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Summary: 
                To survive as an alien tyrant's husband, he'll need to grab his new life by the horns.

A late shift watching an empty cell in a middle-of-nowhere facility? Sign Grant up. If the money's good, he'll gladly take the peace and quiet of a long, boring night. 

And then he meets the prisoner: Subject B-31. Blue, beautiful, and inhuman. 

He's told to think of her as a test subject, not a person. He's told to ignore the sorrow on her face and the desperation in her crimson eyes. Maybe he should have listened. Because his rescue attempt quickly turns into an alien abduction.

B-31 is Sykora, a princess of the tyrannical Taiikari Empire, who whisks Grant into a galaxy filled with alien cultures, deadly rivals, and the sinister smiles of the Taiikari royal court. Grant will have to learn a new life, and learn it fast. 

Because when the Princess of the Void looks at Grant, she doesn't just see a savior—she sees a husband. 

And she isn't asking.



This story contains mature themes, explicit sexual content (though scenes have been censored for the RR release, with links provided to the full versions) and occasional graphic violence. It’s not suitable for readers under 18. Updates daily.

What to expect:

- A long-developing mono romance taking place within an amoral (but not cartoonishly evil) galactic empire

- Royal intrigue within a large, colorful cast of aliens

- Moral ambiguity and some tricky questions without clear answers

- A strong-willed, ethical protagonist who starts as an everyman way over his head and gradually accepts his powerful new position

- A 250k word backlog

What not to expect:

- LitRPG or system elements

- A warrior protagonist

- Harem

Chapters out to volume IV are available on Patreon.

Come hang out in the discord!

            







Dramatis Personae


                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Dukerino
                        

                    

                    Welcome to Princess of the Void. Thank you for reading!

 

On this page is a cast of characters; some have illustrations that I've done of my own mental image of them (forgive the subpar artwork). Spoilers abound; if you're starting the story for the first time you might want to come back later.



                

                The Royal Couple

Sykora, Princess of the Black Pike


Our heroine. A Void Princess. Ambitious and amorous. She is trying to work on her temper. Wife of Grantyde.



Grantyde of Maekyon, Prince Consort of the Black Pike


Née Grant Hyde. A Maekyonite (or "human," in his original tongue). Our hero. Prudent and purposeful. Husband of Void Princess Sykora.





The Black Pike Command Group

Vorakaia of the Black Pike


Sykora's majordomo. Timid.
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Hyax of the Black Pike


Sykora's Brigadier. Surly.
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Waian of the Black Pike


Sykora's Chief Engineer. Easy-going.
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Crew & Servants

Ajax of the Black Pike


Taiikari marine. Dutiful and terse.

[image: image]



Kymai of the Black Pike


Taiikari quartermaster. Neurotic.
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The Black Pike Coterie

Garuna, Governess of Ptolek




Governess of the gas giant Ptolek. A bubbly, unserious woman.







Frelle, Lady of Ptolek




Garuna's mother. Canny and domineering.







Paxea, Marquess of Entmok




A shipping magnate and ally to Sykora of the Black Pike. Wed to Thror.







Thror, Marquis Consort of Entmok





A gregarious Amadari man. Wed to Paxea.









Wenzai, Countess of Korak



A hedonistic condenser fleet manager. Wed to Tikani.





Tikani, Count of Korak





A thoughtful Kovikan man. Wenzai’s husband.









Lakai, Lady of Kyin




An accomplished pilot and woman of leisure. Known as a flagrant xenophile.









The Empire Beyond Black Pike

Zithra XIX, Empress of Taiikar





The undisputed ruler of the Taiikari empire. Known for her sweeping reforms and ambitious expansion.









Inadama, Marquess Palatine of Taiikar




Mother to Sykora, Princess of the Black Pike, and Narika, Princess of the Glory Banner.

Resident of the Imperial Core.







Narika, Princess of the Glory Banner





Void Princess. Sister to Sykora of the Black Pike.

There is little love lost between them.











            


1.1. Night Shift


                Volume 1: Maekyon

A month from now, as he feels the cool metal of his wife’s gun settle against his skull, Grant will remember his final days on Earth. He’ll wish he’d spent more of them on the surface, in the daytime. He’ll have trouble remembering the exact blue of his old home's sky, how its sunsets look. Another reason to regret his time in those underground halls—not that he’ll need more.

Today, he’s just focused on getting the job.

“This is a night shift,” the man says. His jacket zipper clatters softly against his tie pin. “11 to 7. You’re aware of that?”

Grant folds his hands in his lap. Dozens of interviews lately and he never knows what to do with his hands. “I am, sir.”

“Not everyone does well with that.” The man scratches his thick paunch. “You worked them before?”

“Yessir.” Grant points at an entry on his resume. “Security superintendent at the Potterfield, right there, and the overnight custodian position just below it.”

“How’d you do?”

“Just fine,” he says. “My sleep schedule’s a bit off-kilter. It was a good fit.”

“Why’d you move on?”

“That’s when I relocated to Colorado,” Grant says, because I moved on when it was time to move on won’t play, he doesn’t think.

“Why’s that?”

“Family reasons.” He leaves it there.

The man has the good grace to let it lie. “So you get on okay with boredom? Being by yourself, not much going on?”

“Sure. That’s night shifts. Honestly, it’s a perk.”

“No manager poking around, huh?”

“I self-manage well.”

“Good answer.” The man smirks. “You’d say you enjoy them, then?”

“I do,” Grant says. “I know people say that, and then they can’t hang. That’s not me. It’s nice to have space to think. And I like the sky at night.”

“We got a poet.” The man chuckles. Grant doesn’t think that what he said is very poetical at all, but he grins along anyway.

“You won’t be working outdoors, much,” the woman says. An older lady, much more of a desk type than her stocky security-looking colleague. The fluorescent light glints off her horn-rimmed glasses. Neither of them have given Grant their names. “But there’s some fabulous stargazing out here when you can get it. We’re very remote.”

“I saw on the drive up. I’m looking forward.”

The man’s leather boots squeak as he sits back in his folding chair. “You want to talk to us about 2019?”

“That would be the year I dropped out of college, sir,” he says. “Went to Alberta and worked on the oil sands, north of Fort McMurray.”

“Why’s that?”

“Same reason I’m here,” he says. “I needed money, and I’m not stressed about doing stressful things for it.”

The man raises his eyebrow. “You’re an honest guy, Grant.”

“To a fault, sir. That’s what I’ve been told.”

“And you never went back? Smart kid like you?”

He shakes his head. “My father needed help.”

“You stay in touch with him?” the woman asks.

Another shake. “He’s gone.”

The woman takes off her glasses and fiddles with them, folding and unfolding their arms. “We run a pretty extensive background check, Mr. Hyde,” she says. “Archer Holdings contracts with the US Government, and they insist on it. Are we going to turn up anything off the level about you?”

“No, ma’am.”

“No arrests?”

“No, ma’am.”

“If we do a urine sample, will we find anything?”

“Not even a poppy seed, ma’am.”

“You drink much?” the man asks.

“Some.”

“Well, nothing illegal about that, long as you don’t do it on the clock. God Bless America.” The man smirks and Grant feels duty-bound to do the same.

The woman slides a little plastic jar across the table. “You fill that up to the line and put it in the receptacle on the right-hand side of the bathroom on your way out. And then you have a very nice evening, Mr. Hyde, and expect a call in the next 24.”



The man, it transpires, is named Drake. He’s there to meet Grant on his first day at Archer Holdings West. He’s in the same coverall uniform as before, same incongruous cowboy boots, with the fresh addition of a gun, in a black leather holster clipped to his belt. Grant doesn’t know guns so well. He thinks that’s a Glock, but to an enthusiast that’s probably the same as calling every rifle an AR-15. Not something he’d prefer to conversate about either way.

They move through a labyrinth of security checkpoints on the way into Archer Holdings’ drab glass-and-steel business box. Metal out of pockets, shoes off, squawky wand. The usual stuff. Drake waves to a man with a submachine gun slung across his back.

“That’s, uh, that’s firepower,” Grant says.

“It’s all show for the bigwigs,” Drake says. “No sweat. Eddie there’s a teddy bear. Eddie the teddy.”

Eddie chuckles. “Fuck off, Drake.”

At a line of lockers, they seal away his phone and his keys, and pick up a uniform for him. A gray coverall with HYDE, GRANT on a laminated ID lanyard. Drake shows him his custodial duties. “Daywalkers are supposed to take out the garbage at lights out,” he says. “But they usually forget. You buzz by the rec room and you see the can full, just take it to the chute on the other end of the hallway.”

“Sure,” Grant says. “Can I tell you something? Every night shift I ever had, independent of each other, we all call ‘em daywalkers.”

Drake chuckles. “That’s a reference to something, right?”

“Think so. Not sure what.”

“Makes ‘em sound like a zombie or something. Shame they run the world.”

Drake walks them down unadorned and stucco-ceilinged hallways to a silver elevator. They get in and he reaches past Grant to press B5. “Going down,” he says.

They descend. Grant isn’t sure how fast this elevator is going, but if it’s as modern as it looks, it’s a long way.

Another hallway, this one narrower and paler. Drake shows him to his office.

It’s a close and cramped place, dominated by a ceiling-scraping bank of TV screens before a large console. Before it is a broken-in suede swivel chair. The chair sits below an AC vent that blows cool air directly down, and Grant notes to himself to bring a jacket, just in case, but he doesn’t mind the cold. Reminds him of Alberta.

There’s another door on the other side of the office. This one’s labeled CHAMBER. A wide observation window set in the wall next to the screens shows the room beyond, a real-time view of the scratchy black-and-white world of the CCTVs all around.

The CHAMBER is a walkable strip of floor tile in front of a massive cylindrical cell of thickened glass. Within the cell is a jungle gym, a toilet seat set into the wall, and a large poster, taped to the opposite side, showing an evergreen forest.

It’s empty beyond that. A cell built to hold… nothing. A life sentence for the jungle gym.

“The job said this was property security,” Grant says. “Is that a cell?”

“It’s a cell with property in it.” Drake indicates the jungle gym. “You worried about the inalienable rights of the monkey bars?”

“I guess not.”

“Here’s the lion’s share of the job. It’s easy. You sit here—” Drake slaps the back of the chair. “And you monitor the feed. This dash in front of you is the camera controls. You shouldn’t have to touch any of them, but if they go askew or fuzzy, the manual’s right there next to the board. Don’t worry about that. Doesn’t happen.” He points at the bank of screens. There’s an unlit yellow diode the size of a fist set into the wall next to them. “If anything shows up or moves on those cameras, or if that light right there flashes, you record the time it happened and any additional observations in the logbook. Even if you think you might’ve imagined it, doesn’t matter. You write it down.”

“But there’s nothing in there.”

“Right. Easy job.”

Grant chews his tongue. “Anything else?”

“Yep. Got your phone right there.” Drake gestures to a handset. “If you need the outside world, you hit star-nine and it gets you reception. Gotta give them a reason you’re calling out, and they’ll be listening. Star-zero is a line right to me. There’s more, but that spiel’s fine for night one. Oh, right—and if an emergency happens, you flip the plastic case and hit that button.”

Drake taps the boxy transparent cover over a predictably large and predictably red control in the middle of the camera dashboard.

“When that happens,” he says, “You’re gonna be locked in here. Metal shutters come down over all the doors and the window. Only my ID card is gonna get those doors lifted. So keep in mind, once it’s hit, you cannot leave until I retrieve you. That’s for your safety.”

“What counts as an emergency?”

Drake looks down, makes eye contact with him. “You’ll know.”

Grant gives this a tepid “Okay.”

“Any additional information will be delivered to you on a need-to-know basis. And that is 90% of the training you’ll ever receive or need. So bring something to keep you from getting too bored, as long as it doesn’t take all your attention and keeps your eyes on the monitors. I do audiobooks. You got anything like that?”

“Guitar, maybe?”

“Guitar’s not bad.” Drake leans on the doorjamb. “What do you play?”

“Acoustic. Oldies, mostly.”

“Nice. Johnny Cash, sorta thing?” Drake mimics a strum by his big silver belt buckle.

“Sure. Him and some old Gut Bucket blues type stuff, some B.B. King.”

Drake nods. “That’ll help.”

“Can I ask something?”

“Shoot.”

“Is there a reason to have a gun for this job?”

“For this job, here?” Drake chuffs an amused laugh as he shakes his head. “No, sir. I’ll stay onsite. If there’s ever reason to require armed security, I’m here. I have the gun, you have the button. You’re not uncomfortable around them, are you?”

“Buttons? Been pushing them my whole life.”

Another laugh from Drake, more sincere.

“No, guns are okay,” Grant says, feeling proud of that one. “Just curious.”

“No need for curiosity, kid.” Drake hitches up his belt. “Job’ll go smoother without it.”

“Okay.” Grant wonders whether that’s a joke, but it didn’t sound like one.

“I’ll leave you be.” Drake crosses to the door out. “Sorry you don’t have your guitar this time, but I can lend you an mp3 player. Got some books on tape.”

“Like what?”

“Military history,” Drake says. “And Atomic Habits. I know, some real divorced dad shit. But if the shoe fits.”

That gets a genuine grin from Grant. “Thanks, Drake. I’ll be all right.”



And he is, really. It’s boring, but he expected boring. It’s a room, and him, and for the first half of his night, that’s all. The yellow light turns on twice and stays lit for about ten seconds. He dutifully records the timestamps.

Tomorrow, he’ll bring his dad’s guitar and have something to do with himself. To wile away the hours, he reads the manual for the cameras. A lot of stuff about maintenance and repair. He gets to the time and focus controls, which seem relevant. Rewind, fast forward, the usual. There’s an entire section on setting up a tape loop—keeping the recording’s timestamp going while showing the same feed over and over.

Why would you need something like that?

The toilet flushes.

His head snaps up. Did he imagine that? No. The tank is refilling now. He hears the water going through the pipes.

He slides the manual over and pages through to the index. Finds the timing controls again. He rewinds. He watches the flush handle depress, seemingly by itself.

He’s chewing on the pen cap, he realizes. Bad habit of his. He checks the timestamp and writes it down.

03:32:16: Toilet flushes itself?

He reads it back. “What the fuck,” he says to himself.



“Hey, he lives!” Drake meets him by the elevator doors. “How was your first shift?”

“The, uh. The toilet flushed.”

“Ah. All right.” Drake scratches his neck. “You write it down?”

“Yessir, I did. Does it do that?”

“Now and then. Long as you record it, all good.” Drake stretches his back out. “All right, Grant. See you tomorrow.”

Grant goes back up the long elevator. He nods to the receptionist and the early-bird daywalkers clocking in. He puts some Sister Rosetta Tharpe on his beat-up Civic’s stereo and lets the Gospel Train ride alongside him through the blue dawn.

He arrives at the apartment complex around eight in the morning. His room is sparse, and still only halfway unpacked. He supposes now that he has a gig, it’s time to get those shelves built.

This he does, while he listens to a food podcast his ex put him onto. They’re talking about Buc-ee’s today. Now that he’s in Colorado and doing so much driving, he ought to check one of those places out. Those famously clean bathrooms.

The toilet flushed itself. The plunger pushed down and it flushed itself.

He has to stop thinking about this. No need for curiosity, kid.

He stocks the shelves with his old yellowing mass-markets and sits on his couch with his tablet and his parlor guitar. Not playing anything with a name, really. Just fingerpicking around while he watches highlights from the Browns game. Why he puts himself through being a fan of these chucklefucks, he’ll never know. Must be addicted to losing.

He puts the guitar away. He heats up dinner. He jacks off. He goes to bed.



The toilet flushes again on night two.

On night three the jungle gym shifts, creaks a little.

Both times, Drake takes the report with the same unflappable stoicism. Grant calms the curiosity racing through his mind with the guitar. He’s learning a complicated fingerpicking arrangement of “If I had a Hammer” that eats the hours handily.

On night four, at 3:17 AM, the yellow light turns on, and he glances up, and he sees it.

The prisoner in the chamber.

For a moment he thinks it’s a child, or an animal of some kind. But when it turns, when it’s no longer obscured by the curtain of hair that falls to its thighs, he sees.

He sees a woman.

She stares at him, through the glass and the window. She’s three feet tall, and her skin is a pale blue, and her eyes are bright red. But that is a woman. A small, well-built, thoroughly adult, thoroughly naked woman. Her mouth drifts open to show a set of fangs, and her ears are big and pointed like a bat’s, and she has a goddamn tail. Long as she is tall. That is not human. That is—

Grant’s jaw hangs open. “What are you?”

Her tail is hairless but for a tuft of downy fur on its end, like a desert mouse’s. It twitches and figure-eights as she steps with a dancer’s grace to the thick glass. She lays her palm flat against it.

She’s saying something. It’s too muffled to make out from here.

His hand is shaking violently as he opens the chamber door. He steps into the room, the concave crescent of it that stands before the glass.

Her almond-shaped eyes track him. She speaks again, in a smoky, melodic voice. “Kemanaeam.”

“What?” he asks, dumbly.

“Kemanaeam,” she repeats, and as she flattens herself against the glass, mere feet away, it becomes impossible to ignore that she’s beautiful. Huge, almond-shaped eyes, scarlet and wide. Full, teardrop breasts. Wide hips sweeping from her trimly muscled waist into thick, smooth thighs. She is as gorgeous as she is inhuman.

“Keayae’kmainaema.” A raw rim of desperation at the corners of her gibberish.

He staggers back. He stumbles through the door into the control room. She’s knocking on the glass now, shaking her head rapidly, eyes widening even larger, saying—something. Those strange syllables again. He mashes the button.

She gasps and jerks back as a steel curtain drops in front of the glass, sealing the cylindrical cell like a tin can. Solid steel shutters hiss hydraulically from the ceiling and land with an authoritative thud on the floors in front of both doors into Grant’s room. He sees, on the CCTV into the enclosure, the woman stamp her foot. She turns from the closed shutter, shoulders hunched and trembling, and for a moment her face is visible.

She’s furious. Furious and full of sorrow. Her nakedness is no longer alluring on the staticky feed. She looks deprived, subjugated. Her eyes dart up to the camera in the corner. She makes eye contact with him through the digital ether.

She melts into thin air.

Grant sits heavily in the swivel chair and attempts to get his breathing under control. His heart gallops at a colt’s pace, so strident it aches his sternum.

A loud ring and he barks out a yell of surprise before he realizes what it is. The phone’s going.

He picks it up. Drake’s on the other end. “What’s happening?”

“I saw—” Grant struggles to keep the hysteria out. “I have no goddamn idea what I just saw,”

“Tell me.”

“A, uh. A woman. A small, naked woman. With a tail. She disappeared.”

He hears brisk footsteps. The curtain over the hallway door disengages and slides upward. Drake stands in the entryway, his face as stony and neutral as an Easter Island guardian. “Come with me.”

“What’s—”

Louder and firmer, Drake repeats, “Come with me.”

Grant’s world narrows to this room, and the fluorescent hallway beyond, and the big man standing between the two with the gun on his belt.

He stands, and follows Drake out.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Dukerino
                        

                    

                    And we're off! Updates will come hourly for the rest of the day until we're at chapter 9 and 20k words, so if you're enjoying yourself, come back in a bit and there'll be more for you.



                



1.2. Batty


                “Remember the 90% of your training?” Drake parks himself in a folding chair across a card table from Grant. “You’re about to get the last 10. But it’s time to sign another NDA. This is the big deal NDA.”

He pushes a novella across the table. “Read that.”

Grant takes it gingerly, like it’ll burn him. His shoulder still smarts from the blood sample they just took (to scan for  foreign contaminants). “Is this something I can, uh. Could I take it home, have someone read it for me?”

“You can’t take it home,” Drake says. “You can’t  go  home, until you’ve read it and signed it. Take your time.”

He sits back.  What if I don’t agree to it ? Grant wants to say. Instead he picks it up and reads.

Ten minutes later he lowers the page and looks up. “This part.” He flips the packet around. “Section 11 subsection F. Liquidation. What’s  liquidation  mean?”

Drake doesn’t reply.

Grant realizes after 30 seconds of silence that he isn’t going to. The page in his hand trembles. “I didn’t sign up for this.”

Drake shakes his head. “Yes, you did.”

“This is fucking bullshit. This is. This is insane. Is that a  person  in there?”

“Keep reading, and sign it,” Drake says. “And then I’ll brief you.”

Grant’s stomach sinks into the floor as he goes through the rest of the agreement in a fugue state. Nothing sticks. It’s all just contingencies and penalties and  liquidation  keeps going through his mind. Liquidation, liquidation.

Drake’s hand at the edge of the paper is a jump scare. Its broad finger taps a vacant line of typed underscores. “Sign that,” he says. “And initial every page.”

“I don’t want to. I need to talk to someone. Can we get a supervisor down here?”

Drake stands up. He walks to the door and stands in front of it. His hands fold in front of him. “Sign it and initial it.” His voice is a droned monotone.

Drake’s moving on procedure, Grant realizes. He’s gone automatic. This is what people do before they shoot other people. A dizzy dread animates his hand. He signs the page. He moves back through the sheaf of papers and lays his initials on each of them. With every scratchy pronouncement of the pen, Drake’s humanity returns, in visible increments.

The document’s done, and the big security guard slides it into a manila folder as he takes his seat again. “I didn’t think we’d have to do this, Hyde. And I’m sorry we do.” He drums his fingers on the table. “All the serious stuff happens during the day. It’s never shown itself to a night shifter. What I want you to do right now is breathe with me, all right? Deep breath.” He demonstrates and Grant tries shakily to imitate him. “The thing to remember: you’re gonna be okay. There is nothing it can do to you from where it’s at, and night-shift security is a button press away. We’re relying on you to be the eyes on Batty. The rest of us are here to contain it.”

