There’ll be songs and cheering.” Milana said.

	Bhavani smiled, with a bit of guilt. “I’m afraid I am too busy this year. I would love to, but–“

	“Then you must at least stay for a meal.” Milana said. “We can talk about whatever business then too.”

	She just knew; Bhavani always had some ulterior motive.

	“Sorry, sorry,” Bhavani said, in a sing-song voice, before switching to a more neutral register, “I can’t help but have business everywhere I go. I hardly have time to just bask in good company anymore.”

	“I understand perfectly well. I appreciate the visit, you know. We all love you here, Bhavani.”

	Milana gave her a playful little punch in the shoulder and smiled brightly.

	She meant the visit; but not only these visits. Bhavani had visited often.

	Among other things, these visits led to the building of three Mosques and several other amenities.

	“I am flattered as always, Milana. This is the most homey place I ever have a chance to visit.”

	“I’m glad you think so. Not much has happened since your last visit, but let me take you around anyway.”

	Bhavani smiled and nodded in acknowledgment, and Milana led the way to the elevator.

	New Karach Station was a multi-section pillar on the border between Ferris and Lyser. Set into a rocky crater 1500 meters below the surface, it was initially an excavation hub for mining, and had both above ground and below ground facilities. Crucially, the yields were mediocre. It was only Shimii slave labor that made it profitable for Imperial companies to dig here. Brutally exploiting free labor for construction and extraction allowed the Empire to settle down anywhere. But once the Union overturned colonial rule, New Karach was made into a habitation that would allow the Shimii within to lead dignified lives. There was no point mining here, but the people of New Karach needed homes, and wanted to retain their community.

	There was one habitat, an enormous dice cube shaped structure, positioned above the seafloor, but it was the size of four habitation blocks of other Union stations stacked together and astride. When the station was founded, the Shimii were crammed into the underground section of the station while the Imbrian colonists and officers lived in discrete sections above them, with luxurious amenities. The Shimii were moved to these sections, which were overhauled to allow more people to live in them. Thereby, no Shimii lived entirely underground anymore, a symbolic victory for the residents. The underground habitat was converted into commercial spaces, that housed state-owned distribution centers, co-op shops, several mosques, and other amenities, such as schools, clubs, theaters, plazas, sports fields, among other things.

	There was also the large “industrial” section underground where the Shimii retained the equipment left behind by the Empire. They gave the mining equipment to the Union for use elsewhere, but kept the imperial assembly line and manufacturing. They focused on producing finished goods with materials ferried in by the Union. They spun synthetic textiles and manufactured things like plates, mugs and cutlery with Synthestitchers, and built complex parts for ships and computers using Ferristitchers. 

	New Karach manufactured weapons too. Reportedly the best AK-pattern rifles in the Union!

	There was also a massive underground dock at 2000 meters depth for commercial and industrial traffic, accessible by several hatches and tunnels on the exterior of the New Karach crater. A section of the port had become the headquarters of the “Omarov brigade” and its associated Fleet Combat Group.

	Martyr’s Park was above all of this, at the highest level of the station, closest to God.

	When they left the elevator, they walked through one of the commercial areas. It was the newest one, slowly built in place of a decommissioned prison section. Bhavani and Milana arrived at a multi-story interior pavilion, each story linked by elevators and staircases. There were several spaces all of which were colorful, brightly lit with LEDs and displaying signs and banners, some of which were animated. 

	Directly from the elevator, Bhavani could see study hall where several dozen Shimii were gathered on mats, learning scripture and the Fusha language together, and practicing song-like prayers; there was a co-op “Shawarma” shop; a state-owned clothing and laundry center; a large food court that occupied several “lots” in the commercial area by itself; and a messenger station where people could get help connecting to long distance friends or relatives, or pick up physical mail if they received any.

	They were on the second tier, so they could look over the railings and see the plaza below, which was being used as a football field. There was a heated match underway between rival clubs from the station and their supporters and banners were gathered on either side — it was quite lively.

	“It feels like every time I come here it’s more active. It’s very positive.” Bhavani said.

	Milana nodded. “It’s not all fun and fancy, but we’re thriving compared to how it was.”