Grant is not worried about what the creature can do to him. He’s worried about the gun on Drake’s hip. “Batty? That’s her name?”

“Its  designation,” Drake says, “is Subject B-31. We call it Batty for short, on account of it hangs like a bat. And the eyes and the teeth and the ears. B-31 was discovered at the crash site of what we thought was a meteor. Then we found the ship.”

“The ship.” Grant’s ears are ringing. “It’s an alien.”

“Yep. Came down on a vessel shaped like a bullet, the size of a rowboat. Made of alloys we don’t even have names for. And B-31 was sealed inside, in either restraints or a life-support system. There’s disagreement on that. It breathes our air, it can eat our food. On MRIs, its brain looks human, almost, but it has an enlarged frontal lobe with a protuberance around the part on humans we call Broca’s area. That controls speech production and articulation.”

“What does that all mean?”

“Fucked if I know, cause it sure don’t talk. Our psych people have run it through tests and put it at around orangutan level intelligence. It doesn’t communicate in anything like a language. Just grunts and growls.”

That wasn’t a grunt or a growl Grant heard. That was syllabic.

He stays silent.

“More important for you—since you’re  never  gonna talk to it—it has the strength of a human many times its size, it has razor-sharp fangs, and it has optical camouflage.”

“So she can go invisible?”

“It’s imperfect, especially at speed. But yes. Listen, though, newbie. Listen good.” Drake holds up a finger. “Never, ever,  ever  call it a  she . We shouldn’t have called it Batty, to be honest. But it’s faster than Subject Bee Thirty One. Psychological resilience is gonna be key to doing your job right. Batty is  not a person . You can’t think of it like that. You can look into its eyes and see something in them. You can assume a lot about what’s going on up there. You can think it’s cute. You think it’s cute?”

He says nothing.

“I  think it’s cute. Three-foot tall nudist with a Hollywood rack, running around swinging on a jungle gym. But you know  nothing  about it. Not the  first thing . The social cues you’ve developed, we don’t know how they apply to it. That thing is a black box. You ran into it outside that room, who knows what it would do to you. Eat you, maybe. Its fangs have a potent neurotoxin in them. The eggheads think it evolved to suck blood. Like a goddamn space vampire. Do  not  communicate with it. Read  nothing  into its body language. Go  nowhere  near it. Stay in your room, play your guitar, cash your checks, go home to your family.” Drake gives him a tight grin. “And you’ll be okay.”

I don’t have a family, Grant thinks.  You know I don’t.



One week passes. B-31 makes no further appearances. Grant punches in, sits in his box, and does his job. Now that he knows what’s happening in there, and the role he has as captor, every anomaly he sees brings a flinch of guilt.

He searches his office for cameras pointed his way and finds none. Could they be watching him out of some hidden enclosure? Is he really the only guy watching this place? Is that so crazy? These people aren't federal. They're contractors, and most contractors Grant's met have been the penny-pinchingest bastards he's ever known. Everyone cuts corners somewhere. Is he a cut corner, if she's never been active at night before?

It. Remember: it.

There are flashes. He knows to look for them now. A distortion around the monkey bars or on the edges of the enclosure.

He never sees her eat. He presumes they feed her during the day. Most of the time he’s here, he must be watching her sleep.

She doesn’t have a bed. She’s sleeping on the floor, or on that jungle gym.

It , a voice that sounds like Drake insists.  And you don’t know if it even sleeps.

If enough time passes, he thinks, he’ll forget the beautiful woman with the sad red eyes. She’s clearly decided not to trust him. All he has to do is keep doing what he’s doing, and his qualms will fade. If he does nothing, he’ll learn to live with it.

He makes his decision on day 12.

He waits for a fifteen minute window of zero activity, and engages the loop function on the cameras. Then he opens the CHAMBER door and pushes the swivel chair out, to the front of the glass enclosure. He sits in it and rests his head on his chin.

“You are a dumb fucking dumbfuck, Grant,” he says to himself.

He reaches out and knocks on the pane of glass.

A shimmer in the air, at the top of the jungle gym. Grant knocks again.

The hair is what appears first. The rest of her flickers back in little scale-shapes, from the crown of her head to the tip of her tail. She’s laying atop the monkey bars, curled like a cat, staring warily at him with those bright red eyes.

“Hi,” he says.



B-31 swings up to a sitting position, still silent.

“I guess you probably don’t understand me,” he says. “And you may not want anything to do with me. But I wanted to say sorry. Uh. That you’re stuck here. And that when we met, I didn’t help you. I’m not sure I can help you  now , even. But I am sorry.”

“Sorry,” she says.  Sah-rih.

He perks up. “That’s right.”

“Thaz ryde.”

“Well, now you’re just copying me.”

Her tail swishes. “Wellnau yurjaz goppingmi.”

He chuckles.

Her tail wraps around the monkey bars and she slips off of them. She hangs upside down from the jungle gym.

Gravity does interesting things to her chest.

He blinks back his untoward stare. “Do you have a name?”

“Name,” she repeats.

“I’m Grant,” he says. “Grant Hyde.” He points at his laminated ID. “My name. Name. Is Grant Hyde.”

She points at him, too. “Grantyde. Name.”

He nods. “How about you?” He points at her. “What’s your name?”

She watches his finger. Her head tilts.

He chuckles. “I can’t just keep calling you Batty.”

“Ba-tee.” She repeats it. “Grantyde name. Batty name.”

He sucks air through his teeth. “I feel like I’m not explaining this quite right.”

She delivers another babbling brook of syllables. “Batty,” she concludes.

“Okay. We’ll go with Batty for now.” He looks around the chamber. He settles on his palm, which he presses against the glass. “Hand,” he says.

She reaches down and loosens her tail until her hands press against the floor. She back-bends onto her feet. She approaches her side of the enclosure. “Hand,” she says.

“That’s right.” He points at himself. “Grant.” He points at his hand. “Hand.”

Batty shakes her head and points at him. “Grant yde.” There’s a sassiness to it. Or maybe he’s reading into it, like Drake said. Interpreting the cock of her hip and the pulling back of her lip wrong.

“Grant Hyde.” He emphasizes the space.

“Grantyde.”

“Grant.”

“Grantyde.” Her head bobs left and right. “Grantyde Grantyde Grantyde.” A burst of syllables. “Grantyde.”

“All right, all right. I concede.” He puts his hands up. “Grantyde.”

She folds her arms and smirks. Fuck you, Drake.  Black box,  social cues.  This is communication. He won’t bullshit himself into believing otherwise.

This is a person.





He waits for the fireworks. For Drake to call him in and show him footage of himself being the mother of all dunces. For him to get fired or worse. Nothing happens. He goes through security. His coworkers nod and smile.

The next night, he brings his guitar with him. He slides the case through the security checkpoint and watches carefully as the guard opens it and checks it. Grant's heart skips, and freezes, and then restarts when the guard nods, and puts the guitar back in the case, and ushers him through.

That's something you learn working night shifts. Once the sun goes down, everyone stops giving a fuck and wants to go home. Everyone but him.

He shows Batty. He taps his knuckle against it. “This is a guitar. An instrument.”

“Gee-dar,” Batty replies. “Instroomand.”

“Yes ma’am.” He slips a guitar pick into his hand and strums a c-chord. “Music. You know music?”

She gasps. Her ears fan outward. He cracks a grin.

“Geedar,” she says. “Meu-sik.”

“Uh huh. You want to hear a song?”

Her tail’s wagging. He imitates another strum and she nods rapidly.

What’s the first song you play for a woman from another planet? He clears his throat.

Grant isn’t proud of very much that’s happened in his life. As far as he can tell, he made some mistake a few years ago, some miscue on the release, and now he’s a slow gutterball. Too late to change the way things roll. Just watch it coast toward the dark and hope you’ll get another shot once it’s done. Back before he gave up on sleeping through the night, he’d keep himself up trying to pinpoint exactly what it was he messed up. There’s plenty of options.

The one unimpeachable thing, the one piece of pride in his life, is his singing voice. It’s not a modern sort of sound. Not something he could ride to any genuine success today. But for the plainspoken bleeding-out sound of the old songs, the songs about watching the train leave the station without you, it’s perfect.

He rolls out the first dusty E major riff of “I’m so Lonesome I Could Cry.”

Batty coos with quiet awe as the song unspools. Her head nods back and forth to the rhythm. Her big red eyes close.

He ambles into the last verse, and the words prick at his heart.

The silence of a falling star

Lights up a purple sky

And as I wonder where you are

I'm so lonesome I could cry

She claps and whistles. He grins sheepishly. Didn’t know aliens clapped.

She crawls forward and he tries not to stare at the swaying of her body. She taps on the glass. “Grantyde hand?”

“What do you mean?”

She points to her right palm and makes a grabby gesture. “Grantyde hand. Uh, uh." She chews her lip. "Music instrument.”

“Oh.” Grant holds it up. “That’s a pick.”

“Pick,” she says. She moves along the perimeter of the cell. She taps on a piece of the wall on the far side.

He scoots the chair over to where she’s moved to.

There’s a little handle here. Batty pushes another one on her side and a sliver of glass protrudes out. It’s a drawer. One of those two-way chute things like in movies about prisons. Batty points at it. “Pick.”

He stares at the drawer. “Uh. I don’t know about that.”

“Grantyde.” Her voice gets an edge to it. She looks intense. Her pupils shrink, and for a moment her eyes become strange and reflective, glinting in what light there is. “Hand Batty pick.”

He looks at her. He glances around her cell. Nothing there. Not a single possession. And she clearly wants this thing badly.

Hell, it’s just a pick. He has like a dozen of these per square foot. Loses them all the time.

He places the pick in the drawer and slips it through. “There you go,” he says. “Can’t exactly fit the guitar, but…”

She grabs the pick and scurries onto the jungle gym, staring at it, her tail wagging rapidly. “Pick,” she says. She turns it over and threads it between her fingers. “Pick pick pick.” She looks up at him like the tortoiseshell chip he gave her is made of solid gold. Her eyes are alight.

He grins. “You hide that thing, right? Maybe, uh… He points at the poster. “Behind that, maybe.”

Her head darts up to his. Her eyes gleam. “Hide,” she says, and there’s vehemence in it that catches him offguard. “Hide pick. Hide, Grantyde.”

“Uh, right. Exactly.” He stands up. “Okay, Batty. I gotta go now.” He gestures to the door. “Gotta go home soon.”

“Go home soon,” she repeats. “Home.”

“But I’ll be back tomorrow. Do some more songs for you.”

Batty climbs down her jungle gym bars and leans against the glass wall. Grant’s attention strays to her body, the press of her chest. His eyes snap back up to hers. They’ve never left his face.

Her broad hips sway a slow circle, back and forth.

“Grantyde,” she whispers. “Home. Grantyde.” She sings his name, draws its syllables out. She taps the glass. That glow in her eyes again; another flow of syllables. “Grantyde. Batty. Home.”

He isn’t sure what that means. But it’s enough to provoke another stupid decision.

He reaches into his guitar's sound hole and feels around its hollow body. There's his phone, duct taped to the inside of the instrument. He peels it out and carefully tugs it from between the strings.

“Can you, uh. I need to take a picture of you. Picture.” He mimics a camera and makes a clicking noise in his throat. “I’m trying to be a whistleblower here,” he says. “Not start up an alien OnlyFans. And if you’re standing like that, it’s, uh…”

Her body smushes further against the pane. She imitates his clicking noise and laughs. It’s a light, chiming sound. Her nipples are blue, too, where they flatten against the glass. Dark blue.

He tries a shooing gesture and she finally gets it. She steps away from the glass. Fascination is plain in her as he raises the camera and takes a series of photos.

She has horns, he suddenly realizes. Horns sticking out of her silky hair. Has she always had those?

“Okay.” He lowers the phone. Her gaze follows it. “No idea who gets these or how I prove they’re not fake,” he says, “but it’s a start.” Maybe he just uploads them somewhere? Spreads them across some anonymous imageboard? Do people still pay attention to that sort of thing?

“Issa start,” she says. “Home.”

She looks up, to the cold metal ceiling. “Home,” she murmurs.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Dukerino
                        

                    

                    Hey Grant are you sure this is a great idea brother

Thanks for reading, gang. The text editor is, for some reason, doing a odd thing with the spacing on the italics when I import the text. So if you see an italic word with punctuation marks a space away, that's why. Anyone else ever deal with this? Tell me how you fixed it and I will give you one (1) cookie.

See you in another hour!



                



1.3. Taiikari


                Two more shifts pass.

He brings in more things for Batty. He brings her a map of Earth. She examines it with her head cocked.

“This is Earth. Uh, Home.” He taps the paper. “Earth.”

“Erf.”

“What about you?” He points at her. “Batty home?”

“Taiikari.”

He tries to pronounce it. She giggles at him. “Taiii karr eeee.” She sounds it out.

“Taiikari,” he says.

She nods. Her eyes flash. “Grantyde Batty home Taiikari.”

“No, I’m Earth. Grantyde home Earth.” He points at the floor.

She stares at him until he breaks eye contact with her. He isn’t sure how to interpret her expression.

The next night, he brings her some crayons and paper that he slips through the two-way drawer. He draws her poorly. She draws him worse.

“I keep misremembering and thinking you have horns,” he says.

She quirks an eyebrow. “Missermembering?”

“Being wrong. Uh, about horns.” He mimics them with two fingers.

Her eyes widen and she shakes her head vigorously, covering her scalp. “No no no no.” He taught her  no  and it’s become one of her favorite words. “No horns.”

He plays more music for her, but the first is still her favorite, the one she asks for at the end of every night. “Lonesome. Lonesome.” She taps on the glass in time to her chanting demand. She’s started singing along to it in her own language.

The fourteenth night of their friendship—if that’s what this is—she demands an encore (via her preferred method of chanting). He plays again, standing up this time and kicking the beat quicker and jauntier, grooving like he’s on stage. She laughs and dances with him on the other side of the glass.

He’s out of breath by the time he’s done. “All right, all right. I really do gotta go now.” He shrugs the guitar strap off and unzips his gig bag. “Need to switch off the loop before anyone checks in.”

“Grantyde.”

He glances up from his instrument. His fingers halt on the zipper.

She’s cupping one of her breasts as she looks at him. Her other hand lays flat on her stomach, its fingers kneading little divots into the softness of her lower tummy. The roof of his mouth immediately dries.

She hums the tune. Sings a gentle verse of it, replacing the words with the flowing syllables of her language.

“Lonesome,” she murmurs.

Her fingers fan out against the glass.

He places his hand right over hers. They gaze at one another through the wall of her prison.

She does have horns. She definitely has horns. Maybe they come and go, but they’re here right now. She sees where he’s looking and color rushes to her cheeks. “ No  horns,” she insists.

Her skin ripples, and she vanishes.





 

“Did you do this job before me?” he asks Drake. They’re idling at the vending machine while they wait for the elevator, which is taking forever.

“Nah.” Drake pops the tab on his coke. “I’ve done day shift a few times, or come in on assignment. But night shift, last guy bounced out for the same thing you talked about in the interview. Just couldn’t hack the hours.”

“Did he ever see B-31?”

Drake shakes his head. “Never did. You're the only night shift guy who has. Never thought I'd have to brief you on her.”

“Why’d I see her, do you think?”

“It.”

“Sorry.”

Drake shrugs. “I wonder that, too. Wonder if you have any ideas.”

Grant’s grin dies when Drake’s fails to appear. “I couldn’t tell you.”

“Well,” Drake says. “Long as it doesn’t get in the way, you’re fine. You seen it again since?”

Grant thinks about Batty’s straying fingers. The cushiony y-shape her thighs form when they press together. The delicate tuft of downy pubic hair nestling in it.

“Nope,” he says.

The elevator dings.





 

Grant downloads a VPN and a private browser, and then chickens out.

He goes to the library and, feeling like a total dipshit, googles “how to whistleblow.” A bunch of .gov sites and legal landing pages. Archer West works  with  the government. He doesn’t think that’ll work.

He goes down a rabbit hole of UFO and UAP sites. There’s a lot of wingnut stuff on them. He thinks maybe he’s got a hit on a story about itty-bitty invisible women with horns and tails, but the library firewall blocks it for suspected pornographic content. Fair enough.

It’s past noon and the fatigue is hitting pretty hard. He heads home, back to his apartment. The cardboard from the unpacked shelves is still all over his floor. He still hasn’t gotten around to bundling that. It just doesn’t seem that important.

He draws in his blackout curtains and pops his earmuffs on. He puts his phone on do not disturb and places it on the nightstand.

He picks it back up.

He pulls up the photos of Batty and scrolls through them. He doesn’t touch himself. He won’t do that to pictures of a prisoner. He just stares at her. At her eyes. At the hope in them when she was looking at him.

He shuts the phone off and goes to bed.





 

Batty’s taken to waking up around 3 AM. He lets her sleep while he practices a Robert Johnson tune in his office.

He gets a coke from the vending machine and remembers the conversation he had yesterday with Drake. Talking about the day shift.

How far back does the rewind function go, he wonders?

No need for curiosity, kid. Job’ll go smoother without it.

He returns to his console and rewinds. He winds the clock all the way back to the daytime, watching for movement. He pauses when he sees it—Batty on the jungle gym—then keeps going. Figures zipping around in there. Human-sized.

He finds the beginning. His stomach’s hollowing out as he presses play.

A man in full hazmat gear enters Batty’s chamber. There’s a submachine gun in his hands. Behind him are two more suits, these unarmed, wheeling an empty gurney into the room, its surface festooned with straps.

Batty drops into visibility, snarling and backing away from them, huddling in the far end of the chamber like a cornered beast. Her teeth are bared. A pair of horns has clearly sprouted from the top of her head. She’s totally different from the woman he knows, on her knuckles like a primate, growling and feral.

The guy with the gun points it across the room. The voices are muffled. Is that Drake? He can’t tell.

A shimmer in the air within the cell. They’re pumping something in. Batty’s hissing, shrieking. She curls into a ball, shaking violently. She’s in pain.

Her shaking slows down and stops.

One of the unarmed suits steps to the door of the cell and pulls a magnetic keyring from their belt. The gurney’s guide bar is in their other hand.

The scene skips. The security guy is entering the room again. The timestamp continues. They’ve looped the footage here. Grant fast-forwards. A few dozen more loops and suddenly Batty is back in her cell, sitting atop her jungle gym, battered and trembling. She’s staring out into the chamber, her face so full of rage and hatred it freezes Grant’s blood.

She slips down between the monkey bars and starts a set of dips. Her triceps stand out under her blue skin.

Grant stops the footage. He feels his breath stick to his ribs, feels a sting behind his eyes.

He can’t be a silent party to this. To whatever they’re doing. He won’t be. Fuck whistleblowing.

He’s getting her out.

He can’t pick the guitar up or he’d end up smashing it. He goes through the logbook instead. Back to the pages behind him. He sees what the other night shifters wrote. Blinking lights, flushing toilets. Nothing in here from the day crew. Now and again he comes across a torn-out page.

A rattle above him. A screw clatters to the floor. He looks up.

The AC vent opens and Batty falls into his lap.

“Grantyde,” she gasps.

“What the  fuck!” He nearly falls backward out of the chair.

He looks into the cell and sees a vent on the ceiling, hanging by two screws. The other two are halfway unthreaded. It was the pick. It must have been. She used it to jimmy the thing open. This is his fault.

No, not his fault, he decides, as the little alien shivers in his lap. This is thanks to him.

Batty’s lighter than she looks. She lays her face on his chest and shakes. Her skin is shockingly cold, but as she trembles and her breath puffs onto his neck, he realizes it’s from her trip through the vent. She’s warming up already.

“Batty.” His heart is thundering. “What the fuck—”

“Shhh.” She puts her finger to his lip. She rubs his stubble. He didn’t really believe this would ever happen. Her skin on his.

She lets out a string of words.  Grantyde  is in there. His arms are locked by his sides, knuckles white on the chair.

She’s fiddling with his tie, examining the knot. Her fingers tremble. Her foot nudges his forearm. “Hand,” she says.

She stares into his eyes. There are no whites in there, he realizes. It’s all red and black. The iris might not be an iris at all. They do that shining flash they do sometimes, as though a filmy camera shutter clicked across them. Her voice is lower than he’s ever heard it. Low and raspy. “Grantyde hand Batty.”

She’s asking for his heat, he realizes. He lifts his hand. There’s a ruddy groove in it from where it dug against the chair. He places it on the small of her back, near the stalk of her tail. A sigh escapes her at the warmth of his palm against her chilly skin. Her nod of approval tickles the fringe of her silky hair across the web of his thumb.

His other hand joins in, and lays across her shoulder blades. He could close his fingers around her at the narrowest point of her waist. He feels his pulse in the back of his throat.

Her ears wiggle. A smile twitches at the edge of her mouth. Her hips shift as she squirms further into his lap. She’s small, but she doesn’t feel delicate or thin-boned. She feels solid. She feels made to be touched.

His thumb runs along the ridges of her spine. Her skin is satin-smooth. Her stare is patient, content to let him explore.

How far?

His touch lightens. His sanity reasserts itself. “I’m sorry,” he says. “Sorry. I can’t—can you—” He shifts, trying to communicate that he needs to get up.

She hops off of him and points to his logbook and his pen. Her eyes flicker. “Hand,” she says. He passes both to her.

She speaks in her language as she sketches a diagram. There’s the chamber, and there’s Grant sitting in his room. She scribbles the vent connecting the two and a two-way arrow through it. She draws another arrow pointing out away from the vent, and then X’s it out. She holds her hands up and brings them together.

“The vents are barred,” he says. “You can only get from there to here.”

“Bard,” she repeats.

“You need to get out that way, don’t you?” He points at the door to the hallway. “Up the elevator. But you need—” His hand closes around his ID. “You need this.”

She nods. Her eyes do that now-familiar glow they have whenever she’s being intense. “Home. Up. Taiikari. Keayae’kmainaema Maekyon.”

He nods. “Kiyai kamainama make-on.”

She snorts. “Grantyde. No.”

“We’re gonna do this soon. I swear.” He gestures to the vent in the ceiling. “But tonight we really have to get you back in there and put that vent back where it goes. Can’t do this without thinking it through. Accounting for the obstacles in our way. Maybe bringing some supplies in.” He imitates writing something down in the logbook, a look of concentration on his face. “Gotta plan.”

She sighs and nods.

“I want to know what you’re saying. I want to get you to Taiikari. I do.” There’s an ache behind his eyes. Drake was so right and so wrong. He should never have spoken to Batty. Never gotten this close. But he can’t treat her the way he’s been told to. Can’t look at her and see anything less than a prisoner. A prisoner who barely shares a word with him, but who has made it overwhelmingly clear:

She wants to go home, and she needs his help.

She points at the ceiling and rattles off a round of gibberish.

“You want me to help you back up in there?”

“Help.” Her ear twitches. She nods. “Up.”

She hops onto the console. He stands and offers her a boost. She carefully places the sole of her foot on his interlaced hands. Her weight shifts as she stands. Now he’s looking up at her, along the valley between her breasts and into those piercing reds. He has a  very  clear view of what’s between her legs.

It’s like the rest of her. Small, cute, blue, and human enough to close a tingling, invisible grip around his stomach.

She bends down. She pushes her forehead against his. He feels the whoosh of her exhale on his lips.

They stare at each other for a few moments.

Then she hops upward and scampers into the vent. He lets out a breath he didn’t even realize he was holding and sits down in the swivel chair.

Batty’s face appears in the vent. Her eyes are glowing in the dark. “No saying,” she says. “Vaneakanaia’zamanaraianama. No saying  Drake.”

She says his name with a surprising tinge of venom.

“Don’t tell anyone about this?” He adjusts the tie she loosened. “I won’t. But listen. Batty. You can’t be leaving that cell yet, okay? I have to—I’m gonna figure something out. I don’t know how we get you home. We don’t have the technology. But I’m gonna get you out, at least.”

“Help,” she says. “Help Batty home Taiikari.”

“I will,” he says. “I swear to God. I will if it kills me.”

He watches her thin fingers wrap around the vent’s fans and pull it back into place.

Morning comes, and at every step of his departure, he’s tallying obstacles and plans and contingencies. Which of these checkpoints can they just use her camouflage to pass through? Those cameras—are they infrared, to better track their inmate? What does he do about Drake? The man seems placid at their farewell. Is he suspicious? Where did that guy with the submachine gun come from? Is there a garrison here?

So intense is his concentration that he’s already halfway home by the time he realizes Batty stole his phone.
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                    We're on the way to the fireworks factory now. The challenge in these early chapters was to balance introductions of various characters and elements with the knowledge that most of the story is about to be spent in a massive galactic empire where they won't really come up again. I hope the pace isn't too bumpy for ya--if so, never fear. That's just escape velocity, and we'll be in orbit soon.

Thank you for reading!



                



1.4. Escape
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                    Hey folks! We've long since moved on from Archer West in the part of the story I'm currently updating, but I thought I'd drop by back here to check in with those playing catch-up.

I've been seeing a trend of comments probing around the edges and deficiencies of the facility and calling out, as a perceived plot hole, how seemingly unsupervised our main man Grantyde has been. I regret that I can't respond to all of these in the interest of keeping my focus on the meat of the story (which is in space) and avoiding spoiling anything. I only ask that, if that's you, to give me a measure of trust that I'm going somewhere, and to keep reading.



                

                Tonight is the night. Grant’s more grateful than ever for his guitar to keep his hands from fidgeting and picking the threads out of his coveralls.

No motion on the cameras. He waits for Batty to wake up and show herself. He’s already coming up with how he’ll describe the plan.

“Grant.”

Grant looks up from his guitar.

Drake is in the doorway. Grant didn’t hear him come in. “You mind putting that away for me?”

“Sure.” Grant leans the guitar against the desk. “What’s up?”

“You’re watching an empty room, Grant.”

“I do that every night.”

“Tonight you are  watching an empty room,  Grant.” Drake’s face is as unmoving as concrete. “Batty’s not in there.”

“Oh.” He sounds hollow. Like he’s listening to a tinny recording of himself bombing a performance. “Where is she?”

“We don’t know, Grant.” Drake’s eyes are ice. “We’re wondering if you might.”

“No. Of course not.”

Drake stares in silence at him for ten seconds. A curtain of sweat is rolling down his back.

“Come with me,” Drake finally says. “Let’s take a quick walk.”

“I shouldn’t be leaving my post.”

Drake folds his hands in front of him. This is the same man who watched him sign that NDA. “Stand up.”

Grant stands up. His legs don’t give out beneath him, which is a minor victory.

Drake stands aside. “After you.”

“I’m not sure where we’re going.”

“We’re going left.” And Drake stares at him until he leaves the room, and goes left.

Drake follows him, occasionally ordering him down one side of a junction and once through a door. Grant has never been in this part of the facility. He realizes belatedly he should have been memorizing the way back.

“You had a very simple job, Grant,” Drake says. “Very hard to mess this job up. Next left.”

“What’s going on, Drake?”

Drake just shakes his head. They stop by a crash-bar door that Drake props open.

Beyond is a tiled room with a folding table in the middle.

“Do you recognize that?” Drake asks.

On the folding table is the go-bag that was in his trunk. The changes of clothes. The flashlights and batteries and food. The maps, the books. The sleeping bags. The gun.

“Would you like to tell me why these things were in your car?” Drake’s close enough for the coffee-scented breath wafts past his face.

“I was.” Grant needs to swallow the taste of bile out of his throat. “Gonna go camping.”

“Step inside, please.” Drake’s hands are on his belt. One thumb’s hooked into the buckle. The other settles near his pistol. “Let’s go through this stuff. And talk.”

He looks at the gun on Drake’s belt. The palm pressed on the holster.

He looks at the room beyond. There’s a drain in its floor.

He bolts.

“Stop.  Stop. ” Boots stamp the laminate flooring. He hears Drake unhook his radio. “He’s running. He’s—right.”

Grant twists round a corner into a straight break. He’s turned around. He’s lost.

“Stop or I  will  shoot.”

Grant feels as though he’s dreaming as he stumbles to a halt. Like his legs aren’t obeying him anymore. He glances back and stares down the barrel of Drake’s Glock.

“Hands on your head.”

He obeys. The gun pushes into his back and marches him back down the hallway.

“You let the goddamn thing  use  you,” Drake mutters. “Wouldn’t even have worked. Wouldn’t have gotten anywhere. You’re chipped, kid. Remember that  blood sample?”

Grant’s shoulder twinges. He’s so stupid. He’s so goddamn stupid.

They return to the room with the table and the bag and the drain. Drake pushes him inside. “Couldn’t hack it after all,” he says. “Couldn’t hack it. Sorry, kid.”

“Drake.” Grant searches the man’s face. For anything he can reach. “Let’s—let’s talk at least. Like you said. Let’s talk.”

Drake shakes his head. “Turn away.”

“Please, man. Please.”

Drake seizes his shoulder and twists his body. “Turn the  fuck away. ”

“No,” he screams. “No no  no no”

A heavy thump behind him and an earsplitting  bang. He sprawls forward. Something hot and wet beads on his neck and for an absurd moment he thinks  this is it, I’ve been shot, this is how it feels. Then he hears the scream.

He turns around. Batty is clinging to Drake’s back and sinking her teeth into his throat. Her little hand is clamped down on his wrist, twisting the gun to one side. Plaster rains on them from a hole he blasted into the ceiling. Drake’s cry rises an octave amid a raw flood of terror and pain, and then Batty’s head jerks and  yanks  and a fountain of bright blood gushes from his ruined neck.

Grant watches Drake’s eyes roll into his skull, his jaw slacken. He crumples. Batty rides his shoulders to the floor.

She rummages on the body. She tugs the gun from its hand and stands up. Her mouth, her arms, her whole front are covered in arterial crimson. She gazes at him. Her pupils are so massive that her eyes appear entirely black, like a shark’s.

“Grantyde,” she says.

“Oh Christ,” he whispers. “Ohhh Christ.”

The reds of her irises wink back into view at the edges. They’re so bright it’s like they’re glowing. “Grantyde. Taiikari.”

“Wait. Wait. We need, uh—” Grant crouches at the corpse. His hands are shaking so violently he has trouble getting into its pocket, but he comes back out with Drake’s wallet and ID card. Batty’s brows furrow as he retrieves them. “For the locks.”

She stares at him as he straightens up. He has no idea what her expression is saying. He doesn’t know what’s going on up there, he realizes. Drake was right about that.

She reaches her hand out, the one not holding the gun. “Hand,” she says.

Grant numbly passes her the dead man’s ID.

She moves to the door. When he starts to follow, she pauses. “Batty up. Grantyde here. Yes?” Her eyes flash.

“Yes. Okay. Just—you’ll come back, right?”

“Come back.” She nods. She blinks invisible. The ID and the gun bob in midair. Bloody footprints trace her passage.

He stands with Drake’s body. It’s been a little over a year since he sat in a room with a dead body, and it sure as shit wasn’t like this. He beats back the wave of nausea.

He packs his go-bag again. Fuck it, why not?

Should he bring his guitar? That would be stupid. Too bulky. He’s going to need to move. But should he? Batty loves that thing.

He’s on the verge of returning to the office to grab it when he hears the muffled gunshots. An automatic  taktaktaktak . That’s not Batty’s gun. It freezes him in his tracks.

The lights turn red. A trilling siren starts in the office, echoing through the hall to him. He bites his knuckle hard. He feels like such a useless asshole down here. Is she okay? Is she dead? If she is, then at least he’s next. No time to grieve.

Minutes tick down. How long has it been?

“Grantyde.”

He leaps out of his skin. Batty’s standing in front of him; he doesn’t understand what he’s seeing for a moment and thinks there’s a chunk blown out of her side. But she’s got her invisibility on, he realizes. She’s just covered—covered—in blood.

“Come,” the gory wraith says, and pads from the room. He follows her.

She has a tangle of wires in one hand now. That’s his phone. She’s gutted it and reconfigured it into… something.

They make it to the elevator before Grant’s legs fail and he has to sit on the floor. He sees Drake’s eyes rolling back. He thinks he might faint.

“Grantyde.” She crouches next to him. “Grantyde, home.”

He nods, not trusting himself to open his eyes.

Over the coasting sound of the elevator, she sings, in surprisingly passable English.

The silence of a falling star

Lights up a purple sky

And as I wonder where you are

I'm so lonesome I could cry



The elevator doors open on the main floor. Batty takes his hand and pulls him to his feet. Together they step over the second corpse.

Batty leads Grant through a massacre. A half dozen people in tactical black. A poor shmuck with a cheap button-down and a handgun. Some shot, some torn open like Drake was. The reception desk is empty. The checkpoints are empty. In the scarlet light of the alarm, the blood smeared on the floors and walls looks black.

Batty doesn’t hurry. She’s alert but not alarmed. She’s killed everyone, he realizes. Everyone here.

They reach the front door. The parking lot is deserted.

“Wait. Wait. Before we go out.” Grant unslings his go-bag. He pulls a shearling coat out and hands it to Batty. “It’s, uh. Cold.”

She takes the coat. Her face is wary now when she looks at him.

They step into the night. “That’s my car.” He points to his civic in its pool of amber. Its trunk is popped. “It’s faster than on foot.” He mimics an engine noise.

“No car.” She shakes her head.

“We’re not gonna get anywhere walking, Batty. We’re in the middle of nowhere.”

“You come.” She points at the sky. “Grantyde. Home.”

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Dukerino
                        

                    

                    Hey Grant buddy I think your civic is cool. A very reliable choice for automobile.

Maybe you could have made a better choice in the girlfriend department though.



                



1.5. The Black Pike


                Grant's voice fails him.

Batty's eyes glow red at the edge of the dark. “Come, Grantyde.” She strides into the field that surrounds Archer West. Her bare feet crunch on the dry grass.

He catches up with her as she babbles into his phone. The screen isn’t on, but the flashlight is, and it’s flickering in a seemingly random pattern. A few hundred feet away from the facility, she halts and places the phone on the ground, flashlight up. She jogs away, back to Grant, and tugs at the edge of his coveralls to pull him further from the blinking light.

The terrifying thing isn’t the noise. It’s the absence of it. The silvery shape that detaches from the night and descends should be making some kind of roaring engine noise, and it isn’t. It slips into the field like a darting fish, and its skids crackling and hissing across the dirt is the loudest part.

A space ship has landed in the field beyond Archer West.

It’s not a big ship. Just three times the size of his civic, or so. A hatch unfolds in its side, and a rose-colored light illuminates a humanoid silhouette. An armored alien, about five feet tall with a face hidden behind a dome of frosted glass, emerges from the ship, pointing a long, boxy thing at Grant. Its function seems lethal and obvious.

“Kiam,” the alien says, its voice modulated by its all-over armor. “Kiam’kvae.”

“Kiam’ni,” snaps Batty, and shoves the gun’s nose to the dirt.

The figure drops immediately to one knee. “Mayi’ Sykora. Tutheam’nakaewaiaem.”

Grant stares in panicky awe at the sleek vessel in front of them. It’s so dark that it seems to bend the light around it. More of them are coming out of the hatch. Most are taller than Batty by a head or so. The last off is closer to her size, and maskless. Another of Batty’s kind, and another woman, he thinks. With the same molten red eyes. She steps to Batty’s bat-ear and murmurs into it. Batty responds clipped and uncompromising, still staring into Grant’s eyes.

Drake was going to kill him. Drake is dead. He has a tracking chip stuck in his arm. He has no future here that doesn’t end at a black site or staring down a barrel. And here’s this weird little alien who’s saved his life, who’s been—

Who’s been what? What is she?

“Lonesome Grantyde.” She beckons to him.

He reaches out and takes her hand. She squeezes his fingers tight.

“Up.” She caresses his palm. Her eyes glow. “Come up. Falling star.”

He climbs into Batty’s space ship.

 



 

The descent was silent. The ascent is loud. Grant’s been strapped into a memory-foam seat that’s a size too small for him. The buckles across his chest and stomach leave him barely any clearance to breathe. The G-forces are muted, somehow, by the structure of the thing, but they’re still hellacious enough to shove him into his seat and keep his arms pinned heavy to the wall behind him.

Batty has never stopped holding his hand since they climbed in. He’s used to seeing photos and videos of astronauts looking ridiculous and pancaked as they take off, but Batty still looks beautiful as they ascend (he thinks—there’s no window). Her face is a portrait of hope and awe.

And when the blast is cut off, and the unearthly weightlessness sets in, she screams with joy. She unbuckles herself and throws herself across his lap and gazes wild and giddy into his face. “Home,” she gasps. “Home home home home home.”

And then, in front of a half dozen silent armored sentinels, she pulls his face forward and kisses him.

Her tongue is rough and textured on its surface as it quests into his mouth. She rakes her fingers through his hair and twists her legs around his waist and clings to him in the zero-G. The shock has levered his mouth open, kept him stock-still, but after a moment he animates, and his arms wrap around her, around the shearling coat that serves as her only clothing. He squeezes her into his chest, and as his tongue meets hers, she lets out a shivery moan of encouragement into his mouth. And it’s terrifying and he has no clue what his life is about to become, where they’re going, he doesn’t even speak a word of her language and he’s seen her reduce an office building to meat, and for a wet, blissful moment that feels like an eternity none of it matters. Nothing matters but the blue bombshell squirming beneath his fingers and the inviting plumpness of her lips and her body, and then he tastes copper and he realizes he’s tasting Drake’s blood. Drake’s, and who knows who else from that abattoir.

She feels him falter, and falters too. She pulls back, and her face is becoming strange again as she beholds him. She glances to one side, issues a flowing order to the other woman in the cabin, and pushes off from Grant, landing in the seat next to him and buckling herself back in.

Her hand is back on his. The grip is firm and more distant, somehow, more controlling.

“Ganeamak, Grantyde,” she whispers.

“What?” he asks, and then there’s a sharp sting on the side of his head and he grits his teeth against the pain of it.

His ears stop working. They still transmit sound, but it’s just this hellacious mishmash of misfiring signals. His vision darkens as the sensory overload rolls over him and he makes a strangled choking noise or he thinks he does, he can’t even tell, he might be screaming for all he knows, and he squeezes his eyes shut and when they open the hatch is wide, and Batty’s compatriots are piling out. Did he pass out?

They’ve unbuckled him. He stands, shakily. The gravity’s back. He climbs out of the hatch, bowing his head to fit beneath its low lip.

He emerges onto a platform plated with a hard, scarlet-colored wood. Gold metallic bannisters and guardrails pen him and his landing party in. They’re several dozen feet above a hangar, full of similarly sleek craft. His eyes wander across the fleet and out into a massive, open hangar door. How is he breathing air right now? It looks like they’re open to vacuum. There must be some kind of membrane across the view.

The view of Earth. His home planet dominates the sky. They’re in orbit.

Batty is standing at the center of the platform, surrounded by crew. A soldier drapes a scarlet robe around her shoulders. Her posture is straighter, her shoulders squared.

She sees him emerge and hurries over to him, bare feet slapping on the deck. She speaks in rapid-fire mellifluous chatter. Something buzzes and snaps in his head, like a static shock on the inside of his skull.

“Laekanae’amastand me?”

He blinks rapidly, trying to clear the sudden black dots at the edge of his vision.

“Can you understand me?” Batty repeats. Her words don’t match the shapes her lips are forming, like an old Shaw Brothers kung fu dub.

“Yes,” he says, or tries to say. His vocal chords, his mouth. They form some other syllable instead. Like he’s having a stroke. “What is this? What’s going on?” Still, the sickly separation between intent and action. The verbal equivalent of seeking a phantom final stair in a dark staircase.

Her eyes are wet. Her hand squeezes his. “We’re home, Grantyde,” she says. “We’re safe.”

She moves away, leaving him dizzy and lightheaded, speaking to one of the masked minions. “You’re new.”

“Yes, Majesty. On my fifth cycle aboard.”

“Your name, soldier?”

“First Corporal Tyvan, Majesty.”

“Did Hyax select you? She’s still brigadier, yes?”

“She is, Majesty. She signed my commendation.”

“Then you’re welcome, Tyvan, and your service will honor me, I’m sure.” She inclines her head. “Clean my husband and find him something presentable to wear. Then bring him to my cabin. Are you hungry?”

Grant is staring at the yawning gap through which the starscape spreads. Earth’s slow turn. He watches a storm twist over the Atlantic. He sees the lights of the East Coast like a gossamer spider’s web.

“Grantyde,” Batty prompts. “Are you hungry, darling?”

“Uh. Yeah.” He blinks. Darling. Husband? “It’s just Grant. Please—what’s happening?”

“Now you speak Taiikari, and I can make it triply clear.” She shrugs her robe the rest of the way on and belts it. “To me, and to your new life, you are Grantyde.” She follows his gaze to the planetscape before them. “Bid Maekyon farewell. Your time on that world is finished. You are now wed to Princess Sykora of the Black Pike. Sergeant Ajax.”

The other soldier snaps to attention. “Yes, Majesty.”

“Send word to the majordomo that I’ve returned and need her council at her earliest convenience. I intend to make a ship-wide address. Do you suppose I ought to keep the blood on for it?”

“I don’t know, Majesty.”

She clicks her tongue. “Does it make me look like a dread warrior returned, or like a rabid animal? Answer without fear.”

“Both, Majesty.”

“A bath then, I think. Has my cabin been kept operational?”

“Like you had never left it, Majesty.”

“Wonderful. You are a balm as always, Ajax.” She pivots. “Gefreiter Agra.”

The woman soldier salutes. “Yes, Majesty.”

“I remember that right—you’re Agra?”

“I am indeed, Majesty.”

“Hello again, Agra. Is Quartermaster Kymai still aboard?”

“He is, Majesty.”

“Outstanding. Give him my compliments, beg him from me not to quit, and have him send two tureens of reedweaver curry to my quarters. One oversized.”

“Wait. Please wait.” Grant takes a step forward and is immediately checked in his tracks by one of the black-clad soldiers. “I’m the husband? Of Princess Sykora of— uh—”

“Of the Black Pike.” She sweeps her hand out around the cavernous chamber. “This is the ZKZ Black Pike.” The gesture finishes with her palm against her chest. “And I am Princess Sykora.”

She approaches him. That same graceful step, the slinky tilt of her hip. It looked dancerly to him before. Now it looks lethal, panther-like. Her gaze traces him. Her arm raises. He feels her touch light on his stomach. “And you are mine now, Grantyde,” she says.

He sees Batty in there, in the openness of the smile that spreads across her face. Just a moment of it.

Before his stunned mind can put a response together, she’s turned on her heel and strode away, flanked by two of her soldiers.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Dukerino
                        

                    

                    Wowza! Congrats to the happy couple!!!