	Everywhere Bhavani turned there were people, out on walks, eating, praying, reading, diving into the clubs for live music or dance. Everywhere she turned there were fluffy cat ears and gently swaying tails as well. There were over 300,000 civilians inhabiting this station, mostly Shimii, and near entirely Mahdist Shimii. Milana showed her around, pointing out a few new venues that had been received state licenses recently; boasting about the taste of the local biostitched shawarma, almost like real meat she said; explaining the football club rivalries. People recognized her along the way gave her their blessings.

	“Commander, may the favor of the almighty be with you.”

	“Commander! Praying for your good health!”

	“Thank you for your visit Commander!”

	Bhavani smiled. “My, my– you’re quite popular.”

	“I’m on local TV frequently.” Milana replied, as if trying to brush it off.

	As they wound their way through, they picked up food to go, and walked back to an elevator, crossing again in front of the study hall. There was no music, but the prayers were so melodic by themselves that it felt like there was song. Even though they were young amateurs learning, it still sounded beautiful to Bhavani’s ears. Inside the study hall there was a big banner with a symbol in Al-Fusha, the Shimii “High Language.” Bhavani recognized the shape: it represented the “Mahdi,” a legendary Shimii figure who was admired as the savior and ruler of the first underwater Shimii civilization in the far past. It was not permissible to depict the Mahdi as a person, so he appeared only as these written characters.

	All Shimii believed the same origin story: a grand figure known as the Mahdi revealed himself at the hour of the Shimii’s almost assured demise during the destruction of the surface world, and shepherded them to the ocean. He became their first king, and along with his companions, established life underwater. “Mahdist” Shimii were unique in that they believed that the legendary Mahdi had been betrayed, and that the following Caliphs, Shimii kings, distorted his dying wishes and perverted the religion to seize power.

	Due to these firebrand beliefs, the Union had to be delicate in how they treated the community.

	“Milana, if I may be so bold as to ask–“

	When they returned to the elevator, and the doors closed, shutting the sound of the prayers, Bhavani grinned to herself. She had the history of the Shimii in mind, and it brought another curiosity forward.

	“Do the Rashidun Shimii here give you any trouble?” She asked with a slightly mischievous tone.

	Milana gave her a skeptical and mildly annoyed little look.

	“Of course not. They know how things work. There’s like a handful of them. I know them all by name.”

	“Oh I understand how meticulous you are, believe me. I’m just curious.”

	“It’s entirely fine. We’re all Union here. Those feuds stay in the Imbrian Empire.”

	“It’s not so much the feuds as the religious curriculum that I’m curious about.”

	“They know how things work. I said it’s fine, Bhavani. Don’t concern yourself with it.”

	Milana’s implication was clear: the mosques in the Union were by and large Mahdist mosques. The Rashidun Shimii were the majority in the Imbrian Empire, and that was the reason why the Mahdist Shimii became a majority of the Shimii in the Union. So the Rashidun Shimii here would just have to suck it up for standing by or supporting the ethnic cleansing that transpired to create this situation. Milana would have no sympathy for them. Bhavani supported Milana: so the Union would not have much sympathy.

	“I am unconcerned. I support you unconditionally. I just want you to know you can lean on me.”

	Her younger companion laughed raucously as the elevator doors opened.

	“I’m not a teenager anymore, Bhavani. I can handle this. But thank you for the offer, nonetheless.”

	Such a conversation to an onlooker might have carried an implication of a benefactor haranguing her subordinate, but Bhavani had a lot of affection for Milana, and simply couldn’t keep herself from mothering this quite grown woman to some degree even now, after all these years. She wanted to tease her, to poke at her feelings, and to coddle her like a daughter. There were some in her cabinet who did not grasp the sheer importance of Movlid Omarov and the Omarov family had for the Premier. 

	On a personal level she had fought alongside Omarov, and respected him greatly as a fighter and as a statesman. She and Ahwalia both had promised to take care of Milana, though Ahwalia did not care much for this promise in the pursuit of his grand dreams. But Bhavani had wholeheartedly wanted to share the power of the Omarov family, a girlish dream of twenty years past, she admired him almost as much as she had admired her teacher Daksha Kansal. His name deserved to be spoken in the same breath as her. 

	On an ideological level, while he was not necessarily the best-read communist, Omarov was keenly aware of the nature of power. To Bhavani, Omarov was not just a hero. He was a template, for forms of power she needed to command. Omarov understood that politics entailed suppression, the wielding of power.

	If your ideas did not suppress your opponent’s, theirs would be adopted and yours would be crushed.