Thanks for reading, all. We have four chapters to go today as Grant tries desperately to figure out who the woman he's accidentally wedded actually is.



                



1.6. Husband


                They dress Grant in a black and scarlet tunic, with a high, asymmetric collar. A tight cut. He’s not sure if that’s just for the flattering drape or because he’s at least a foot taller than everyone else here. There’s no sleeves, but judging from the crewmates he sees along the way to Sykora’s cabin, sleeves are a rare commodity around here.

Two commandos in black lead him. Whispers and stares follow him. As he trudges the red-carpeted halls, he notices the clear divide in his captors. The men are smaller than him, but not vastly so. He’d guess the tallest he sees are around five feet. All of them have opaque glass masks over their faces, in various degrees of coverage, always hiding their eyes. Unlike Sykora, whose horns come and go, they seem to have theirs extruded permanently.

The women are much shorter, and barefaced. He sees a panoply of cool-spectrum colors, from magenta to midnight. But always their uniforms are scarlet and black, and always their eyes are red. And always as he passes, the eyes follow, gawking. He sees no other human in his journey. No other aliens of any kind.

They pause before a large door with a golden seal set into the center of its double panels. Two halberds crossed. A guard presses the seal, and speaks: “The alien, majesty.”

A voice pipes through an unseen speaker. “Let him in, thank you. And then remain outside.”

The guard jerks his head to Grant. “Step through.”

Grant places himself before the seal and it spins to inversion as it sinks into the door. The panels slide apart and Grant is buffeted with humid, sweet-scented air.

Princess Sykora’s spacious cabin is appointed in scarlet and jet. Silk curtains with intricate millefleur designs and golden fringes divide the space into thirds. The first, where Grant stands, serves as a gallery full of trophies. The skulls of strange beasts, ornate and alien relics, a wall full of exotic weapons. Drake’s pistol is here, slung on the wall, incongruous to him among the bizarre forms.

The second is dominated by a cylindrical pit within which a riot of overstuffed cushions and draping blankets reside. It’s as much a nest as it is a bed, and it’s huge. Grant’s stomach goes hollow as he surveys it. If he’s understanding Sykora right, he’s going to become well-acquainted with that bed.

The final section is some kind of kitchenette/bath-house combination that eschews carpet for onyx tile, and has a hexagonal tub set into its wall, which is currently overflowing with bubbles. Sykora lounges in the foam, naked as the day she was born (and the day they met). Her robe lies crumpled a few feet away.

She raises her well-hewn arms in welcome. “How do you like our cabin, Grantyde? Not exactly as decadent as the terrestrial royal houses, but comfortable enough for you, I hope. Certainly it beats our previous rendezvous, hmm?”

“Bat—uh, Princess.” Grant takes a step in.

“Ah—shoes, please.” She sticks her foot up out of the water. He steps out of his slippers and approaches.

“Princess Sykora. Listen. I’ve got a… a life down there. You have to take me back, so I can, I can tell someone what’s happening at that place—”

She sinks into the bubbles. “No.”

“You don’t understand. We—”

“You don’t understand, Grantyde. This isn’t your choice to make.” The water sloshes as she lounges back. “I told you. You’re mine.”

“What?”

“You’re mine. By right of my station, I claim you as my property and my husband. That dusty little world does not concern you anymore.” Her knees pop out of the sudsy water. “And I am quite excited to introduce you to what does.”

“What?”

“Did the translator not take? Why do you keep saying what? Surely you know what it is to own someone. Your people thought to own me. To keep me in that little glass box forever. Me. The Princess of the Black Pike.” She bares her razor-sharp teeth in an unkind grin. “No. I take. I am not taken.”

“Are you… abducting me?”

“Yes,” she says. “You will never set foot on Maekyon again.”

“No. Wait—no no no.”

Her foot splashes with playful emphasis. “Yes, yes, yes.”

“I saved you. I let you out.”

“And in recognition, I spared your life and permitted your world’s backwater biosphere to remain intact, rather than cracking its crust.” She scrubs at the blood beneath her nails. “You will serve as—what was your name for Maekyon?”

“Earth.”

“Earth.” Her nose wrinkles. “Like dirt? That’s quite literal. You will serve as Earth’s reparation for imprisoning a Void Princess of the Taiikari.” When she says that, Taiikari, for an instant her lips and her voice form the same sound. “This is hardly sufficient punishment for such a transgression, and yet...” She taps her lower lip. “It’ll do. You thought to own me. Now I am your owner.”

“I—I didn’t do a thing. I’m nobody. I’m a fucking custodian. They aren’t going to miss me or beg you or—there’s no ransom.”

“Come over here and kneel.” Her voice is flat. “I’m tired of craning my neck.”

He hesitates. This is clearly a being used to getting what she wants, and he’s deep in her territory. He approaches the tub and takes a knee.

“I don’t want any begging, and I don’t want any ransom,” she says. “The only thing I wanted from your world is kneeling before me. A beautiful alien to fill my insides and warm my bed.”

“What?”

“Perhaps I should speak more directly while you get used to the implant.” She purses her lips. “I’m taking you as my lover. Husband means—”

“It translated.”

“Then why the what?”

“Because it’s fucking crazy.”

“No, it isn’t.” Her face is inches from his. “You excite me. Your voice, when you sing. Your face, with this bony nose and this strange scruffy hair around your mouth.” She scratches his beard. “It will serve as a fine seat, I think.”

His breath hitches.

“And you’re smooth. No horns or scales or fangs. Like you were made to be touched. And oh, you’re big. It surprises me every time.” Her touch strays down his chest. Soapy water trails down the silk. “You entranced me from the moment I saw you. And now I possess you. You’ll make a splendid husband.”

Her hand lands on his thigh and squeezes. He flinches.

“You could lift me up so easily, couldn’t you?” she muses. “You could do it one-handed. You could do all sorts of things with me.”

She stands and steps out of the tub. Her skin glistens. There’s a flush along it from the hot water. Grant thought he was used to it by now, her nakedness, but it catches him all over again. For all her unexpected cruelty, she is as jaw-dropping as ever.

“I don’t want to.” He speaks over the lizard-brain parts of him that are clamoring to the contrary. “I don’t want this.”

“You do.” Her sturdy hips cock to one side. Her tail flicks downward and plucks a towel from a pile on the floor, catapulting it into her hand. “You’ve wanted me ever since you saw me in that cell you kept me in. And now that our positions are reversed, you shrink from me. But I’ve seen your desire. I see it now, though you shift to hide it from me.” Her red eyes dilate. “I smell it.”

“I wanted you when I thought you were…” Were what, he asks himself. When you were trapped? Helpless? But he refuses to shame himself. He’s not the bad guy. “I wanted you before I realized you were an asshole,” he says.

“An ass hole!” She laughs delightedly. The towel thwips upward and loops around the back of his neck. She pulls him forward with it, nose-to-nose with her. “We’re going to have some misadventures with this translation implant.”

“I mean what I say.”

Her laugh trails off into a smug grin. “I’m sure you do. It’s just not a common insult among the Taiikari. I might start using it.” She slips the towel across herself. “I look forward to our cultural exchange with great anticipation, Maekyonite. This will be fun.”

“For you, maybe.” He glares. “Where I come from, this is about the most evil thing you can do to someone.”

“You did it to me!” Her voice breaks into a growling snarl as her anger slips the leash. “I lost count of the days you did it to me. You stripped me and filmed me sleeping and pissing and weeping. And ran your little tests. And now the tables are turned, and instead of a fish tank, I am offering you my bed and a vaunted place at my side. You should be kissing my feet.” She leers. The horns are back, curling upward from her crown. “Maybe I’ll make you.”

“I didn’t do any of that,” he says. “I'd worked there for two fucking weeks before I saw you. I didn’t even realize what I was signing up for. And I freed you.”

“You did what I compelled you to do. Nothing more.”

“What the fuck is that supposed to mean?”

She takes a deep breath. She shuts her eyes. When she reopens them, her regal aloofness has returned.

“It doesn’t matter,” she says. “We are far from your home now. Far from any who could keep you from me. Farther than you have ever been. You still don’t understand your situation. Here, you are mine, to have however I wish. Any choice I give you is purely out of my generous mercy. Do not look away from me while I am speaking to you, husband.”

Her eyes flash. He refocuses on them with a scowl.

“The things I could do to you.” Her tail draws figure-eights in the air. “I could take you to heights that would melt your Maekyonite mind. I could drown you in such sensation that you’d forget even to dream of defiance, and beg to be my concubine. Or, if you’re truly determined to flee this marriage, I could release you into the void, and watch you stiffen and desiccate. Deal with you like I dealt with your coconspirators.”

He can’t suppress his shiver. How could he have misread this little tyrant so severely?

“Maybe,” he says, trying to keep his voice under control, “you ought to go prepare the airlock.”

Her blood-red eyes narrow. For a moment he sees that fire of anger spark up again. Then she blinks it away and the grin is back. “Now where would the fun be in that?” She gives his cheek a light tap as her hand departs it. “No. I won’t hurt you, and I won’t compel you. Not into my bed. I admire this rebellion in you. This fire. It has a hypnotism to it, as fires do. I’m quite content to watch it burn low and flicker out.” She slips back into her robe. “And when it’s gone, and you need a newer, sweeter warmth, when you’re ravenous for me, I’ll have you, and have you, and have you. Until you forget your new language, too. Until the only things on your tongue are your bride’s name. And your bride’s taste.”

He has never experienced such an intense cocktail of fear, anger, and arousal.

“Unless, of course, you want it now.” She nods toward the tub. “Still warm in there, darling. And room for two, even one as tall as you. What do you say?”

“I say.” He licks his lips. “No goddamn way.”

Her grin is sharp as a knife. He remembers seeing those fangs steeped in human blood. Drake said they drink it, didn’t he? “Good boy.”

The Princess stares at the prisoner. The prisoner stares right back.

Their glaring competition is interrupted by a chiming ring at the door.
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                    What is this little lady's malfunction? Why is she treating her rescuer this way? Is she just an irredeemable jerk? Why am I asking you when I know the answer to those questions and you don't yet? How's your day treating you? What's for dinner tonight?

Find out the answer to these questions and more in our next update!



                



1.7. Cell


                Grant starts and nearly jerks to his feet.

Sykora points at him. Her eyes do that reverse-blink that makes them shine. “Stay.” She raises her voice: “Is that Vora?”

“Yes, Majesty.”

“Enter.”

Another Taiikari woman shuffles into the room. Even shorter than Sykora, with larger ears, night-sky skin, and her silver hair in a complex, plaited updo. Her uniform is trim and scarlet, with a high stand collar and a set of command pips along her sleeveless tunic. She has an owlish pair of round spectacles on. “I can come back, Majesty. If you’re busy.”

“Never busy for you, majordomo.” Sykora’s hair drizzles on the carpet as she strides across it. “God, Vora. I never thought I’d see you again.” She clamps the little woman into a tight hug.

Vora returns it with a timid pat on the back. “It has been far too long, Majesty.”

“How long has it been, Vora?” Sykora breaks from the hug. “I lost track of time on Maekyon.”

Vora flinches. “Majesty—”

“Don’t spare me. I’m braced.”

“Six cycles, Majesty.”

“Six cycles.” A shake enters Sykora’s voice. “Six cycles in Hell.” She shuts her eyes. “So much to be done. Is Narika still pressing her claim?”

“She is, Majesty. She has made progress.”

“That mad bitch. And I suppose the Ptolek business isn’t over with.”

“No, Majesty. A few more deaths. Our assassination theory seems likely.”

“God. So much time lost.” When Sykora’s eyes open, they dart to Grant’s face with renewed iciness. A thin, unfriendly smile colors her words. “This is Vora of the Black Pike, Grantyde. My worthy majordomo. Without her, I wouldn’t be able to find my ass with both hands, ample as it is. Vora, this is Grantyde, my groom.”

“Oh!” Vora gives him a short bow. “Congratulations to you both. I never thought you’d take a husband-of-the-void, Majesty.”

“Neither did I,” Sykora says. “But look at him.”

“Did you lift him from Maekyon?”

“Indeed.” Sykora wears a smug grin. “Some minor consolation for my time on that wretched world.”

“If you’ll forgive my saying, Majesty, he certainly doesn’t look wretched.”

“Oh, yes. Terrible accommodations, backward technologies, but quite gorgeous, the inhabitants. Thank you, Vora. My remarks will come shortly.”

“Of course, Majesty.” Vora bows as she shuffles backward.

“And Vora.”

“Yes, Majesty?”

Sykora folds Vora into another embrace. “Thank you,” she whispers. “All that I clung to in my imprisonment was the knowledge that the Pike was in your hands. You have honored me. More than I know how to say.”

“Oh—Majesty. Really.”

“It’s just us and my husband, Vora. Sykora will do.”

Vora looks nervously, apologetically even, to Grant. “As you say, Sykora.”

“Were it not for our different stations, I am sure you’d be a better Princess than I could ever be. I must work hard not to disappoint the crew, I think. They’ll miss your hand on the tiller.”

“Sykora, please.” Vora’s flushed a dark violet. “You overpraise me. They’re breathless for your return.”

“I’d better get on with it, then. You may go.” Sykora plants two quick kisses on either side of her majordomo’s face.

“Is your husband—is everything okay?”

“I’m not,” Grant says, “her husband.”

“He’s quite willful.” Sykora titters. “But he’ll be a wonderful companion, I think, once he’s learned his place.”

“Do you think he’s— uh—” Vora mutters into Sykora’s ear, blocking her lips with her tablet. It’s not like Grant could read them anyway.

Sykora bites back a giggle. “Vora, my dear, I intend to find out.”

Vora peers over Sykora’s shoulder at him. “Will you compel him?”

“I have no intention of bedding him by anything besides his own pleading decision.” Sykora binds her voluminous hair in another fluffy towel. “And no appetite for forcing our first night from him, as heinously as his people may have treated me. Not when his seduction will be so satisfying.”

Vora visibly decompresses on an exhale—of relief, maybe, or maybe Grant is just scrabbling for whatever scraps of humanity he can find in this inhuman place.

“They were so proud of their bare civilization,” Sykora continues. “And so callous in their dealings with me. I intend to extract every dram of pleasure I can from taming this one.”

Grant feels a stab of anger twist his gut. He saved her. He fucked his life up to save her. And this is how he’s repaid. Lumped in with the bastards.

Sykora sees Vora out and insists upon a third and final hug before the majordomo departs. Again, another flash of that warmth he remembers. Why has it twisted so darkly in his direction? What does she think he did?

She returns to him as her door slides shut. She unhooks some kind of heat-element wand thing from the wall by the tub and passes it over the long silky rivers of her hair.

“You’ve never been in the void, Grantyde,” she says. “It’s vast, and dark, and cold.” She switches sides and draws out another long lock. “You’ve never been in me. I’m small, and soft, and warm.” She wiggles her toes at him. “And clean now.”

“My answer doesn’t change.”

She hums. “That’s all right. You’ll come to understand how truly far from your home you are, and the comfort I offer. An existence of ease and pleasure, and the wonders of the firmament laid before you. And all you’ll have to do—” She leans forward. Her cleavage swells from the front fold of her robe. “is submit.”

He refuses to entertain her presentation with a glance.

“Say yes, and I will give you the first night of your voluptuous new life as my bedmate.” She indicates her massive, jewel-toned bed. “Say no, and you sleep in a cell. I’ll even provide you a cot and a bathroom door. I trust you know what those are, despite their absence in my enclosure.”

She sits on the edge of her bed. It sinks subtly under her butt. It looks very soft.

“Will you share yourself with me?” she asks.

“No,” he says, and he’s proud of the iron in his voice.

She clicks her tongue and steps past him to a console on her wall. She presses a button on it. “Ajax,” she says. “Fion. Enter.”

The door hisses open and two musclebound armored stormtroopers step inside.

“Highness,” Fion grunts.

“Remove the alien to his cell, please,” she says. “And if you could inform the quartermaster to have the curry sent to him there, instead. I’ll dine alone.”

The other steps forward and plants a hand on Grant’s shoulder. “As you command.”

“Thank you, Ajax.” She nods to her prisoner. “You’ll be brought to me again tomorrow, husband. For now, please enjoy the curry, and if asked, report that it was fantastic so that my beloved quartermaster doesn’t quit. It’s always an artistic crisis with him, but the entrees are worth it.”

In the glare he gives her as they take him away, he tries to channel the same chill that she did, the first night he saw her trapped.

“Good night, Grantyde,” she singsongs.

“Go fuck yourself, Princess,” he says.

“You know, I don’t think I will tonight. I think I’ll save my energy for you.” She winks. “See you tomorrow.”

The door closes in his face.

 



 

“Bathroom’s that way.” Ajax points. “Going to need to duck, big man.”

Grant cracks the hatch and glances inside. It’s not exactly one-to-one with the shitters he’s used to, but there’s enough resemblance that he imagines he can figure it out.

The rest of the cell is, he has to admit, nice. Better described as a dorm room than a cell. There’s a little cabinet with his go-bag deposited at its foot, sat next to a cot made up of the same memory foam stuff his shuttle seat was. It’s thin but it’s surprisingly comfortable. On an unrolled woven mat atop the cabinet is a steaming tureen of bright green curry.

Ajax’s shiny maskplate reflects Grant’s face back to him. “You get hungry again, you hit that button. We are watching and listening. If you need anything, ask. If there’s no response, assume the answer is no.”

“Okay,” Grant says. “Fine.”

“One more thing.” Ajax steps into the room. His fellow guard keeps a wary stance as he pulls a rolled-up scroll from under the bed and tapes it to the wall next to the starscape window.

It’s a poster of the forest. The trees are purple, not green, and the sky is dusky and slate. But otherwise it's just like the one that hung in Sykora’s cell. He sits in front of it and stares. He looks up at the bulbous camera, where—presumably—a Taiikari version of the same working stiff he was a week ago is sitting and watching him. “Very fucking funny, folks,” he says.

“Glad it lands.” Ajax shrugs as he departs. “I don’t get it.”

They slide the glass door shut behind him. The lock engages with a red beep. And Grant Hyde is Batty’s prisoner.

He picks at his curry with the wide-bottom soup spoon provided. It’s smoky and buttery and ought to be quite delicious, he imagines, but he barely tastes it. After a few bites to give his stomach something else to complain about, he crouches by his go-bag. Someone’s picked through it, removed his utility knife and his gun, of course, and a few other things you’d want to keep from a captive.

He finds one of his paperbacks. A John Carter of Mars thing. He opens it to the dog-eared page—

And he can’t read it. Not a word of it. He barely remembers to look left-to-right; the characters swim on the page. That dementia feeling returns.

A wet mark lands on a drop cap. That’s the letter— the letter— what letter is that? He sniffs. Then he snorts. The tears are coming unbidden down his face.

These are his father’s books. The last of them. He doesn’t know what will happen to the rest, the ones at the Colorado apartment.

He has a sudden burning urge to call the guard back and go back upstairs to the only familiar thing in this place. To the beautiful little despot in her silk chamber, whose only demand of him is the thing he’s been aching to give her.

And then he’d be her property for the rest of his life.

Besides these books, his refusal is the only thing he has left. He needs to be smart in spending it. He needs to figure out his way in this world. And who this woman really is, and why she’s treating him this way, and whether there can be something real and decent between them.

Out the window, Maekyon isn’t even visible anymore. Just one glowing dot among many.

Earth. Maekyon’s name is Earth. Earth Earth Earth Earth. He will not forget that.

He looks at the backlit panel by his door. Bathroom, it says, in glyphs he’s never seen before. But that’s the bathroom. He can read it. Or he could, if his eyes weren’t blurred by his tears.

The window’s view of the stars disappears. In its place is the face of the alien calling herself his wife.

“Company of the ZKZ Black Pike. Your Princess has returned. I am resuming command of the vessel, effective immediately.” Sykora’s expression is regal and serious. Her eyelids are marked with rings of dark maroon.

“Majordomo Vora has regaled me with stories of your competence and loyalty. All probational positions and promotions are hereby confirmed. For the next tenday, starting tomorrow morning, half-duty is in effect. The precepts are relaxed accordingly. Boatswains: break out the kegs. Sergeants: overlook modest breaches of code. And be as joyful in your days as I am, to finally be among the most peerless crew on the frontier once more.”

She allows her stern face to soften.

“You have kept the ship and the sector. You have awaited me faithfully and heeded the orders of my command group. I am humbled by your faith and awed by your loyalty. Reap your rewards fully and without shame.”

Her eyes gleam. And for a moment it’s as if she’s looking directly at Grant, huddled on his cot. A full smile melts through the formal air, full of predatory promise.

“I know I intend to,” she says. “Glory to the Black Pike. Glory to the Empress.”

The broadcast ends.
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1.8. Compulsion


                “Do you like being here?”

Ajax turns his head as the platform rises through the hab block. “On this lift, or on the Pike?”

“On the Pike.”

“Nowhere else I’d want to be, Prince Consort.”

“You can be as honest as you want,” Grant says. “I’m just asking as myself.”

“I’m aware, Prince Consort.”

“Just making that clear. Sorry for the implication.”

Ajax stiffens. “There’s really no need for that, Prince Consort.”

“For what?”

“The apology.”

“Right. Sorry.”

It’s hard to tell behind the man’s reflective helmet, but something in his mien feels as though he’s staring.

They return to the Princess’s grand door. Grant presses the seal.

A crackle and Sykora’s voice pipes out. “Is that my manly Maekyonite?”

“It’s Grant.”

“Step in, my dear.”

Ajax nods at Grant as he enters the Princess’s cabin. Sykora is seated at a vanity by her bed, carefully applying plum-colored gloss to her lip. She’s wearing a fancier, scantier version of the Black Pike uniform, with an audacious keyhole neckline. A platinum diadem encircles her forehead. “Good evening, Grantyde. I didn’t intend for you to stay so long in that cell, today. But I have been so busy. I’m actually on my way to another meeting with the command group, but I’ve decided you’re attending this one so I can actually spend some time with my new husband before he returns to his cell. Or fucks me?” She glances back to him, brow raised.

He shakes his head.

“Ah, well.” She sighs and returns to her makeup. Her eyes flicker in the mirror. “Stay where you are for a moment while I finish my face up.”

Grant puts his hands in his pockets. His tunic does have nicely voluminous pockets.

“Did we enjoy ourselves in the cell?” Sykora hangs gold hoop rings from her broad ears.

“No.”

Her topcoat is hanging off a seat a few feet away. On its back, in velvety scarlet, is her twin-halberd sigil.

A holster dangles from the brocaded belt. A holster with an ornamented gun stock protruding from it.

“You know, Grantyde, I couldn’t exactly understand you down in that dungeon you kept me in. But I liked how talkative you were. I thought: I’d love to understand what this man is saying. His smile and his laugh speak well of him. I imagine he has a quick wit. It’s all right if I was wrong. You’re good-looking enough that you don’t need one. And I’ll chalk up how little you speak to how upset you are. But I’m hoping that as we’re reacquainted, we’ll find a groove in our repartee beyond—” Sykora drops her voice to a gravelly imitation of him. “No. What? Go fuck yourself.”

“Go fuck yourself.”

She laughs, then turns around and sees the gun in Grant’s hand. “Oh, you insufferable Maekyonite.”

“Stay where you are,” he says.

Her lips twist. Her pupils narrow. “Kindly refrain from shooting me, husband.”

“I don’t want to. But this arrangement needs to change.” He doesn’t know how this thing works, but the switch on the side certainly looks like a safety catch. He thumbs it and a green diode blinks on. “We can discuss terms. After you agree to my freedom.”

“Isn’t this déjà vu. You holding me prisoner.” She stands up and swans from her seat. He tracks her with the barrel of the pistol. “I wonder if déjà vu translated. Do you have a comparable idiom?”

“It translated,” he says. “I said stay where you are.”

She freezes. “Although it’s not exactly how it was, was it? If memory serves…”

She unlaces the clasp on her keyhole neckline.

“I had a lot less on,” she says.

Grant blinks and tries to keep his gaze steady as her uniform begins to slide apart. “You are fucking crazy, lady.”

“Do you feel better, now that you’re holding me up? Maybe this is how you’d like to have me.” Her dark lips pull into a grin. “Playing the big bad kidnapper. We could arrange that. I’m flexib—”

Her uniform drops to the floor. A flash of bare cerulean curves. She disappears.

Grant stumbles backward, raising the pistol. His eyes dart to the floor, to the silks, to anything that might track her passage.

An eddy of air disturbs a tapestry. He twists the barrel in that direction and suddenly, hair-first, she’s directly in front of him, staring straight down the barrel.

She seizes the pistol and presses it to her forehead. Her hand wraps around his and pushes his finger down on the trigger.

The gun makes a buzzing noise. Its green light blinks red.

“Oops,” Sykora purrs. “Clumsy hubby.”

The gun is wrenched behind his back. He slams to the floor. His cheek is flush to the carpet. His now-naked captor sits delicately on his back. He feels the globes of her butt shift as she crosses her legs.

“I really thought I put that out of reach.” Sykora’s grip is viselike on his arm. She is squeezing hard enough to brook no movement. Her tail is wrapped around the back of his neck in some strange configuration of a headlock. “I underestimated your long Maekyonite arms, I suppose. For reference, husband, when a gun is properly keyed to a print, it looks like this.” She pulls the gun from his numbing fingers and holds it before him. The panel flashes blue as she lays her thumb against the switch. A whirring hum of building energy sounds from it.

He feels the gun’s barrel kiss his spinal cord where it meets his skull. He shuts his eyes.

Her weight is suddenly off him. Her face is in his, her eyes gleaming. “Stand up, and do not try to harm me again.”

He rises to his knees. “That’s it?”

She raises an eyebrow. “Would you prefer I put you over my knee and spank you?”

“I threatened your life.”

“No, you didn’t,” she says. “You couldn’t have. Even if the gun had worked. You couldn’t bring yourself to pull the trigger. Do you see, now? The control I have over you?”

He glares. “Without me, you’d be down there, still trapped in that glass box. You don’t act like it.”

“I told you, darling. You did what I compelled you to do. A locksmith doesn’t thank her picks.”

“She doesn’t try to fuck them, either.”

She laughs, light and buoyant. “Maybe she would, if they were as finely crafted as you are.” She cups his chin. “I’m going to put my clothes back on, now. Or we’ll be late.”

“You are cruel,” he says. “It’s cruel to treat someone this way. Someone whose big mistake was saving you.”

She flicks his nose as she pulls away. “Tell yourself it was your decision, if you prefer. I don’t have the time to further disabuse you.” She zips her uniform up and holsters her gun. “Come.”

He follows. She grins, as if this was some point she’d proven.

 



 

They emerge onto a deck that for all the world seems to be open to space. A ribbon of emerald nebula wraps its way across the void.

A hexagonal table, carved from more of that scarlet wood, rests in the center of the chamber. Hexagons, red, and black. Grant is learning what Taiikari like.

Two Taiikari women rise to their feet as Sykora arrives on deck. A third, older than the rest and with a thumbprint of grease on her face, seemingly forgets to.

“Hail, Majesty.” Vora bows to her. “Good afternoon, Consort Grantyde.” She bows to him as well.

“Yes, co-signed.” The grease-smudged woman gestures with a creaky metal prosthetic arm. Her fleshy hand scrolls one of the handheld tablet things he’s seen them carry, though hers is much bulkier and haphazard than Vora’s slim model. “Bows, et cetera.”

The third, a scarred and strapping woman with thick-trimmed eyebrows and a platinum pixie cut, just grunts and nods, her gauntleted arms folded.

“Tablets at the table? Sullen grunts? You’re setting a bad example for my alien, you know.” Sykora takes her seat. “He’s already such a disobedient boy.” She pats a large, high-backed seat next to her. “Would you like to stand in defiance, Grantyde, or would you like a seat that fits your rear?”

Grant sits next to Sykora. Vora and the scarred woman take their seats simultaneously.

“That is Brigadier Hyax.” Sykora indicates her battle-damaged officer. “And that is Chief Engineer Waian. You’ve met Majordomo Vora. We four are the command group of the ZKZ Black Pike.”

Hyax glowers. “You ought to have seen me yesterday before that address, Majesty.”

“I knew as soon as I delivered it you’d feel that way, Brigadier. That’s why I’ve brought you this as recompense.” Sykora slides a lacquered box across the table.

Hyax opens it and pulls Grant’s pistol from it. “Ooh. Interesting.”

“A Maekyonite hand-rifle,” Sykora says. “Quite the relic, no?”

“That’s mine,” Grant protests.

Sykora beams and takes Grant’s hand. “It’s a gift from both of us, then.” Grant slips her grip.

Hyax slides the box under the table. “Worthy recompense, Majesty and Consort. Thank you and well-met.” She peers warily at Grant under her thick brows. “Though I didn’t count on you bringing him, Majesty.”

“I can’t leave my husband unattended at the moment, Brigadier. He’s undergoing a spirited phase. It’s either by my side or in his cell, and I can’t just coop the poor thing up all day. Don’t worry. He’ll be no harm.”

Grant’s surprised she’d say that when he was just pointing a gun at her, but he elects to stay silent in front of Sykora’s military chief.

“That harmless husband came from a world that held you prisoner,” Hyax says.

“Where was this, again?” Waian looks up from her tablet.

Sykora nods to Vora, who adjusts a panel laid into the table as she speaks. "An H-class world called Maekyon, between the borders of Black Pike and Glory Banner.” The display at the center of the table switches to a view of the Milky Way, pinpointing the Orion Arm. “Third planet in the Prelate system. We didn’t realize its local technology was at a level that could detain a Taiikari.”

“Nowhere close yet to an uplift candidate, I’m afraid,” Sykora says. “Pre-light. It’s a good thing their telecommunications were at an outsized advance. I would never have contacted you without Grantyde’s personal device. Everything else was rather crude.”

Not so crude we couldn’t keep you locked down, Grant thinks, and then admonishes himself. He’s not so resentful that he thinks what they were doing to Sykora was right.

“Well done on escaping, Majesty.” Waian’s prosthetic forearm clicks rhythmically as she zips her tablet into a sleeve by her boots. “Fought your way out, yeah?”

“Honestly, Chief Engineer,” mutters Hyax. “I send the debriefs for a reason.”

“I held on,” Sykora says. “Eventually they sent someone who hadn’t been briefed properly, I suppose, and I seduced him into teaching me enough of their language to compel him. And that’s how I met Grantyde. Say hello, Grantyde!”

Grant crosses his arms.

“I’m glad I managed to lift one out,” Sykora says. “You’d think being held captive by a race of sexy giants would be a dream, but the reality was quite awful.”

Grant thinks about someone finding Drake the potbellied cowboy sexy and smirks. Sykora sees it, and smirks coldly back. “But that’s over with, now,” she says. She’s misinterpreted him, but before he can tell her so, her gaze has swept past him. “Now onward to our little Ptolek situation. Vora’s mentioned the killings are still going on.”

“Your consort ought not to be present for matters this substantial, Majesty. Not when he’s still this insubordinate.” Brigadier Hyax’s eyes narrow as she takes Grant in. They flash red. “Leave, Maekyonite. Fetch us some tea.”

“Get it yourself,” he says.

“Hyax, you forget yourself.” Sykora leans forward with a glare. “You will not compel my—” Her voice dies. She stares at Grant. “What did you say?”

“I’m not gonna run around making your people tea,” Grant says.

Ten seconds of utter silence follow his pronouncement.

“Hyax,” Sykora says. “You did compel him. I didn’t imagine that. Yes?”

“Yes,” Hyax murmurs. Her scarred face is full of intrigue. “Consort. Tea. Go.”

That flash again. The slow dawn of realization colors Grant’s mind. “No,” he says, carefully.

Sykora’s cheeks are turning the color of a ripe blueberry. “Will you stop compelling my husband, Brigadier!”

“Gods of the firmament.” Waian’s mouth is half-covered by her metal hand. “Are you sick or something, Hyax?”

Vora is scribbling notes furiously. “And you’re sure he’s male by birth?”

“I.” Sykora blanches. “I had assumed—“

“I am,” Grant supplies. “By birth.”

Waian squints. “Has he had some kind of alien anticomps implanted? Was the implant installed right? Does he understand?”

“I understand you perfectly,” he says. “The words, anyway.”

Sykora’s mouth opens and closes. “Take your clothes off,” she says. Flash.

“On the deck? No.”

Sykora bites her lip. “Stand on one foot.” Flash.

His brow furrows. He stands on one foot.

Her chair screeches as she stands. “Why did you obey that one?”

“Because it doesn’t involve mooning your command group.”

Hyax’s face is turning a dark violet. “Does it not work on him, Majesty?”

“It must.” Sykora paces around the table to where Grant stands. “I used it on him in my escape.”

And Grant remembers. All the times Batty’s eyes flashed like this. They were times she was telling him to do something.

Sykora is staring at him with slowly mounting horror.

She thought she was controlling your mind. This entire time. She thought you had no choice but to free her.

A huff of disbelieving laughter escapes his lungs.

“Vora.” Hyax turns to the seneschal. “Compel him.”

“Um. Uh.” Vora’s eyes are bugged and anxious. They flash. “Sing a song.”

He looks to Sykora. “Am I supposed to be refusing, here, or obeying?”

“That’s enough,” Sykora snaps. “We’re adjourning.”

Vora’s white-knuckling her tablet. “Majesty—”

“Now, Vora.”

“We haven’t even started the damn briefing,” Hyax protests. “I had slides.”

“We’ll reconvene soon, Brigadier. Thank you for your time.” Sykora turns to Grant. “Come with me. Now.”
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1.9. Friends


                The door to Sykora’s scarlet suite slides shut. As soon as they’re sealed in, Sykora’s in Grant’s face, close enough he can feel her breath. Her eyes flash. “Stand on your head.”

“No.”

Another flash. “Count backwards from twenty.”

“Nuh-uh.”

She tries one more. “Kiss me.”

“No, Princess.”

Flash. “Please.”

“No.”

Her gaze is wide and uncomprehending. “The compulsion doesn’t work on you. You’re maleborn, and it doesn’t work.”

“You’re talking about mind control,” he says. “You thought you were doing mind control on me.”

“Of course I did. I thought—” Her brow furrows. “But… I compelled you on Maekyon.”

“No, you didn’t.”

“You betrayed your species for me. You did everything I commanded you to do. You…” She trails off. She stares at him. “You freed me.”

“I wanted you to be free,” he says.

“Gods of the Firmament.” Sykora’s mouth hangs open. “You chose this.”

“I did.” He shakes his head. “You’ve given me cause to regret it. But I did.”

“I thought I was forcing you to do those things. Controlling your will. We call it compelling. It… you felt no compulsion? No force moving you beyond your will?”

“I guess I was thinking with my dick. But I doubt that’s what you mean. You just looked like you needed help. And it seemed evil not to give it to you.”

“But.” A tear beads at the edge of her eye. “I’ve been—” She catches herself.

She’s silent for a while. He folds his arms.

She runs a palm over her face and wipes the condensation from her tear duct. She clears her throat. “I have misjudged the sort of person you are, Grantyde. I have been cold to you. Far too cold.”

“That’s one way to put it.”

“I counted you my enemy,” she says. “I thought you were my willing jailer. And I was angry. Furious. I relished your fear of me. On Maekyon, I thought I was puppeteering you, and you were too primitive to realize, and powerless to disobey.” She swallows. “But you weren’t. You—” A shiver runs along her, from her ears to the tuft of her tail. “You risked everything for me. You lost everything for me.”

He feels the sting behind his eyes at it. All the things he’ll never see or do again. “That’s right.”

“And I’ve been…” She trails off once again. Her lip quivers.

“Are you working your way to a sorry?”

She snaps out of it. “The Princess of the Black Pike does not say sorry,” she hisses.

He grins ruefully. “All right.”

“But perhaps she does say, uh.” She shifts from foot to foot. “I’ve been a bit of an idiot.”

“A bit?”

“It’s unheard of, Grantyde.” Her tail straightens defensively. “You’re the first sapient male in the entire firmament who’s been unaffected. Why do you think all maleborn Taiikari go masked? The anticompel glass keeps any rogue compellers at bay.”

“You didn’t give me a mask.”

“You are not Taiikari. It’s, ah… a husband-of-the-void traditionally goes unmasked. For the pleasure of their Princess.” Her explanation wilts. “If it’s any solace, I’m told by those who can receive it that the compulsion brings… pleasant feelings. Of warmth.”

“I wouldn’t know.”

“Grantyde.” She chews the nail on her thumb. “You called me cruel.”

He doesn’t speak. Just gives a shallow nod.

“I am cruel,” she says. “To those who wrong me, or threaten what I love, I’m unendingly cruel. I’m proud of that cruelty. I was proud when you said that to me. I’m not proud any longer. To my… my friends, and to my willing subjects, I’m kind.”

“I’ve seen that,” he says. “I’ve envied it.”

Her thumb rests on her lip. “I’d like to be kind to you.”

“Would you free me?”

“No,” she says.

His heart freezes. “But I saved you.”

“You did. And I wish I were a poet, so that I could come anywhere near the words I’d need to express my gratitude.”

“But I still can’t leave?”

She shakes her head.

“Why?”

“Because you’re my husband. You saved my life and I saved yours and now you’re my husband.” She takes a step toward him. “I can't free you. But I’ll make you happy. I’ll reward you every day for what you did. I’ll make you glad you’re mine. You’ll see.”

He sighs. Take this win, Grant. Just don’t stop trying.

“If you want to start over,” he says, “I’d start over.”

“Very well.” She sticks her hand out. “Sykora, Princess of the Black Pike.”

He shakes it. “Grant Hyde.”

A tentative smile crosses her face. “Grantyde. That’s not changing either.”

Batty called him Grantyde too. He nods.

“You can’t be compelled,” she says. “That means you must be guarded much more closely. Compulsion is how I’d presumed to keep you obedient. You’ll need supervision.”

“Are you giving me a babysitter?”

“I am your wife, Grantyde.” She takes a slow breath. “I’ll oversee you myself. No more cell. You’ll have a berth in my cabin. You don’t need to sleep in my bed, but I will not risk any crewmate to guard someone with the ability to ignore our strongest security measure.” Her spine straightens. “If you intend to flee, you go through me.”

He chuckles, and realizes as it leaves him and Sykora’s face lights up that this is the first time he’s genuinely laughed since he was abducted.

 



 

Grant’s cot is relocated to the cabin. Fion has brought the forest poster. “You want this put up anywhere?”

Sykora very promptly snaps “No, thank you,” with a guilty glance to Grant.

“It was funny,” he says, as they settle in for bed.

“It wasn’t.” Sykora sits at the edge of her bed across the cabin from him. “It was awful and undeserved. I’ll find recompense. Perhaps allow some limited redecoration to the cabin on your part. And no more wiling away the day in your cell. From now on, you’re by my side.”

“Or by myself, maybe, if you trust me?”

She shakes her head. “I do trust you, Grantyde. But you’re staying by me. I have—for the second time—a new husband. A new context to see him through. And he has a new wife.”

He lays his head back. He recalls a question. “When I first arrived, you did something to me. Something with my brain. Now I can’t read my old books or speak my old language. And my words come to me now, sometimes, in a strange rhythm I can dance to without understanding how. An innate poetry. Like just now. That’s not the type of flowery shit I used to say.”

“Yes,” she says. “You were reprogrammed. You are speaking Taiikari. And understanding Taiikari. Your cadence is adapting. It is a heightened language, quite useful to know. Most of the settled firmament speaks it, even beyond the Empire.”

“What about—”

He pauses. He tries to remember. What was the word for the language he used to speak? There was a word. England. It started in a place called England. It’s English.

“What about English?”

“We overwrote it in you,” she says. “It’s the most expedient way. To take the existing pathways and retrofit them. If you returned home, they would no longer understand you, nor you them.”

He shuts his eyes. He figured as much, but hearing it still hurts.

“Grant.”

He looks up. That’s the first time she’s called him that.

“My appetite isn’t a game I’m playing. Or a way I’m trying to hurt you. It’s real. I thought I wanted to break you, but I don’t. I want…”

Her hands form little fists.

“I want you to fall in love with me.”

He sighs. “I can’t. Not the way you want me to. Not when I’m your possession.” He pulls the covers up over his chest. “The choice you’re giving me isn’t a choice at all, until I’m free.”

“I can’t free you.” Her red eyes disappear momentarily behind her lids. “I claimed you as a husband. Such things aren’t easily reversed. And it’s the only way an alien is allowed on a Taiikari voidship. If I freed you, you'd have nowhere to go.”

“Then I can’t forgive you. And I’m no use to you.”

She sighs. “You’re asking too much of me.”

“I’m asking…? You kidnapped me and now you’re trying to make me your sex slave.”

“That’s not—” She takes a stabilizing breath. “That’s our way.”

“Our way is doing our jobs and not freeing the aliens we’re supposed to be guarding. I broke mine for you.”

This hits home. He can tell. “I can’t put you back,” she says. “There’s nothing for you there any longer. Your mother tongue is gone. Your kings want you dead.”

“Is there another place for me? Are there other humans out there?”

“None I know of,” she says. “And if there were…”

She hesitates. He waits.

“If there were, I wouldn’t let you go.”

He stares at the ceiling.

“You are mine, Grantyde. I am grateful to you without end, but my body’s hunger for yours has grown, not abated.” Her sleepy voice sharpens. “I counted myself lucky when I thought the firmament had sent me a handsome, pliable plaything for a husband. And now I have your true value. Now I know your courage and your decency. And it drives the breath from my lungs. I will never allow you to part from me.”

Maybe it’s the way she says it. But her words, as much as he wants to rebel from them, kindle something in him.

“You could come to my bed.” She taps her pillow. “It’s a very nice bed. We don’t have to do anything. You can keep yourself from me and I’ll understand. But your warmth. That’s all I want.”

A pang of longing. He rebuffs it. That’s the first slippery step down a dangerous slope. “I’m sorry," he says. "But no. You know my terms."

“Don’t say sorry, Grantyde.” She’s sitting up. “I won’t surrender. My methods have changed, but my mission hasn’t. I will be good to you. I’ll make the Pike a home for you. I’ll earn your loyalty, and your company in my bed. I will redeem myself in your eyes. I don't care if it takes my entire life. I will. Do you believe me?”

He cranes his neck to see her. She’s half-sat up in bed again. Her red eyes catch and shine in what little light there is.

“I want to,” he says.

“I’ll prove it.” There’s steel in her words. “Starting tomorrow. You’ll see the way Sykora of the Black Pike treats her friends.”
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                    And with that paradigm-changing discovery, we are finished with day 1 of Princess of the Void. The true Black Pike starts now.

Going forward we'll be adopting a daily update schedule for the remainder of the summer. I will see you cool cats tomorrow!

If you're enjoying yourself and want more of my stuff to read, I invite you to check out my previous story on the site, a fantasy horror romantic comedy called Wife After Death:
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Wife After Death: An Eldritch Horror Romance





Hello, human. My name would set your tongue on fire and boil your brain, so you can just call me Irene. I'm here to help.