	So your aim should be to suppress your opponents and crush their ideas to reproduce your own.

	This was the only way to create the world that you desired, which was the aim of politics.

	After all, why would you fight for ideas you did not believe to be necessary and true?

	Necessary and true enough to kill for? So he united his Shimii kinfolk with that sense of urgency.

	Those who treated politics as a game would be swallowed by those who engaged in it with zeal.

	Before Jayasankar knew this, Omarov knew this. He didn’t write books. He knew it in his skin.

	Knew his comrades, knew his enemies, knew his aims and ambitions, and his vision for the world.

	The Shimii militias were perhaps the most fearless, disciplined, and ruthless revolutionary soldiers.

	Ahwalia’s utopian supporters denigrated the Shimii behind their backs, calling the influence of Omarov by a pejorative Volgian term, an “Omarovschina.” But Bhavani took this as a term of endearment. If such an “Omarovschina” existed then this phenomenon fostered great and laudable deeds in the Revolution.

	Legends like Khadija al-Shajara arose out of the “Omarovschina” and achieved great victories.

	Omarov’s influence rallied the Shimii, and rallied them not only together, but with the rest of the Union. Gracious and humble, it was Omarov who proposed alliance first, he was keener in that than Ahwalia or Kansal. It would be a more fragmented Union without the Shimii community, and so Bhavani placed a lot of importance in them, and their special needs– and that importance she channeled through the figure of Omarov, his history, his place in the revolutionary legend, and thus, promoted the “Omarovschina.” 

	It was the influence of the “Omarovschina” which meant that Bhavani could walk alone in New Karach. At ease without an escort, coming and going like a member of the community. Watched over by everyone. Given blessings on the street, loved and welcomed and thanked as if she herself was a Shimii too. It was this way, in part, because nobody would dare mess with Milana Omarova or one of her guests.

	Within New Karach, Milana Omarova was what Bhavani Jayasankar wished to be: without enemies.

	“Follow me to my office, we can eat and chat in there in peace.”

	When the elevator door opened, the two of them stepped into a central lobby which snaked off into several directions. There were larger rooms with multiple people, hallways with smaller rooms. Bhavani saw an open door to a large room where the floor was padded, and several cat-eared men and women were learning hand-to-hand combat. Without the padding, their instructor would be knocking them to a metal floor. In the far distance, even through the soundproofing, Bhavani could hear the reports of rifles from the training range. There was a small break room with water and bread– the general mess would be far larger and was likely on a floor below, along with the barracks and the quartermaster’s warehouse.

	Every wall was steel grey-blue, unpainted, unadorned. Only the prayer rooms had been done up, with colorful quilts on the floor, the ceilings and walls projecting false polished masonwork and an ornate domed roof where there was not any such thing. As they traveled the halls, marines and support staff saluted Milana and Bhavani, some cheerfully crying “Urrah!” or “Allahu Akbar!” when they saw her, particularly those visibly sweating and breathing hard from a round in the training rooms. 

	“Such excitable and hard working folks.” Bhavani said fondly.

	“Hah! They’ve just learned to find it fun because its mandatory!” Milana said, her voice without malice. “You put a fish in an aquarium full of knives and they either learn to love dodging them or die.”

	“Colorful as always, Brigadeer Omarova.”

	They had taken the elevator down to the lower level, the headquarters of the Ashura’s “3rd Separate Brigade”, the “Omarov Brigade.” They had a fleet of twelve Frigates and the Cruiser “Kaman”, as well as two troopships to transport the Brigade’s 3200 dedicated Marines. They were not all bunked and mobilized at that moment, as the headquarters had the room to house about three thousand personnel total. Half the fleet’s ships were manned at any given moment. Personnel were cycled in and out of reserve so they could be among their community. Between the Marines, ship crews, and support staff there were almost 10000 Shimii personnel involved with the Omarov Brigade when fully mobilized.

	“Does Nagavanshi have some kind of spy tailing you to make sure you’re okay?” Milana asked.

	“I’m sure she does, I just don’t know who or where.” Bhavani replied, her tone casual.

	Milana briefly narrowed her eyes and then sighed. “You’re probably right.”

	“Does it not sit right with you? Would you want to be out of her reach?”

	“No, I just don’t want some lout reporting gossip to her. About us being alone together.”

	“We’ve been alone together before.”

	“We’re at war now, so I’m afraid of auntie Nagavanshi being at her most paranoid.”