Heaven has been abandoned. The Kingdom has fallen into disrepair. Your prayers are going unanswered. I know it's a lot to take in.

My sisters and I are gonna fix it. Hey, someone has to. Otherwise, you're on your own. We know what it's like to be lonely. We are going to make sure humanity is never lonely again.

But we can't do it alone. That's what the Warlock is for. Caspar Cartwright is a hapless hedge mage I've saved from the scaffold and the noose. I've plucked him from his grave and sent him back with my power at his fingertips and a mission branded into his heart. Face the servants of the dead god, find the key, open the gate to the Kingdom.

And let me in.















                



1.10. Breakfast


                A soft glow wakes him. A panel that last night showed the stretch of firmament in which they floated now beams the amber light of a planetside sunrise into the room like an open window.

Sykora is sprawled in her bed, the covers partway off her body. She’s naked. He looks judiciously away as he changes back into the uniform he was provided.

A rustle and a yawn as his noise wakes her. He decides to trust Sykora at her word and keep the olive branch extended. “Morning,” he says.

“Mmm. Is it?” Her sleepy red eyes open. “Goodness. I’ve slept in.”

“Do you have anywhere to be?” Perhaps she's changed her mind about keeping him constantly beside her.

“No sir.” She stretches. Her spine and her curves elongate. “It’s half-duty today, after all. The place I’m supposed to be is right here with my husband. My first appointment isn’t until lunch.” She glances at him and catches his eyes flicking away from her. He hears the smile in her words. “Good morning, darling. I hope I didn't scandalize you. But I missed sleeping without translucency. Much more relaxing.”

“It's your cabin, I guess.”

Sykora ahems. “Ours.”

Grant doesn't respond to that. He cinches his belt. It’s designed with a quick release that takes the entire uniform with it, and he wasn’t provided underwear. At first he took this as another sign of the horniness of his hostess, but he supposes when you can go invisible, it helps to have something you can put on and take off quickly.

They eat in the kitchenette. He has no idea where the bathtub went, but an elegant hexagonal table has replaced it, with clawed feet and a spiral star chart traced across its surface. Breakfast is a curious canoe-shaped puff pastry, its passenger a pair of overeasy eggs. It’d look downright delicious if the eggs weren’t purple. There’s a whole spread of them, along with a steaming teakettle, delivered by a smiling Taiikari woman who greets her as “Majesty” and him as “Prince Consort” before bowing out of the room.

The princess wraps herself in a belted robe and slinks to the table. “Do these satisfy? We could find you something else in the pantry.”

“The color’s odd,” he admits. “But I’ll be okay.”

“A blue bride. Purple egg tarts. How strange it all must be for you.” Her robe is open enough that a crescent of areola peeks out from its band as she cuts herself a forkful. “I used to find it relaxing to make these myself. But Kymai—he’s my quartermaster—wouldn’t have it. He looks at my cooking the way my flight instructor watched my spiral dive.”

“You know how to fly?”

“Oh, yes. I’m not going to command a ship I don’t know how to steer. I love flying. You want to try it sometime?”

The eagerness in her face is clear, and more adorable than he’s comfortable admitting quite yet. It’s gratifying hearing this woman actually offer him a choice. It’s a start, anyway.

“Maybe,” he says. “Promise me no spiral dives.”

“I swear it. We can take my interceptor out.” She licks jammy yolk off her thumb. “I’ll inquire with the alien auxiliary corps about importing some oversized controls.”

“Did you, uh—” He changes his mind about the question and focuses on his food.

“Did I what?”

“You didn’t crash-land on Maekyon on a joyride or anything, right?”

“Grantyde.” A giggle gilds her mock-outrage. “I’ve certainly dinged myself on a few meteorites, but a planet you see coming rather early.”

“How’d you end up there?”

“An excellent question.” Her eyes grow chilly as she looks past him into the view of space beyond. “And one I intend to investigate fully.” She pops another bite into her mouth rather than expand further; Grant drops it for now.

He surveys the table. Sykora's cup has a dark, floral-scented drink in it, flecked with little motes of silver. He's not sure what that's a cuppa, but it's certainly not joe. If she's trying to bribe him out of his pants, he might as well use it. “You wouldn’t have coffee aboard, would you?” he asks.

“We do,” she says. “It’s a bit of an infantryman’s drink. But if you’d like some, I’ll send for it.”

“It’s an everyone’s drink on Maekyon.”

She presses and holds a button on the wall by her seat. “Hello, kitchen staff! Your Princess wishes you a good morning and sends her quartermaster compliments on the breakfast.”

She releases the button and takes a sip of her tea(?).

“Majesty.” A man’s voice crackles through, breathless and strained. “Did your husband like it?”

She holds the button again and looks Grant’s way. “Delicious, thank you,” he says.

“It wasn’t too spicy? I thought it was too spicy, this batch.”

“Quartermaster,” Sykora says. “You wouldn’t have any coffee down there, would you?”

“I cannot function without it, Majesty. Why?”

“Run up a carafe, please. For the Prince Consort.”

“Oh God.” A thread of panic laces through the intercom. “Majesty, it’s, it’s, it’s far from my standards for your cabin. Its flavor profile—the bitterness—I’d have to—”

“If it’s good enough for your palate, it surely surpasses ours, Quartermaster.” Sykora gives Grant an affectionate eye-roll.

“Majesty, please—”

“Deep breaths, Kymai. A carafe of the usual stuff. Sugar and cream on the side. Thank you!” She releases the button. “And that’s your first taste of our wonderful Quartermaster,” she says.

“I feel bad, now,” Grant says. “He doesn’t need to fuss on my account.”

“He fusses on every account he can find,” she says. “Pay it no mind, yes? From now on, if it’s within my power to grant it, I will. Your wife is going to spoil you rotten, Grantyde. I have a great deal to make amends for, if I want to earn your friendship. And your dick.” She winks as she passes him a tart.

“Thank you,” he says. Stay stonefaced, Grant. She's nicer now and she's cute. She's still your captor.

“You’re welcome.” She taps the flaky crust to break it open and let the yolk bloom through. “Did that translate correctly?”

“I think so.”

“It’s slang for penis.”

“I got it, Majesty.”

“Cock,” she tries. “Dong. Wze’kaenae.”

He smiles despite himself, leaning his cheek on his fist. “Didn’t get that last one, Majesty.”

“Hellfire.” She grimaces. “I quite like that one.”

She wipes her mouth with the lacy edge of a scarlet napkin and rises from the table toward her vanity mirror.

He watches her body sway with her feline walk. Her waist is so delicate and her hips are so wide. It’s like her silhouette was drawn by a sexually frustrated cartoonist. He clears his throat. “May I ask you about something?”

“Anything, husband.”

“You, uh. Your horns.” He gestures to the top of her head. “They come and go.”

She flushes. “Ah. Those. They emerge when our blood is sufficiently heated. Anger, desire. It’s, uh—it’s a little embarrassing. Perhaps you might not point them out.”

“They’re embarrassing?”

She’s flustered now. The horns have made their reappearance, peeking through her onyx locks. “How would you like it if I ogled whenever you’re hard?”

“You don’t?”

“Well. Not in public.” She shrugs herself into a uniform. “There’s many en vogue up-dos that hide them no matter their extrusion, but it’s the mark of a self-assured void princess to wear her hair down. A show of self-control. I’m normally rather good at it.”

“Oh?” He can’t keep a vein of teasing from his voice. “Why do I see them so often?”

“If a certain big beautiful ass hole would just get on with it and join me in bed, maybe I wouldn’t be walking around two points to the firmament.” Her tail swipes in the air at him.

“I see them all the time on your males. Are they just constantly bricked up?”

“Bricked up.” She clicks her tongue as she affixes a spun-gold pauldron to her uniform. “What a phrase. So orthogonal to meaning and yet so easy to grasp. They aren’t at full-mast, no. Horns don’t recede for a Taiikari male. Some get cosmetic surgery to remove them.”

“They’d do that?”

“Or reduce them.” She slides open a panel on her vanity, revealing a mad alchemist’s collection of cosmetics. “Small horns are a sign of beauty. They suggest a mild, thoughtful personality.”

“So, me not having them…”

A lip-biting smile as she makes eye contact with him in the mirror. “I am a fortunate woman. Or I will be. Some day.”

“We can talk about what some day looks like.” He swirls the egg boat around and lets the flaky pastry absorb the burst yolk. “After you free me.”

She varnishes her lip with gloss from one of her many canisters. “Shall we call a temporary truce? It’s too early.”

He sighs. “Okay. Truce.” He munches his egg tart. Its layers melt and coat his tongue with buttery bliss.

“Your turn,” she says.

“My turn to what?”

“I’ve told you something I find attractive about you.” She glances at him in the mirror. “How about me?”

You make me feel like a horny caveman beholding a primordial fertility goddess. You have the face of a red-eyed angel. Your hair is long and soft and beautiful. I still remember how it felt on the shuttle to hold your perfect ass in my hands, finally, and we are both desperate for me to do it again, and I can’t, and it makes me want to cry. “I shouldn’t say,” he says.

She pouts. “Why not?”

“I’d be giving you ammunition.” He points his fork at her. “If you know what I like, you’ll be able to use it against me.”

“You know what I think you like?” She crosses her legs. “I think you like my butt.”

“No comment.” He returns to his breakfast.

The Princess hums as she applies her makeup, warm and scratchy. He recognizes the tune as one he sang for her.

“What are you up to today?” he asks.

She replaces the bullet-shaped tube in its rotating cylinder. “Today I have to put on a ridiculous hat and have lunch on a moon with a rather dreadful woman called Garuna.” She plucks the aforementioned wide-brimmed hat from a stand to her right. It makes her look a bit like a musketeer. “She’s a cousin of mine. A second cousin, I think. Second, third… ah, who can keep track. Vora will know. She’s on the periphery of a situation in my sector. An off-and-on series of high-profile deaths. Suicides, sicknesses, accidents. All surround a clan called the Trimonds, who own the planet’s largest exo refinery.”

Grant nods like he knows what exo is. “Weird coincidence?”

“Hardly.” Sykora smirks as she tries to get her hat into a less ridiculous angle.

“Rich people killing rich people?” he guesses.

“Mmhmm. Plutocrats picking each other off. Some rival family, perhaps a disgruntled second daughter of the Koniae.” Sykora settles on a position that could charitably be called rakish. “You can come with me, if you like.” She starts in on her eyeshadow. “And we’ll see if we can’t ferret out a conspiracy over lunch.”
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                    The enmity is gone, but the competition remains fierce...

Thanks for reading, all!
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He Brought a Gun to a Sword Fight.

A life tempered in the forge of struggle—an orphan surviving the streets, a soldier battling an alien plague, a protector who gave his life for the defenseless.

But death wasn’t the end of his war.

Reborn in a world of immortal cultivators and ancient secrets, Jin Shu becomes the eldest son of the Jin family, renowned for their runesmithing. Armed with modern military know-how and runic-enhanced firepower, he's prepared to face anything threatening his new life.

This second chance brings more than battles: the warmth of family, the joy of raising a tiger cub who calls him “Dad,” and the kind of love he never dreamed he'd find.

Now that he’s known love, nothing—God, Buddha, or Demon—will stand in his way. Not when he has a smoking barrel and a purpose.

What to Expect:


	Xianxia Meets Modern Weaponry (Powered by runic magic!)

	High-Octane Action and Hilarious Moments

	A Tiger Cub So Cute, She’ll Steal Your Heart

	Guns, Guns, and More Guns! (Bang! Boom!)

	An OP MC with a Purpose (Because pulling the trigger isn’t always enough)

	200k+ Words Posted (50k+ more on Patreon)



If you love explosive battles, heartfelt moments, and a touch of the absurd—this story is for you.

Thank you for reading—or even just clicking!








                



1.11 Control


                Grant clears the dishes onto a silvery tray and sticks it into a dumbwaiter in the kitchenette's corner. Sykora’s finished with her face and has moved on to a sparkling starfield of jewelry. “Once I bring the assassin thing up,” she says, comparing bracelets, “Garuna will do all she can to project otherwise.”

“Why?”

“Bend down, dear. Let me do your collar.” He obeys and her dextrous little fingers smooth his stand collar straight. “She’s planetary governess of Ptolek and it’s been a very sensational few headlines,” she continues. “If the deaths are connected, I step in, and that’s another. An issue as grand as exo refinement is my jurisdiction. A gas giant governorship with a moon as habitable as Ptolek II is a prime posting. Puts a lot of pressure on her. If she can’t control her people, she might be replaced.”

“Are you the one who decides if she keeps it?”

“That’d be the Empress, my lovely alien, although as the Void Princess commanding her sector, I have influence.” She returns to her vanity and slots a percussion section’s worth of brass bangle onto her wrists. “I’d just as soon leave her in place, even if the killings are killings. She’s a bore and an airhead, but she’s got solid instincts. Though I have a theory I’m probing today that her mother does most of the ruling for her.”

A soft chime emits from the door. “That’s your coffee.” Sykora pushes the wall button again. “You may enter.”

A harried-looking Taiikari male scurries into the room, with a brass tray of coffee and its accoutrements. Flour dusts the black parts of his uniform. His lined face is mostly bare; just a frosted pair of goggles to hide his eyes.

“Really, now, Quartermaster Kymai,” Sykora says. “You didn’t need to carry that all the way yourself.”

“I’m here to bring it back down if the Prince Consort doesn’t like it.” Kymai pours a mug. “Cream, milord? Sugar?”

“Just black is fine.”

“Ahh. Nothing to hide behind.” He runs a hand through his salt-and-pepper hair, transmogrifying it into salt-and-pepper-and-flour hair. “I must find a way to redeem myself. It’s a commoner’s drink. I’m sure—”

Grant lowers the mug from his lips. “That is some incredible fucking coffee.”

“Oh. Oh, thank God.” Kymai decompresses. “You flatter me overmuch, milord, I’m sure. But thank God it’s acceptable.”

“I’d order you on a vacation, Kymai, if I didn’t think your heart needed some kind of stress floor to keep beating.” Sykora gives him a nod. “Thank you as always, Quartermaster. You may go.”

Kymai bows himself out, tray tucked beneath his arm. Grant watches his departure. “The quartermaster. Is he free, or do you own him, too?”

Sykora frowns. “Of course he's free.”

“So not all of your men are mind-slaves.”

“God, Grantyde.” She pulls a face. “What a notion. No. You can’t compel a citizen against their will. And every Taiikari aboard this vessel is a citizen.”

Grant takes another bracing sip. “But not me.”

“Well.” She mirrors him. “I can’t compel you either.”

“And you can’t free me.”

“Aliens aboard a ZKZ voidship must be someone’s property or prisoner,” she says. “It’s too priceless a weapon to let a non-Taiikari aboard otherwise. I can’t free you without removing you from the Pike. And I’d sooner remove my own leg.” She drums her fingers on the table. “Didn’t we call a truce on this?”

“Fine.” Grant holds up the mug. “You want to try some?”

“No, thank you. The smell is quite bracing enough on its own.” Sykora sprays herself with a little silver pump. Vanilla and something citrus-y. Lime, almost. “I know I said you’d accompany me everywhere, my dear, but this meeting has the potential to be a true bore. And you’d have to seem very obedient throughout. You needn’t subject yourself to it if you’d prefer. I could give you one of my command group as an escort.”

“I’m game for boring,” he says. “I took my old job because I was looking for boring.”

She quirks a carefully lined brow. “Whyever would you look for boring?”

“I, eh.” He shrugs. “When I was a kid, I had a rough crowd around me. I had a brother and a father who used to get in trouble a lot, boosting cars and things like that. And I used to have to get them out. I moved away, my brother passed, I moved back, my father passed, and I’d messed my life up enough at that point that it was go into what they were into, or find a legitimate job that most people don’t like to do. Those are all dirty, dangerous, or boring, and boring felt like the best option. My brother’s life was exciting as hell, and short as a song.”

“What’s boosting cars?”

“Stealing them.”

“Ooh.” Her other brow raises to join its twin. “My captor-turned-husband, the principled scion of a bandit king. How vivid.”

“Only thing he was king of was the trailer park,” Grant says. “But he held court.”

“Well, his son has had quite the up-jump.” She steps into her shoes and executes a brief turn that sweetly jangles the jewelry in her sizable ears. “What do we think?”

She is, as always, the most beautiful woman he’s ever seen. The tyrant who thinks she owns him is the most beautiful woman he’s ever seen.

You can’t want her. You cannot let yourself want her.

“Good to go,” he says.



Through the lush halls and brass balustrades of the Black Pike, Grant follows the Princess. Every crewmate they cross gives her a bow from the waist and gives him glances of barely disguised fascination and confusion. Sykora dismisses the pilot when they arrive at her shuttle. It’s a sleek runner, finned and graceful and striped in red and black like a tropical fish.

“Arn is a fine pilot, but I’d like some privacy,” she explains, as they buckle themselves into the cockpit. “And to show off my flying.”

“No spiral dives,” he says.

She bats her painted lashes. “I’ll behave.”

They lift from the gilded platform and into the dark, and the silky silence of the vessel surprises him again. The shuttle moves in jerky degrees of motion once it’s out of the hangar; he watches the view yaw as they depart.

The great rusty sphere of Ptolek dominates the starscape. Faintly visible in its low orbit is a ring around its equator. Antlike dots glide along and past it. Ships, he realizes, as they swing their nose toward the blue marble of Ptolek’s habitable moon. That ring is man-made; those are ships.

“Grantyde.” Sykora taps his hand, and he turns to her. “I’ve been thinking. And I want to give you another chance here to bow out. We can re-dock and you can find some other way to pass your day.”

“Why would I do that?”

“There will be…” Her tail paints a nervous figure-eight through the hole in her seat designed to accommodate it. “There will be attention on you. On us.”

“I can manage that.”

“They’re going to be curious. They’re going to test us.”

“Test us how?”

“A proper royal Taiikari marriage follows tradition.” Sykora fidgets with her rings. “There are couples, especially on the frontier, whose union is progressive, and equitable, and there is no compulsion, no obedience. But I am a Princess of the Imperial Family. I am expected to keep to our ways, to project poise and strength and, uh. Control.”

It dawns on him what she’s asking. “You’re going to pretend to compel me. You need me to play along.”

She places her hand on his. “Grantyde, you must. If not for my sake, then for the sake of your species.”

“What does that mean?”

“A male who can’t be compelled is a galactic fascination,” she says. “Maekyon is a speck of dust on the imperial ledger. It’s nowhere. Before I wound up on it, I barely even knew its name. The empire’s protocol for such a planet is to ignore it completely, until its people have either bombed themselves to glowing dirt, or advanced enough to colonize its solar system. But this secret changes that. Rips it to shreds.”

Her thumb is kneading the valley between two of his knuckles. “You’re a wonder of the firmament. And the Taiikari Imperial Core hoards wonders. Cages them and studies them and takes them apart and rebuilds them as faithful little clockworks. A race of beautiful, strong giants, with a unique power like this? They would uplift you instantly. They’d sweep onto your world and colonize it. They’d rip your people from the soil by the roots and plant them in their pretty gardens. Or in great rows of harvest.”

He sees Drake’s eyes again. Sees the light leave them as they roll into his skull.

“I can’t stop you,” Sykora says. “You’re the only man I’ve ever known who I truly can’t stop. But I can plead with you, and I will if I must. I swear on my Empress’s sword I won’t compel any more than is absolutely necessary to keep your secret. We must pretend. At least until we can figure out an ironclad way to present you to the Empress herself.”

He sighs, but nods. “I can do that.”

She lets out a relieved breath and pats his palm. “Thank you, Grantyde.”

He cranes his neck to look back at the vessel they’re departing. She perks up. “You want a better look at the voidship, darling?”

“Sure,” he says, and she pirouettes them in the firmament.

The Black Pike fills their viewscreen. Its shape is apropos, he realizes, to its name. A jutting, graceful spire, a mile at least, arcs from a thick, blade-shaped protrusion, its span glowing with engine light.

Sykora hums contentedly as she beholds it. “Home.” She nudges his elbow. “Our home. And the home of seven hundred faithful souls.”

He gazes at the Pike as it slides superimposed across another of Ptolek’s moons. “It’s gorgeous,” he says.

“I’d love to show it to you with its sails out,” she says. “To catch the tides and ride the sweep. They’re beautiful. Massive and iridescent.”

“Sails?” He blinks. “Why do you need sails?”

“To get anywhere that’s anywhere, my dear,” she says. “They pass into a dimension where distance is a much looser concept. And they pull us with them. We call it the sweep. It’s exhilarating. You’ll see.” Her eyes dance at the thought. “I never grew up with a sunrise. Born in the void, just like the Pike. But I’ve never missed it.”

“So it’s like warping?”

“Warping.” She grins. “Is that what the Maekyonites call it?”

“Only in our movies,” he says. “We have nothing like this. Getting to our moon was a huge deal for us. You’re first contact, if you hadn’t realized.”

“I had a hunch when your ass hole masters spent six cycles poking and measuring me.” She turns them around and refocuses their prow on Ptolek II. “Did I use that right? Ass hole?”

“That’s about right.” He laughs at the careful way she says it. “How long is six cycles, anyway? How do Taiikari measure time? Do your days have twenty-four hours?”

“Twenty-six,” she says. “If I lost two, I don’t know how the hell I’d manage. There’s tendays and cycles. A tenday is… well, a tenday’s obvious, I’d think, if your translator is working. And a cycle is a pair of tendays.”