	She said the word “auntie” in a quite derisive tone of voice.

	Bhavani grinned. “Now it’s my turn to tell you: don’t be concerned about that. I can handle it.”

	Milana shrugged her shoulders. She stopped at a nearby door, swiped her keycard.

	“If you say so. Right this way.”

	Though Bhavani had a similar same age gap to Milana that she did to Nagavanshi–

	Milana was like a daughter to her. She would never.

	While Nagavanshi was her little snake, and was treated accordingly.

	Past the door, they entered an office about 5 meters by 10. There was a long couch against one of the walls, and on the wall opposite the couch was a large framed portrait of Movlid Omarov, a stocky, well-built man with a keen glint in his eyes, greying fur on his cat-like ears, and graying hair on his head, dressed in a Union uniform. This was a revisionist sort of image– Movlid did not live long enough for the green uniforms of the Union navy to become standard, nor did he live to wear the many medals on his breast, but it did not matter. Had he not been betrayed, he certainly would have been honored like this.

	At the back there was Milana’s desk, which had a computer terminal with a screen on an arm mount, from which Milana could make video calls or perform other tasks. Behind her desk hung a very large flag, the Omarovist flag, all green with a yellow half-moon and a yellow sword crossing over the thin side of it, framing a yellow star in the middle. On her desk there was a much smaller Union flag on a little pole, all red with a yellow plow and sword framed by the black, globe-like shape of an Agrisphere’s main module. 

	Milana set her lunchbox on the desk, and she removed the diamond sabre in its sheathe from her belt and dropped it on the side of her desk surface. She then sat back in her desk chair, and gestured for Bhavani to sit. From the floor in front of the desk, a chair lifted up that Bhavani could make use of.

	“Crack it open, it’s good. Lunch is always fantastic here.” Milana said.

	Bhavani sat as requested and opened the lunchbox.

	Indeed, it was fantastic. The multi-section lunchbox contained a fired flatbread wrap around pickled tomatoes and cucumber and smoked cheese, along with a dish of stewed beans and chickpeas, some intact and some slightly mashed for contrasting texture, topped with crumbled hard cheese drizzled with the corn oil the cheese had been packed into. There was also a baked cutlet of chickpea and potato, and a small container of a watery juice drink, which had been enriched with some needed vitamins.

	Soon as Bhavani began to eat, she could not disguise the sounds of pleasure drawn from her by the tastes. Everything was delicious. She loved the oven-fired char on the bread, the mellow tang of the cheese, and the starchy richness of the beans. People assumed that Bhavani must have lived large as the Premier, but she was not like Ahwalia, who gave himself the free time to have dinner parties. As an obsessive who insisted on having her hands on every project, Bhavani’s most frequent meal, aside from Nagavanshi, was broth, pickles, biscuits and coffee that were ubiquitous in every workplace. 

	Things within reach that she could push down quickly. Things she could taste out of sight.

	Milana did not interrupt her. While Bhavani ate uncharacteristically slow and savored everything as if it was a gourmet meal, Milana tucked her food away efficiently, like a soldier at the mess. She was done minutes before Bhavani, but did not insist that her guest eat any faster and did not distract her with questions until Bhavani had finished everything. But she did scrutinize the lunchbox every so often, as if to check that everything was indeed being eaten. A habit of how thrifty she was raised, no doubt.

	Once they were both done eating, Milana collected the lunch boxes.

	“I’ll drop these at the collection point later. So, Bhavani, how is everything? The vote to retain is coming up, so that must be why you’re visiting. If it was about the war you would have asked me much earlier. If you’d left it up to me I would have had Serrano in the pocket even faster than Kolokotronis.”

	Milana put on a softer expression, despite the fact they were now ‘discussing business.’

	Bhavani relaxed in her chair as well. If anything, this was a more natural environment for her.

	All of her relationships were in some way transactional– that’s just how things were.

	Once the transactional quality was laid bare, and the facade broken, she felt more at ease.

	They were both using each other. But that didn’t mean there was no love between them.

	“Right, it’s about that.” Bhavani said. 

	For that instant– she hesitated. She was only human, after all. Any biography that touted someone’s impossibly decisive character was propagandizing them. Bhavani Jayasankar, the staunch communist militarist bent on imposing her vision of the Union, could hesitate, and did so then. She thought of what she would say and what it would mean and she hesitated. Because it was simply an enormous task.