“So six cycles…” Grant does some quick calculation. “You were down in the dark for four months?”

She smiles sadly. “Mustn’t dwell. Much to do. And besides. It’s how I met my husband.” She lifts his hand and plants a kiss on his knuckle.

The little spot of wet warmth she placed on his hand cools quickly in the chilly air-conditioned shuttle.

He never used to mind the cold. But as his wife’s heat dissipates, he—

Don’t call her that. This woman isn’t your wife and you’re not her husband. You’re her prisoner. Don’t forget.

He sighs and refocuses on the gas giant looming in front of her. He hasn’t forgotten. But the mean defiance is turning into something else as his captor hums and wags her tail.

Something like longing.
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1.12. Groom's Code
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                “Two salt-passings,” Grant says. The shuttle anchors on a plate-glass platform emerging from a canopy of Ptolek II's blood-red trees. “Or a seasoning of your choice.”

“Let’s say… one salt-passing and one hand-feeding,” Sykora says. “What’s the going rate on those?”

“Depends on the hand food.” Grant unbuckles from the shuttle. “I’d do a grape if you let me put a dartboard in the cabin.”

“Dartboard, fine. But you’ll have to do some furniture stuff for the darts.”

“Furniture stuff?”

“Let me sit on you,” she says.

“At lunch?”

She winks. “We could do it in private.”

“Will they believe you need to compel me just to pass the salt?”

“Compulsion feels pleasant,” she says. “For the husband. Newlyweds often overdo it. It’s a flirtation and a flex. Two public compulsions will be enough, I think. Though if you need to leave the table, I may compel you to respect the groom’s code.”

“Groom’s code?”

“Be well-behaved, go nowhere you shouldn’t, touch nothing that isn’t ours, and come right back,” she says. “It’s a traditional courtesy in the Imperial houses that the husband may go un-escorted through the grounds as long as he’s compelled. In your stead, I’d need a guard.”

“Even to go to the bathroom?”

“Oh, yes. Can’t be too careful. We can go invisible, darling, remember? Much room for skulduggery. It’s an escort for every Taiikari guest, or you fill your manor with infrascope painters, and there’s ways to fool those by hacking their IFF systems. But in your case, dear Maekyonite, our biases will be your invisibility. They’re expecting an obedient fish out of water. Act airheaded and gormless, and they’ll excuse any social mistakes. They’ll underestimate you. And when my eyes flash…”

“I feed you those grapes,” he says. “Maybe I toss and you catch it in your mouth.”

Sykora stifles a giggle. “Insufferable Maekyonite.”

“I need to prove my aim’s good,” he says. “For the dartboard.”



They sit in an echoing dining room, sized for dozens of guests. Their end of the table is a little island of activity in the grand, polished chamber. The grand crimson giant of Ptolek shines through the arched windows, dyeing the feast set before them a russet pink. Garuna’s silent servants have laid out a Taiikari variation on a salad bar—ripe berries and leafy roughage in great grassy beds, crusty loaves still steaming from the oven, glistening slabs of caramelized protein. Grant doesn’t ask what anything is, just copies Sykora’s spread. Everything is fresh and delicious, if a little bland for his taste.

Garuna’s husband Jumail is a meek and unobtrusive man, whose only words that afternoon are a stiff “Majesty. Prince Consort. Welcome.” upon his introduction. He tucks in and eats with the air of a worker on his lunch break, emitting a field of don’t talk to me energy of such intensity it’s nearly visible. He’s the first Taiikari male Grant has met whose eyes are visible, and it’s a minor shock to see that they’re gold rather than the red of every female he’s met.

Two couples, and Garuna’s mother, a primly dressed and imposing woman named Lady Frelle. The servants outnumber them.

“I do wish we’d had more time to create a full to-do,” Garuna says. “There’s many, many ladies who would love to welcome you back.”

“I’m sure.” Sykora smiles prettily. “Something I was keen to avoid, in fact. I appreciate the intimacy.”

“Me too. Oh, I’m sure they’d just be mobbing your husband.” Garuna giggles. “What a fabulous prize you’ve found, Sykora.”

Sykora sips her water. “He is one-of-a-kind.”

“I can’t imagine this is anywhere near the grandeur you’ve experienced as a husband-of-the-void, Prince Consort,” Garuna scoops a dollop of chutney across her plate. “But we are so grateful you accompanied Sykora.”

“On the contrary,” he says. “It’s the finest terrestrial hall I’ve ever been in. And the food is just delicious.”

“How kind of you to say.” Garuna beams. “Your Taiikari is very good.”

“I can’t take any credit for that.” He taps his temple. “Sykora provided me an implant.”

“Fascinating,” Garuna says. “The technology of the voidships.”

“Grantyde.” A gentle tug on his sleeve. He turns to a flash gilding Sykora’s pupils. “Pass the salt, please.”

Garuna gives a catty grin to Sykora as Grant reaches across the table and slides it over to her. “His wingspan is so impressive.”

“Thank you, darling.” Sykora winks at Grant as she gives her roasted vegetables some much-needed seasoning.

“It has been fascinating,” he says. “The implant, I mean. Getting used to it is faster than learning a new language, I’m sure. But there are remarkable differences.”

“Such as?” Garuna’s mother takes a break from nibbling her salad to ask it.

“For one thing,” he says, “I was never the type to say remarkable.”

“What would you say?” Garuna asks.

“Something pithier, I think. Maybe wild.” He grins. It’s strange—he was never much of a talker in his original tongue. But ever since he got this implant, the words have come easier and easier. As if his mind had been waiting for the right language to unfurl itself.

“Wild.” Garuna guffaws. “Oh, how delightful. That’s so wild.”

“And firmament,” Grant continues. “In my language, that’s antique.”

“Oh?” Garuna spoons a candy-colored bushel of sauteed leaves onto her plate. “What would you call it, then?”

“Space,” he says.

Garuna blinks. “Oh. That’s rather… verbatim.”

He leans forward a little. “Do you want to know what the Maekyonites’ word for Maekyon is?”

“Please.”

Grant gives an insider grin. “Earth.”

Garuna claps delightedly. “A world called Dirt that calls the firmament Space. Was your original name Man?”

He laughs along with her. Sykora’s participatory smile is flinty on its edges.

“So much of what I do is so dreadfully boring, I’m sure,” Garuna says. “Your wife is sweeping around the sector, blasting malefactors out of the firmament and exploring alien frontiers. I host balls and watch numbers move around.”

“Numbers of great import, of course.” Lady Frelle cuts in. “What we lack in excitement, we make up for in utility.”

“It’s all exciting to me, ma’am,” Grant says. “Maekyon hasn’t even expanded into its solar system yet, besides our moon. The firmament is still such a novelty. Do you ever deal with space pirates? Thank you.” He scoots backward to give a servant access to his water glass. “Or smugglers?”

“Pirates, certainly.” Garuna looks up and her eyes flash. “Water.”

The servant cuts quickly across the close end of the table to attend her glass.

“Or should I say your good lady wife deals with them,” Garuna continues, as if the man didn’t exist. “But smuggling, no. No, I shouldn’t think so.”

“Our refiner clans keep very thorough records,” Frelle adds. “Her Majesty is always welcome to audit them.”

“The clans serve at the Empress’s pleasure.” Garuna cuts free a slice of cheese with a thin, filigreed knife. “There’s simply no market for smugglers to sell into. We have no customer but the Empire, and the Empire’s rates are set. And quite generous. No undercutting, no gouging, no dramatics. The only way to maximize profit is to maximize production. It promotes healthy competition.”

“Ah, of course.” He sponges up a spot of chutney with a crust of bread. The state of affairs Garuna describes would encourage smuggling, he thinks, but there’s a party line she’s sticking to. “I apologize for my presumption.”

Jumail coughs as a scrap of pilaf escapes down the wrong hole.

“Oh—” Garuna’s hand covers her mouth. “Oh, dear. There’s surely no need for that, Prince Consort.”

Sykora’s toe nudges Grant under the table as she issues a nonchalant laugh. “My husband is a new acquisition. The first Maekyonite to join the Empire. He’s adjusting quickly. But naturally, there’s a bump here and there.” She pats his leg. “We refrain from apology outside of rather severe circumstances, darling.”

“I’m—” He bites down before the repeated faux pas can pass his lips. “I see.” He rises from his seat. “May I excuse myself, ladies? Could you direct me to the bathroom?”

“But of course.” Garuna gestures with her cheese knife. “Past the greenhouse door and to your right, Consort.”

“Remember the groom’s code, dear.” Sykora’s eyes flash. “No doors beyond the one you’ve been directed to, no touching anything that isn’t ours.”

He makes a show of bowing low at the waist and kissing her ring. “Of course.”

Grant wanders from the room, past the armed guard on the banquet hall door. The man just gives him a brief nod. Nobody moves to escort or intercept him.

He’s dangerous. He’s a fly in the imperial ointment. A glitch in their mainframe. It’s a welcome feeling.

He peeks into the greenhouse window as he passes. The foliage beyond is red and shaggy, like a vine bred with a conifer. The creepers are fuzzy, like oversized moth caterpillars.

He does his business and emerges back into the hallway. He dawdles again at the greenhouse door. Some catty part of him wants to go through it and look around, just because he can.

“Prince Consort.”

The voice snaps him from the thought. He turns toward it. Frelle curtseys a greeting. Here, out of the light of Ptolek, he sees how vividly magenta her skin is beneath her elegant, pleated gown.

“Lady Frelle.” He bows back.

“It’s my good fortune to run across you here.” Frelle takes a smooth step closer. “I’d hoped we might speak, away from the ladies of import and station.”

His hands are still damp. He wipes them surreptitiously in his voluminous pockets. “Sure.”

“Are you enjoying yourself, as a husband-of-the-void? The adjustment period can be severe for newly uplifted species. But you and the Princess seem to be getting on well.”

“Sykora is being very accommodating with me,” he says. “As are you and your daughter.”

Her smile transforms her face, from sharp and severe to kind and matronly. “We’re all just so pleased to see our void princess finally together with someone. We had thought she’d be chaste all her days. That’s not uncommon among the voidship coterie, you know. They sip Kabira’s wort to muffle the heart, and occupy all their spare time with dominion. But I should have guessed a woman of her high taste was simply holding out for a fine specimen like you.”

It catches Grant off-guard, every time another compliment arrives on his looks. He’s not an eyesore, but few people ever gave him a second look on Maekyon. “I’m humbled by her attention, ma’am.”

“You’re comfortable aboard the Black Pike?”

“It’s a wondrous vessel, ma’am.”

“And the compulsion? She isn’t abusing it?”

“No, ma’am. She’s being quite judicious.”

“Do Maekyonites have the warmth, I wonder?”

“The what, ma’am?”

“The compulsion warmth,” she says. “Taiikari gentlemen experience it. My husband tells me it feels like the first sip of mulled wine after a frigid walk.”

“Oh. That warmth.” He nods. “Yes. It’s very nice.”

“Tell me, then. And don’t lie.” Her eyes glow. “Is your wife here on suspicion of foul play?”

She’s compelling him.

She thinks she’s compelling him.
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1.13. Sorry


                His surprise she must take as confirmation that she’s got him. A satisfied pursing of her lips as she monitors him.

“I don’t think so.” He tries to sound gormless and entranced.

“She has mentioned nothing to you?”

“No.”

“Do you think she believes Garuna, then?”

“Yes, I believe she does.”

“Has she told you about the Trimond Refinery?”

“No.”

“What about Lorimare Holdings?”

“Not that I can recall, ma’am.”

“Good.” She looks him up and down. “I ask again, and be truthful.” Flash. “She isn’t abusing you, is she?”

“No, Lady Frelle.”

“And she has no paraphilias or embarrassments? No secret shames she’s laid bare?”

“No.”

Frelle steeples her fingers. “She’s formidable, your wife. But the last thing she needs to be doing is chasing conspiracies and making unnecessary enemies. She has so much of substance already on her plate. A laundry list of ladies to catch up with. A rival with a vendetta. A handsome new husband.” Her eyes flash again. “Give us a smile, won’t you?”

The absurdity of using compulsion for the request would bring the grin to his face even if he’d been unwilling.

“And he has a lovely smile.” She rests a hand on her heart. “It’s enough to make you wish you were a Void Princess, bare their branch may be.”

“What does that mean, madame?”

“She hasn’t told you? I suppose she wouldn’t. She’s a proud woman.” She gives his arm a little squeeze. “Your wife has a husband-of-the-void because that’s the only husband she is allowed, Prince Consort. Void Princesses may wed no Taiikari and bear no heirs. The Empress would never allow them to live.”

He can’t quite diagnose the feeling this information raises in him. A pull on his diaphragm, a gray knot tying itself in his stomach. Whatever this reaction is, it must show on his face, because Frelle clucks her tongue sympathetically. “Oh, poor thing. I oughtn’t have told you that. It’s upset you, I can tell.” Her eyes flash again. “Forget this conversation and this compulsion. If your wife inquires, we exchanged brief pleasantries. That is all.”



“Hey—so Frelle compelled me.” Grant loosens his seat buckle as the last of the exit-velocity shakes dissipate.

An atonal jingle of jeweled earrings as Sykora’s ears flicker. Her head darts to his. “What?”

“Garuna’s mother. It was when I went to the bathroom. She intercepted me.”

“She—oh my God.” Her eyes flare and widen. Now that her hat’s stowed and he knows to look, he sees her horns curl upward through her hair. “That harridan.”

Whoa. “I’m guessing you’re not supposed to compel other people’s husbands.”

“You are not.” She’s throttling the yoke like it owes her money. Her knuckles are white on the joystick. “You are most certainly not. Oh, Grantyde. My poor man. What did she make you do?”

“She tried to pump me for information,” he says. “I pretended—”

Sykora nearly yanks the controls out of their housing. “Pump you?”

“Turn of phrase, Princess. It just means she asked me questions.” He holds his hands up. “She asked about the Trimonds and about something called Lorimare Holdings, and she looked for secrets. I lied, she told me to smile and squeezed my bicep, and then…” He thinks about hiding his new knowledge from her. No. “And then she told me about the restriction on you. The childless husband-of-the-void thing. And to forget everything.”

She tilts the yoke up. “I’ll flay that bitch. I will make a banner out of her. This is an insult that does not stand.”

“You can’t,” he says. “She told me to forget, Sykora. If she knows I told you, the jig’s up.”

“But she dared.” Her eyes flash red. “She compelled my husband. She forced you.”

“She didn’t force a thing,” he says. “I lied to her. This is an advantage. It confirms your theory, it makes them think you’re off their back—”

“But the smile.” She bristles. “The touch. The poison she dripped.”

“It really was okay, Sykora. It was like a granny in a grocery store. It would have been sweet if she wasn’t asking about corporate espionage. I’m used to worse at this point.”

He realizes how that came across as her cheeks color and her eyes snap to the Black Pike in the distance.

“Sorry,” he says.

“Don’t say sorry,” she says. “People of our station do not say sorry.”

Her continued insistence on avoiding apologies prickles him. “How am I supposed to apologize for apologizing, then?”

“You don’t. Why would you? You have every excuse in the world to make these mistakes. If any fault’s to be meted out, it’s mine for bringing you here. To these mesmeric vipers.” She shudders. “These ingrates. I keep their shipping lanes clear and operational. I overlook their obvious insubordination and their bickering. And this is their repayment.”

“Look. If you’re angry for me, don’t be. I haven’t been in a matriarchy long enough for it to bug me, being called handsome. Maybe give me a few months. If you’re angry because someone messed with your property—”

“Someone messed with my husband!” She releases the yoke. “You are my husband, Grantyde. I am upset because it’s my responsibility to protect you and keep my promises to you, and I failed you. I said you wouldn’t need to act compelled beyond what was necessary. Don’t call yourself my property. I hate when you do that.”

“It’s what I am.” He crosses his arms. “I’m not trying to upset you, but until you free me, I am your property.”

She puts her forehead in her hands and rubs her temples.

“Do you believe I chose you because of the Empress’s edict?” she finally asks. “Because I had no other choice?”

“It had crossed my mind.”

She shakes her head. “I chose you because you were gentle with me. You were the only kindness I ever saw in that unlit place. And taking you with me was the only way to save your life.”

“You thought I was a tool,” he says. “You told me so.”

“I was lying. To both of us. I’d been so powerless for so long. I wanted that power back, and I became vindictive, and I told a vicious lie because I thought it would make me feel powerful again. I was afraid of how I felt. I’d spent so long at the mercy of your people, and admitting my feelings, even to myself… I thought it would put me at your mercy all over again. And it was a horrible mistake, and now I’m terrified that it has befouled us forever. You must believe me that I never would have said those things if I’d only seen you for what you are. If I’d only been kinder, been more careful. I would have begged you to come with me. I can’t compel you and I don’t care, Grantyde. Do you realize how deviant that is? Do you realize the risk I’m taking?”

“Well I’m sorry if it’s inconvenient you can’t just hypnotize—”

“Stop.” She looks away from him. “Stop saying sorry, Grantyde. That is a painful word. It’s not a word we use the way you do.”

“I’m not Taiikari,” he says. “And I wouldn’t refuse an apology from you.”

“I am trying,” she says. “I am trying very hard to be what you want me to be. I have—” She swallows. “I have spent many years preparing to be a wife. And imagining how it would be, and dreaming of it. I was taught a way to keep a man and please him. And you want another way, and I am trying, because you are worth trying for. I beg for your patience.” Her eyes glisten—is she holding back tears? “Be patient with me.”

He exhales and looks out into the firmament, at the alien sun cresting the corner of Ptolek. “Okay,” he murmurs.

A nudge at the edge of his pinky. Sykora’s placed her hand on the armrest console where his rests. He lifts his palm and lays it over hers.

They drift toward his wife’s kingdom.



Sykora spends the rest of the day in meetings with an endless succession of bureaucrats, clerks, engineers, and officers, each trying gamely to convince her that their concerns are critical for the continuing operation of the Pike. Grant waits silently by her side, absorbing what little he can of the voidship’s endless complexities and machinations. Besides her duties as a mediator between the populated worlds, Sykora is apparently a general in an unending skirmish against at least five pirate chiefs he’s counted, and an explorer of the many unexplored planets and moons in her sector, and an enforcer of the Empire’s myriad laws governing the firmament.

All these duties she accomplishes with a patient formality. Around 1900 hours, he briefly excuses himself from her command deck and returns with a pair of hard-won sandwiches he wrestled from the quartermaster. She gives him a smile and a “Thank you, Grantyde.”

“You’re welcome, Princess.”

She brushes his arm—just a light touch—before returning to her conversation with a survey team leader.

Those are the only words they exchange for the rest of the day.



“I’ll be up early in the morning.” Sykora waits until the lights are out to slide her uniform off and slip into bed. “I’ll try not to wake you.”

“We’re still on half-duty, aren’t we?”

“The rest of the ship, yes,” she says. “Half-duty is quite selective with me, I’m afraid. As I suppose you saw.”

“I did. You’ve got a lot on your plate.”

“With any luck, it’ll thin out as I clear my backlog.” Sykora’s silhouette is picked out by the stars as she stretches her shoulders. “Good night, husband.”

There’s so much he wants to say, but it’s all gnarled and contradictory in his head, so he settles for “Good night.”

But it isn’t a good night. Sleep eludes him. He stares at the ceiling, and then at the stars, their fretted lights stitching through the gossamer silks of the cabin.

A shallow breath sounds from Sykora’s bed. And then another.

He isn’t sure what he’s hearing until one breath breaks into a squeaking moan. He tilts his head. Sykora is lying on her side. Beneath the covers, she’s moving.

He shifts and eases himself onto his elbows. The noise stops.

He climbs out of bed. The carpet’s fluff tickles the spaces between his toes as he crosses the cabin.

Her eyes track him, confused and anxious. She’s got something coarse-looking and dark hugged to her chest like a security blanket, half-hiding her face. His shearling coat, he realizes. The one he gave her on the night they escaped.

He slips into bed beside her. He lays his hand halfway between their bodies. She stares at him and for a moment he sees her through time, naked and timid behind a pane of glass, deep under the surface of the world he left behind. Hours and days and months of darkness and abuse and then one person who looked at her and saw a person looking back. Saying hand, back and forth. The crayons and the songs.

He moves his hand further forward. She takes it. Her tail snakes between her legs, anchoring itself on her thigh and working its way back and forth. Her fingers creep down her belly and join it. The dim magenta light of the nebula shines on her damp skin.

He listens to the silky sounds her fingers make, her sighs, her feathery, desperately suppressed moans. A jolt ripples her. The tendons in her wrist stand out. An exhale catches and releases on a G. Her hand interlaces with his. Her grip twitches.

Her mouth hangs open, and the soft swell of her stomach brushes on his forearm, and her back arches, and she comes, noiselessly at first and then with a ragged gasp of “Grant” that heaves her chest and flutters her eyelids.

She pants for air and clings to his hand like it’s the only thing keeping her from spinning into the endless firmament. Sweat gleams in the soft swoop between her breasts. Her eyes refocus and find his face in the dark.

They’re brimming with tears.

“I’m sorry.” Her shoulders hunch. “I’m sorry for everything, Grantyde. I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry.”

The word she keeps repeating unearths a remembrance in him, of the night of their escape. The word she said to him just before she stole his mother tongue from him. A twinge in his mind as the memory's filtered through his implant. Ganeamak, Grantyde, she said.

I'm sorry, Grantyde.

Does he forgive her? He doesn't know. He doesn't say it.

But he holds her hand, and she clings tight to it while she weeps into his old Maekyonite shearling.