	She paused for a moment– just enough for Milana to interject.

	“Bhavani, you know I am your infantryman. Just tell me what you need.” She said.

	This girl– this woman, had so much respect for Bhavani. Her soft eyes were full of genuine emotion.

	It hurt to ask her to fight for her. She dreaded the moment that was to come for them.

	Because the guilt she felt then, worming its way around her heart–

	If she ever had to send Milana to her death, she would never live that guilt down.

	But what Milana had said was true. She was, through and through, “Bhavani’s infantryman.”

	So she had to overcome her hesitation. For the world that they envisioned.

	That was what it meant to desire power, to gather power, and to wield power.

	Milana; Nagavanshi; even someone like Murati Nakara–

	They were people she loved. But also the tools that she had at her disposal to achieve her ambitions.

	“Right now, Ahwalia’s supporters in the government and the Council are arraying against me in opposition to the war, our alliance with Veka and other policy shifts. Left to their own devices, they will only prolong a state of political stalemate. I’m having to take action outside the system, mainly through the military. The war is an escalation on my side, and there will be more. I want Ahwalia to escalate in turn– I want his people to think they have a decisive chance against me. We are going to provoke them, bait them into risking everything. Then we will destroy them once and for all. This situation will become complicated, and I will need your help. Nagavanshi is aware of this. I will be asking a lot of you.”

	There it was. Laid bare. Her ambition, and the future she felt brimming in her skin.

	She did not say everything, but she said everything she needed. More could be said later.

	In the next instant, with a dark grin on her face, Milana put a fist up to her chest.

	Her ears perked and there was a red, bloody glint in her eyes.

	“So the time has finally come.” Milana said knowingly.

	“It is coming. If we emerge from this storm, it’ll be our Union henceforth. No more compromises and no more backroom dealing. We’ll build our righteous Union that spans the ocean.” Bhavani replied.

	“Alhamdulilah.” Milana replied. All praise be to God. She was still smiling.

	Bhavani smiled back. “Glad to fight by your side once more, my lion.”

	Tightening around her heart, those thorny coils of guilt. She did not flinch despite the pain.

	For those who pursued power, this feeling would forever live in their chest, no matter what. 

	No matter how righteous their ambitions, how correct they believed their ideology.

	Humans felt guilty; humans using other humans for their own ends could only feel guilty.

	Bhavani knew, in her guilt-stricken heart, that, when even the great man himself armed this girl, his little daughter, and had her fight and kill to achieve victory at whatever cost– Bhavani knew that Movlid Omarov felt the exact same way as she did. Every painful step toward his new world, the defeat of his enemies and the dignity of his allies, the great works he envisioned and the peace that he desired. 

	Each step like this, was one more ugly, grim brick in the edifice, the cracks filled in blood.

	No matter what the bricks built. There was no beautiful way to wield power. No bloodless revolution.

	She could only hope that after everything was done, she would be remembered as well as he.

	That the edifice of her Union could be seen to shine as brightly as his vision, despite the blood spatters.

	

	

	When Fuhrer Lehner would have received the news, he was in the middle of his private lunch.

	He ordered the officer arriving outside his office to wait, regardless of the urgency.

	Lehner was the great leader. It was he who decided urgency, and nobody else.

	He was in his unofficial office at the top of the R.N.N. main building in Thurin Station. The R.N.N. building had become the fortress out of which he ruled, despite the seat of administrative power lying in Weimar. Military officers and politicians thus came and went from the R.N.N. building– but the news kept going out regardless. Because it was already messaging “pro-Conservative” in the past, it was pretty easy to turn the dial on the R.N.N’s broadcast up a notch to “pro-Volkisch” and full-throated support of Lehner.

	At his desk, alone, Lehner had a lovely lunch served out in front of him that day. 

	Honey-garlic glazed ribeye steak on a bed of polenta served as the main course. Lehner focused his attention on the steak, mainly, ignoring the polenta. On the side, he had cubed, battered and deep fried potatoes served with melted cheese, and a salad that was lightly flecked with greens and onions but was mainly shredded egg and bready white croutons. Despite their ubiquity in the diets of his citizens, there was no dark bread, no pickles and no sausage on his plate. Lehner despised all three of these food items.

	He didn’t inherit a fortune from his family to be eating crated-up preserved rations like the rabble.

	Once he had thoroughly savored his meal, Lehner allowed the officer to meet him.

	It was the chief of staff of the Rhinean National Navy, his direct subordinate, Walther Weddel.

	“Why are you always so dumpy? At least try to look heroic.” Lehner said.

	In Lehner’s mind his chief of staff should be an absolute mound of muscle, enormous, a man who looked like he lifted Diver suits, with angled jowls so deep it looked like he chewed through bones all day. Instead he had Walther Weddel, a smooth, egg-like man with a boyish face who was always sweating. His uniform hung off him like a grandmother-gifted coat. Had Lehner the luxury, he would have told him he should be ashamed to promote himself as a racial superior, but Walther’s administration skill was sorely needed in order to keep the Rhinean forces in order. Only Walther could organize their mess of a Navy.

	“I’ll try, Fuhrer.” He said. “I apologize– I hate to be the bearer of bad news.”

	Lehner locked his eyes on him immediately.

	That was how Lehner learned of the loss of roughly a third of the Volkisch Movement’s fleet.

	Walther told him what they knew at the time.

	Their operation in Serrano had been absolutely crushed — by the Union of Ferris, Lyser and Solstice.

	At first he looked incredulous. This wasn’t unbelievable but he needed specifics.

	Without specifics, without people to berate other than Walther– he had nothing.

	“Do you have a report? Numbers? Names?” 

	Walther glowered and stuttered. “We are trying to confirm who is alive and get a timeline of what actually happened. There’s some fog of war– I just thought I’d inform you– we– we– may need to–“

	Lehner began shouting. “Consider me informed, and go find out what actually happened! Tell Warteburg and Jagow! If we really had a complete collapse in Sverland it’s the front line that needs to know! Fuck! What am I supposed to do Walther? I can’t just pull out a chess board and figure this all out for you!”

	He sent Walther away to find a way to reword the loss and report on it when Lehner was in a better mood. It wasn’t that Lehner didn’t believe him. Lehner believed him completely. But he was paralyzed with frustration, and did not know what orders he could give, or to whom, to fix what was broken. He had not even considered the Union, hiding in the remnants of the Empire’s colonies, as a threat, until then.

	One more enemy in a world full of them.

	For the Volkisch, their bid to become the true lords of the Imbrium ocean was going awry.

	They had given the Royal Alliance several black eyes in the open waters between Sverland and Rhinea, but the Royal Alliance’s defenses within the Yucatan Peninsula itself had completely stopped the momentum of the Volkisch forces. The Royal Alliance had baited the Volkisch into overextending while they remained near their stations and bases, where they would be close to supply, and benefit from the support of stationary torpedo and cannon emplacements, missile launch sites, Diver bases, and minefields.

	Meanwhile the Volkisch supply situation was a mess, their lines overstretched, the supply of raw materials and finished goods subject to irregular delays. Their officers were unwilling to engage in siege warfare and still sought an impressive maneuver victory. Lehner had to specifically order Reichsmarschall von Jagow to reform the Volkisch line closer to Rhinea and regroup, because he became alarmed at the enormous salient stretching into the Yucatan. It didn’t take a genius to see the problem– so why couldn’t his command staff figure that out? Lehner had begun to worry that his entire armed forces was useless. 

	While they had the most advanced industrial complexes, in the form of the Rhineametalle group, the resources needed to replace an entire fleet were enormous. Shipbuilding wasn’t even the most immediate problem either– staffing their Navy was. There was a surplus of militiamen, and from them, they had trained rudimentary marines and diver pilots. But it didn’t solve the lack of experienced sailors and officers who could staff ships and do the grunt work of maintaining a sailing, blue water navy. While the Volkisch rabble could beat up unarmed liberals on the streets, they were being exposed as poor warfighters.

	Those 150 plus ships they sent to the Serrano region was the result of weeks of recruiting and training, filled in with some of their veterans from the Rhinean Defense Force of the old Imperial Navy. They could rebuild that many ships before the end of the year if they set their mind to it, but the training, the leadership, if it had all been destroyed, could they replace it in time to crew those ships? They had been deemed too green to fight the Royal Alliance effectively– and now it appeared they were also too green to fight the Union effectively as well. So in what capacity could they be used to support the war?

	As Lehner ruminated on this, it was not even the worst news he received that day.

	“You’re fucking kidding me.” was his response to the next emergency call that he received.

	Strikers at Rhineametalle steelworking plants in Kreuzung had completely paralyzed steel production. They had occupied the plants, and were effectively keeping out local police. Rhineametalle forbid the use of lethal weapons in their plants, fearing the destruction of expensive equipment or the deaths of skilled workers who would be difficult to replace. A stalemate was forming, and orders went unfulfilled.

	Lehner met with his economic ministers, with representatives from Rhineametalle, with quartermasters–

	This situation could become dire. They were not ready for work stoppages. Production was too tenuous.

	Without continuous production of armor plate, coilgun missiles, cannon barrels, and other such things, they would not be able to support day to day fighting at the front within weeks. Furthermore there was a possibility if this strike dragged on it would inspire more strikes. Lehner went with his standby solution to every problem: cracking heads. He promised he would have Marines in there beating the unholy fuck out of those steelworkers until they were back to soldering plates through the pain of broken hands.

	“With all due respect,” the Rhineametalle representative did not call him ‘Fuhrer’, so he avoided saying any title, “Heavy fighting inside of our plants is categorically impermissible. Our equipment is specialized and delicate, difficult to replace. The Trade Union knows this very well. What we demand is an economic stimulus package, then we can pay the strikers and continue to meet our supply obligations for the navy.”

	“You just want to bribe them? What if they ask for more?” Lehner shouted.

	“We’ll meet that when it comes. Going forward we will be taking steps to insure the workforce is unable to occupy the plants so easily, but right now, we will not support any fighting in our plants. We believe there should be ample funds from the former Rhinea’s surplus years to cover such a cost. This is the only request of the Rhineametalle Group and affiliated entities. We hope to see a speedy resolution.”

	Lehner was furious after the string of meetings.

	Rhineametalle only cared about their own pockets. They just wanted a bigger war chest to feel the burn of negotiating with the trade unionists less in their yearly corporate earnings. Meanwhile those trade unionists had no patriotic sense of duty whatsoever. They only cared about their own stomachs, not that their country was torn apart and their region locked in a war! They knew that this strike would hurt Rhinea massively at this exact moment. They had probably been biding their time, waiting for this opportunity.

	He didn’t care what Rhineametalle wanted. There was only one viable solution.

	Crush the trade unionists, now, and force all of them back to work without objection or negotiation.

	One problem begot another, however. What forces could he send to do this?

	Kreuzung was a gigantic station-complex, and Rhineametalle did not only have the plants in Kreuzung, they owned the mines in the same region, Eisental, and they owned the petroleum industry and carbon manufactures too. Those were also Rhineametalle workers, and he could not take the chance that the trade unionists had not gotten them involved too. In Lehner’s mind, this situation was quickly escalating to a total state of emergency for the entire Eisental region. If he sent a small force just to slowly grind the workers at the Kreuzung plants, it wouldn’t be enough if it became widespread unrest and labor riots.

	He needed enough forces to crush all dissent decisively and dissuade further uprising.

	Not just at Kreuzung, but enough troops to patrol Eisental and make sure the unrest did not spread.

	Eisental was a big place. This would be an enormous undertaking. Who could get this done?

	He could not send the north border force, even though it was closest to Eisental. That would open a hole that Erich von Fueller’s Grand Western Army could exploit. He could not send his frontline troops, obviously. There were available reserve forces for the front, but the frontline commanders would go insane if he took their reserves from them. So it would have to be militia and internal security troops. But he needed the bulk of the Stabswache to enforce order in the political centers, like Thurin and Weimar. It was a tenuous time and without the firm hand of the Stabswache, the liberals and anarchists might rally. Hell, the strikes in Eisental could spread into Central Rhinea– then everything would be truly fucked.

	Lehner walked in circles around his office, thinking himself sore.

	Militia could absolutely not be sent alone. They had to be supervised by the Stabswache.

	Or could they–?

	No–

	Volkisch militiamen might just wreck all of Eisental’s industry in the process of suppressing dissent.

	God damn it– the militia could definitely not do this without tight supervision. 

	He convinced himself.

	Stabswache, his elite political troops, would be needed– but which unit? Who would lead it?

	He needed a force that was large enough to patrol an entire region with a station-complex that had twelve towers, and a dozen other stations besides, six agrispheres, and several industrial works.

	Size wasn’t the only issue either.

	He needed an elite, disciplined force, that was already equipped and able to not only fight in stations but patrol in the open water; but one that would not be missed at the front, nor in the political centers. He needed it to be led by someone intelligent, but who would be careful with the logistics of the operation. Someone with a vested interest in smoothing things out, who could get Rhineametalle on board. But who was ruthless enough to not slack off or go easy on the trade unionists for the sake of peace either.

	It couldn’t just be a Volkisch zealot– they would be just as bad as the militia.

	Who did he trust to take this issue seriously?

	Then, he remembered, buried deep in the ledger in his mind–

	Like a bolt of lightning–!

	Vee. 

	Vee!

	Vee was both a Stabswache commander and a major Rhineametalle shareholder!

	Vee had a force with personal loyalty and their own equipment!

	Vee (Lehner pointedly avoided pronouns and this person’s proper name in his mind) could handle this.

	Vee had a personal and financial interest in this mission. The 7th Stabswache was unorthodox, but the one thing they weren’t lacking in was discipline and skill. They were also walking a thin tightrope as one of the ethnic legions of the Volkisch– hungry to prove themselves, and willing to go all out in the service of Volkisch interests. This could be their chance to prove they were worthy, and worth more than just a reserve force. Lehner hated having to ask, but this was his best option. The 7th used to be part of his mercenaries after all, the Lehner family private army. By right, he should be able to call upon them now.

	His mind was racing. A thousand kilometer per hour, breakneck g-forces of thought–

	Vee– Vee was difficult. Extremely difficult– Lehner felt ancient pains unearthing themselves.

	It could end up embarrassing for him if word got out– about their relationship.

	But he had no choice. Vee was in the Stabswache for a reason. Independent even of his own judgment, the 7th Fleet had come to join the violent pastiche of the Volkisch Movement for their own interests, but they had served excellently so far. And nobody in the Volkisch political class would miss them if they were gone somewhere– they were not Imbrians after all. He convinced himself. It had to be Vee.

	She–

	She– that was right.

	He would call Vee a she to butter her up a bit. Then she (he was practicing) would definitely agree.

	She was whip-smart, a genius, enough to make her own money, serve her own interests.

	It was decided. He had no choice. His manic energy had finally given him a good solution.

	Yes– everything would get taken care of now.

	Lehner called his secretary. “Connect my office through to the 7th Stabswache. I don’t care where they are. Put me through to Vee– just connect to the Aleksandr and the communication officer will know!”

	Even his secretary was a little shocked at the request.

	After a few minutes of finagling behind the scenes, Lehner’s office was relayed through various laser stations until, on the border with Sverland, he connected to the Cruiser Aleksandr. A bewildered Shimii woman answered the call first, but then quickly put the Fuhrer through to the commander of the vessel. On the main screen of his office, Lehner put the commander’s wry little grin up and began to chat.

	“Vee, I’d been thinking about you a lot lately.” Lehner said. “You look amazing in uniform. Real heroic.”

	He segued easily into the act. He was her political leader– but also a concerned father.

	And Vee responded to the act with her own, immediate restraint. Playing along cheerfully.

	“Opening with the compliments? I’m surprised. Maybe I’ll actually believe you were thinking about me.”

	On the screen, the confident young woman staring back at him rested her head on a fist, with a delighted grin on her soft, slim face. Her all-black uniform was pristine and expertly fitted her lean proportions. She had a peaked cap with silver, cat ear-like decorations atop, and a red armband indicating her membership in the political paramilitary of the Volkisch, the “Stabswache.” She toyed with her long hair, mostly light blue but with one pink stripe running through several long locks which she spun around one finger. 

	Lehner had to grit his teeth around this one, but he had no choice. In the end, as much as he disdained his son-turned-daughter, this really was a situation he could only entrust to her and to her troops.

	“So, are you ready to owe me a favor? Or perhaps you’re ready to talk seriously about Pan-Imbrianism?” 

	Said Violet Lehner, Oberführer of the 7th Fleet of the Stabswache, “Zabaniyah.”

	Presaging the discussion that would lead her and her troops to Kreuzung, into the stage of history.

	Carried by the currents on a collision course with a certain traveling band of revolutionaries.

	And the next site of their Destiny.

	 

	 


To be Continued

	And so the unseen sun sets on the Imbrium Ocean…for now.

	Thank you for reading! The story continues in Anthology 2: Weltgeist. 

	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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