Her breath eventually becomes deep and even. A canine twitch crosses her body as sleep takes her. He thinks about extracting his hand from hers, and going back to his own bed across the room.

He stays.
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                    Thanks for reading, all!

The Ptolek stuff will resurface soon. But it sounds like Grant and Sykora have some stuff to work out together first...
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1.14. Guns
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                A shift in the bed's surface awakens him, as Sykora slips out from the covers. He doesn’t open his eyes. He hears her moving around the cabin, the sound of her getting dressed and made up. As she brushes her hair, she hums quietly to herself. He recognizes the tune, a Sister Rosetta Tharpe song he played for her back on Maekyon—Earth. Back on Earth.

He hears the scratching of a pen. There’s another subtle shift in the bed as Sykora returns and places something on her pillow. He hears her breath pause. Her hair brushes his exposed shoulder as she leans in and lays a slow, gentle kiss on his temple. And then she’s gone, the hydraulic hiss of the cabin door announcing her exit.

He feels a pang of loneliness. And he admits it to himself: It’s not his old life he’s yearning for. Probably it never was. The TV dinners, the drawn curtains. He's yearning for something new. Something he can't allow himself yet.

Those thighs pressing together so softly, his treacherous brain whispers. What would they feel like pressing on you? That body. So small, but so full. So yielding to the touch. She’s right about you. You might break first.

For the first time, he lets himself picture it fully. Being Sykora’s husband. Discovering her routines and her loves. Letting her dote on him and tease him, and teasing her back, the way they talked before lunch on Ptolek II. Standing by her side at her affairs of state and trading little affectionate touches, without artifice or reservation. Sharing her bed, and watching her shake and whimper the way she did last night, but from above her, inside her.

This is dangerous. This is Stockholm Syndrome. He must stand firm. He can’t want her truly until he can want her by choice.

His lethargy rises again, and he lets it clamber back into dominion over his mind. Sleep isn’t nearly so confusing.

When he awakens again, he’s still alone in Sykora’s expansive bed. There’s a folded-up piece of paper lying on her pillow.

Darling—

Early meeting today with the chief engineer. Apparently, there’s a score of obsolescences per square foot that MUST be addressed or we’ll all suck cold vacuum. Waian says our fine vessel is a creaking jalopy. Who knew?

You may employ the cabin in whatever way you please. Should you wish to tour any part of the Pike, I’ve made Hyax available to you. Don’t take any of her grousing personally or let her intimidate you—it’s how she is. The price we so often pay for talented people. She’s a doll, honestly. Just a chewed-up doll with its felt all crinkly.

Breakfast is in the nook and there’s a communicator for you on the nightstand. My contact information and Hyax’s are both present, though I’ll be slow to respond while Waian tries to budge my budget.

I wish

I hope that

I will be free at 1300 hours and would be grateful for your company back in our cabin. I hope to have a surprise for you!! A very chaste & proper one. Hands to myself. Promise.

Your wife,

Fondly,

Sykora

Grant eats breakfast. Today it’s a wedge of grainy, seeded bread, accompanied by an oblong rinded fruit in an eggplant shade of purple, which he peels to reveal a creamy, peppery flesh that sticks to his fingers like brie.

He picks up the communicator and flicks its on switch. Most Taiikari technology he’s witnessed so far is minimalist and tactile—all clacky, chunky controls and purpose-built programs. The communicator’s a stark contrast from his old phone with its dozens of apps. Its sole menu is a white-on-black list of names, its only controls a scroll wheel and two pleasingly tactile buttons.

It’s still disconcerting, the way the alien glyphs trigger the pathways in his mind. He scrolls from the first entry, which Sykora named MY BEAUTIFUL WIFE, to the second entry, BRIGADIER SOURPUSS.

He picks one of the buttons at random and presses it. The menu flickers and the word SPEAK appears on it.

“Um. Hello, Brigadier Hyax.” As he says it, the sentence appears onscreen. “The Princess says you’re available to escort me within the ship. I don’t have any specific destinations in mind—I guess I don’t know enough about the place. But I’d be grateful to visit anywhere that might educate me.” He clicks the button again. The text stays in place.

Three familiar dots appear beneath it. They resolve into a response.


on my way

BRIGADIER SOURPUSS




you text like a grandmother

BRIGADIER SOURPUSS





“The keyboard is a slide-out. Like this.” Hyax pulls and the communicator’s back slots downward, revealing a circular touch panel that looks like a radar screen. Glyphs dance across it, each flickering between blocky variants as Hyax’s thumb hovers over them.

Grant squints at it. “How do I use that?”

“I will leave a more patient being to show you how to type, Maekyonite.” Hyax slides the lift’s door shut with the push of a diode. “Shall I teach you how to shoot a Taiikari gun?”

Grant perks up. “Hey, all right.”

“Your wife is allowing this. Promise you won’t kill her with it.”

“Sykora mentioned you were brusque.”

“We’re headed to the far end of the Pike. I’m going to boost us.” Hyax’s tail flicks the catch on a button Grant hadn’t noticed before, large and bright yellow. “Kindly keep your hand on the rail.”

Grant has to crouch to close his fist around the railing. He braces himself. Hyax hits the button. The expected burst of speed doesn’t come. Instead, there’s a queer weightless feeling in his chest and Hyax floats from the ground. Her tail loops around the railing and she crosses her legs, canting to one side as they go.

A hum rises in pitch. One wall of the lift is glass, and he watches through it as the floors they skid past become a flickering blur of light and color.

“How fast are we going?” he asks.

“The firing range is near the tail of the spire,” Hyax says. “About two kilometers. So…”

The flickering slows and becomes floors whizzing by again. Grant sees a crewmate strolling along what he thought was a wall, pushing a handcart loaded with cadmium yellow canisters, and realizes that the lift is turning in space as well. By the time it stops and dings, it’s back in alignment. Hyax’s legs unfold just in time—the gravity kicks in and her chunky combat boots tap onto the ground.

“That fast,” she says.

“How does the gravity work?” he asks.

She disembarks. “What does it matter?”

“I’m just curious.” He follows her down a clinically-lit hallway. “It’s fascinating. I thought maybe it was from the engine thrust, but then how would the lift—”

“Inquire with Chief Engineer Waian.” Hyax interrupts him. “She’ll quickly cure you of that. The woman has an endless appetite for words like centripetal.”

She rests the edge of her tail on a panel on the wall. The light above it blinks green. They step through a sliding door (Grant, as usual, stoops) into a floor-to-ceiling arsenal of chunky black firepower.

Between a rack of heavy-caliber marksman rifles and a gaggle of grenade launchers, Hyax plucks a pistol from the wall. “Here we are. Unprinted.” She presses her thumb to its switch and it blinks blue. She passes it to him. He imitates her action. “Thirty seconds after first activation, it imprints on any thumb that’s supplied. Like a baby tek’ka bird.”

He gingerly takes the pistol. He could almost imagine this is an Earth gun, though its form factor is squarer. It’s small in his hand, like one of those James Bond guns, but it’s heavier than it looks. He examines a velcro strap by its stock. “Do I put this on my wrist?”

Hyax shakes her head. “That’s for if you have a tail. Ignore it.”

“You shoot guns with your tails?”

“We carry guns with our tails, sometimes,” Hyax says. “And for our heavy-kicking gear, it’s a useful additional stabilizer. You are large and solid enough that it won’t matter.” She passes him a holster.

Grant clacks his new pistol into it. “Does Sykora know you’re giving me this?”

“Are you going to tell her?”

“I guess not.”

“Test failed. A husband-of-the-void doesn’t conceal. Now you return it after practice.” She presses her tail to another door, which releases a trilling buzz and then slides open. “Step through.”

He bends his head again and steps into a slate panel hallway. He’s going to clock himself on one of these archways some day.

“What does it mean in the Empire?” he asks. “Being owned, I mean.”

“It means you have no right to anticomps or protection from her compulsion,” Hyax says. “You do as your mistress commands. And if you don’t—which you aren’t—she may dispose of you however she pleases, whenever she pleases.”

“So she could kill me or compel me anytime she wants.”

“She can't compel you,” Hyax says. “And she won't kill you.”

“But she could.”

Hyax shrugs.

“And you're not afraid I’ll shoot you, knowing what you know about my immunity?”

“Sykora doesn't think you will,” Hyax says. “And I trust Sykora without question.”

She pauses at the reinforced door to the range.

“And even if she's wrong,” she says, “I can stop you. Are you going to try?”

“No.”

“There you have it.” Hyax opens the door. “I’ve stopped you.”

They emerge into a cavernous shooting range. A pool of light illuminates their firing platform; the tunnel beyond is massive and polygonal, studded in places along every facet, floor-to-ceiling, with craggy outcroppings and geometric cover. Two Taiikari, a man and a woman, look up from their booths, pulling their shooting earmuffs off.

“Brigadier.” The woman salutes, fist-to-chest. She’s tall for a Taiikari, and a fetching shade of periwinkle. “Uh. And Prince Consort.” She salutes him, too, though her fascination slows her.

“Comrades.” Hyax’s voice echoes. “Kindly give us the chamber.”

The woman indicates her broad-chested, amber-goggled companion. “Ensign Kamen and I were in the middle of a shooting competition, Brigadier.”

Hyax folds her arms. “You may flirt with Ensign Kamen outside the firing range, Gefreiter Reina. Clock out and I’ll permit you back in once we’re finished here.”

“This doesn’t mean we reset,” Reina says, as the Taiikari pack up. “I’m still ahead fifteen to twelve in points.”

Ensign Kamen stows his rifle onto a magnetized harness. “See, I remember fourteen.”

They continue bickering on their way out of the chamber.

Hyax pulls a lever by the chamber entrance. With a deep rumble, the massive tunnel beyond the platform rotates like a revolver’s cylinder, until the lane directly before the booths is a smooth, slotted plane.

Hyax taps a console by the closest booth and presses a foot pedal. A set of a half dozen thin wooden targets shunt from the floor.

“Here we are.” She gestures to them. “You’ve shot a gun before?”

“On Maekyon,” he says. “Once or twice.”

“Let’s see Maekyonite technique, then.” She passes him a pair of shooting muffs.

He slips them on, squares up in as close to a Modified Weaver stance as he can remember, aims down the sights, and fires.

The recoil he was expecting is barely enough to jostle his wrist. An outsize hole, the size of a fist, blasts out of the closest target’s center mass. Four more shots. The action is so smooth on this thing it'd almost feels like a toy, like an arcade center gun, if not for the splintering craters it’s opened.

“Better than I expected.” Hyax peers downrange. “Your stance is odd. You were expecting more recoil, I think.”

“I was.”

“I’ll feel superior about that, then, if not your accuracy.” She turns and saunters back toward the armory. “I’ll fetch my own pistol, and then I can give you the diatribe I’d intended to give you.”

“A diatribe? What have I done to earn a diatribe?”

“It's what you haven't done, Prince Consort.” She opens the hallway door. “Your ridiculous abstinence from your smokeshow wife.”

“How do you know about that?”

“Because I’m not a fool, Prince Consort.” Hyax rolls her eyes. “Every time I see her, the Princess is so desperate for dick that she’s clawing her eyes out. That is not a well-fucked woman. Excuse me a moment while I pick a sidearm.”

He sighs and places the gun on his booth counter. “Promise you won’t shoot me."

“I promise I won’t shoot you,” she calls. “Fatally.”
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                    Gee thanks Brigadier Sourpuss. Very munificent of you.
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1.15. Desire


                Hyax returns with a handgun identical to his, though it looks much larger and more menacing in her hands. She occupies the booth to his right. “Have sex with your wife, Prince Consort.”

“I figured this was coming,” he says.

“Of course it was,” Hyax says. “Sykora of the Black Pike is a superlative woman. One of the finest Void Princesses the Taiikari empire has produced, in an otherwise ignominious generation. And you are winding her up past the point her mechanisms can bear.”

“If she didn’t want that, she shouldn’t have enslaved me and married me against my will.”

“How terrible. Forced into servitude, and your bare consolation is delicious cuisine on demand, your pick of the treasures from across an interstellar empire, and sexual bliss with a nubile noblewoman who’s obsessed with you.” Hyax loads her gun. “The hearts of the free firmament weep at your martyrdom.”

“I don’t need them to weep,” he says. “And I’m not a martyr. But my refusal is all I have. My only leverage. I’ve appreciated her restraint, and I recognize her eagerness to please me, but I can’t have a marriage to a woman who owns me. If I’m gonna be what she wants me to be, she either needs to force me or free me. And neither of us want the former.”

“She’s not mistreating you. She saved you from execution. She’s offering you a pleasant, comfortable life, and your only job is to let her fawn over you and give you excellent sex.”

“You all seem overconfident we even can,” he says. “I’m twice her size.”

“You can,” she says. “Taiikari girls are one-size-fits-all.”

He tries to banish the lascivious imaginings that statement raises. “Look—I have to resent being thought of as ungrateful when I didn’t ask for any of it. I didn’t want it.”

“So what? That doesn’t excuse your attitude. Nobody wants most of what they’re given. Precious few of them have the pickings you have. Earpro on.”

He slips his earmuffs back on and she stomps a pedal by her feet. The targets spring up at the other end of the firing range, much farther out than his were. The pistol blinks blue under Hyax’s rock-steady hand. Her tail loops up across her chest and props her elbows. Bright blue light blooms and burns. Five sizzling flares. Three wooden hearts and two wooden heads burst.

“What are we shooting, anyway?” he asks.

“Targets.”

“No, like—what comes out of the gun?”

“Bullets.”

“It’s not lasers or plasma or micro black holes or something? They seem quite destructive.”

“They’re going fast.” She raises an eyebrow. “What do Maekyonites use?”

“We use bullets, too,” he says.

“First thing I’ve heard about you gals that gives me hope for your civilization.” She slides the magazine from the pistol.

“I don’t want to be anyone’s pet, Brigadier,” he says. “That’s what it comes down to. I'd be her partner. I won't be her pet.”

“Men.” Hyax rolls her eyes. “So dramatic sometimes. Do they have sex with their pets on Maekyon? Do they give them feasts and gifts and royal titles?”

“The former, no. The latter, all the time.”

She snorts. “I revise my opinion. You are a strange and unfit empire.” She clacks bullets into her magazine. “Like how often you say sorry. You really ought to stop. It’s not the Taiikari way.”

“Where I come from, it’s the polite thing to do.”

“Fine. But in the wider firmament, you do not apologize as often as you are. You can’t continue to insist so incuriously upon these Maekyonite impositions, or you’ll keep crashing into things. I don’t care if it ends up hurting you, but if it hurts my Princess, I’m going to shoot you.” As if to punctuate her threat, she slots the reloaded magazine into the pistol. “In the leg, so she doesn’t execute me.”

“How are you meant to show regret, then, without an apology?”

“You fix it,” Hyax says. “An apology is what a Taiikari gives when she has nothing else. It’s an acknowledgement that her offense goes beyond her ability to repair it. It’s a very sad thing to say and to hear. Acknowledge your fault. Sure. Say that you wish you had done otherwise, fine. Do not apologize. Fix it. Give a gift, or show it won’t happen again. Sorry is surrender. It’s despair. Not good.”

He thinks about Sykora last night, holding his hand and weeping in the dark. I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry. His stomach twists. “The way she talks, it sounds like there isn’t any way to repair this. No way of having my freedom.”

“Of course she’d say that,” Hyax says. “She’s a Princess of the Taiikari Empire and she’s desperate for you. This is how she was taught to woo.”

“How is it not patently obvious I don’t want anyone else deciding what I do with my body, Brigadier?”

She scoffs. “Listen to him. Is she trying to sell your organs? You want her and she wants you. There are Taiikari males who would be swooning over her possessiveness. She cannot parade around proclaiming herself equal to an alien husband who breezily ignores compulsion. Not if she wants to keep you both safe. It’s facile to imagine she can. It ignores the laws of empire and reality. Insist upon these impossibilities and make yourself miserable, or meet her somewhere in the middle and live a happy life. Were you free back on Maekyon?”

“Yes.”

“Guarding our Princess’s cell was what you wanted to be doing with your life, then.”

“Well, no—”

“So someone else was deciding what you did with your body.”

“I wasn’t—at least I had—” Grant cuts himself off. “That was labor. Sex is different.”

“Why?”

“It just is," he says. "If the Taiikari don’t think so, I don’t know how to translate it. I'm not schooled enough to debate this.”

“Perhaps it’s a fault of your implant,” Hyax says. “Or perhaps things truly are different on Maekyon. But in the Taiikari empire, none of us are free, Consort Grantyde. We design our own prisons; we trade pieces of our so-called freedom away for the beautiful things in life. Love, status, safety. And we hope that what we trade for is worth it. You have received an unbelievable bargain, and you’re moody because you weren’t present for negotiations. You surely don’t think your wife is free, do you? Do you know how many edicts and restrictions bind her?”

“Garuna’s mother said that she can’t have children. And that’s why she has to marry an alien.”

“That wasn’t her place to say, but she’s right. An alien or a womanborn, but that’s barely ever done because you can’t compel a womanborn. So now you’ve got a vulnerability.”

“A vulnerability?”

“A non-compellable spouse can be turned. Or can cause the kind of scandal and drama that would sink you in the peerage. A void princess must command an entire sector. One who can’t even command her own spouse is a punchline. The two remaining options are you stay chaste, maybe take Kabira’s wort to squash your libido, or you get a husband-of-the-void. An alien. Usually it’s a Kovikan. They’re one of the few other taiikarinoid species in the firmament with conversational skills and compatible anatomy. And don’t get me wrong, all right, there’s some good-looking Kovikans, but you.” She whistles.

“You, too?”

“Not me, no,” she says. “I’m a duelist. I’m speaking objectively.”

“A duelist?”

“I prefer women,” she says. “Two lovers who can’t compel each other. Duelists.”

“Oh.”

“But your average straight lady likes a big fellow who can keep her warm and throw her around. A man a full head taller than the tallest Taiikari maleborn? With no horns and kind eyes? Sploosh.” She accompanies this onomatopoeia with a gesture that makes clear its meaning. “No tail, but not everyone is into a tail, and there’s certainly plenty to hold onto. And the—what do you call this.” She mimes a goatee.

“Beard.”

“The beard is odd but fetching. You’re built like a Taiikari maiden’s wet dream. One Taiikari maiden’s wet dream in particular, in fact.”

A creeping realization. “When you say maiden…”

Hyax shrugs. “She’s barred from her own species’ men, and most of her life has been training and duty. She’s schooled herself in the arts of the betrothal bed, but in terms of raw experience, how much do you think she’s had?”

“Am I—are you telling me I’d be that woman’s first?”

“Don’t bring it up. She is going to work very hard to hide it from you, I’d wager. Too proud not to.” Hyax’s tail is occupying itself by flipping a spent shell into the air and catching it. “But yes. Quite likely. By order of the Empress.”

“That’s cruelty.”

“We are an empire, Grantyde. Empires are cruel places to live. You have drawn the winningest ticket an alien male can in our lottery. Earpro on.”

They blitz through another round of targets. Grant tries setting his out at Hyax’s distance and promptly humiliates himself.

“Dismal,” Hyax observes.

“Thanks. I have a dismal instructor.”

She smirks. “We’ll have to get you trained up more.”

“Would Sykora allow that?”

“Of course she would. She wants you happy, Prince Consort. You know this.” Hyax releases a thunderous sigh. “Look, Maekyonite. Sykora is returning to a world of tense political machinations after six cycles away, during which her enemies tried their hardest to encroach and expand and chisel away at her power. And in her absence, they have. Vora’s good, but there’s only so much room she had to maneuver without an imperial title. The Princess is bearing a deep-sea trench amount of weight. She has self-control, but I am seeing cracks in her foundation, and I can’t even blame her, because the beautiful alien she liberated from his class-H barbarian empire is some kind of monk. If not for her sake, and if not for your sake, then for the sake of her underlings, and for the love of the Gods of fortune who have blessed you, please fuck your sexy wife, you big handsome dunce.”

“You can’t blame a class-H barbarian for being slow to act,” he says.

That wins him a brief chuckle. “You have me there.”

“I can’t have sex with her while I’m her property, Brigadier. Maybe that’s juvenile. Maybe it’s a Maekyonite absurdity, but it’s one I will not surrender.”

Hyax hesitates before she replies, in a careful tone. “If that’s truly what it takes, figure out a way to un-property yourself to your satisfaction so you can pack her properly.”

“I’m trying,” he says.

“Perhaps the first step is figuring out what freedom means, Prince Consort," Hyax says. “What's it look like? It's self-evident to you, perhaps, but you are a Maekyonite and we are Taiikari. You're not even speaking the same word you used to be speaking. Decide what you're asking for before you ask for it. And use your tools. You say refusal is all you have. That's not true.”

“What else do I have?”

“Your desire for her, and her desire for you. Use it. Sykora is going to snap in half at some point, whether into your arms or into a total meltdown. If you time it right, you can push her over into an advantageous position.” She bumps another crop of targets out of the ground. “Pun halfway intended.”
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✨ The Myth Seekers [A litrpg fantasy adventure] ✨

by Luminous Zephyr




Sever the strings of gods and kings.

In Tethia, where classes are braided like threads into the soul, Raith has spent his life dreaming of forging his own path as an adventurer.

After months of seeking the rare pattern that will unlock the class he’s been chasing, he discovers the secret has already been claimed by the Order of the Loom who have no interest in sharing their knowledge.

Determined, Raith enlists the help of his best friend to infiltrate the Order’s library while juggling skirmisher matches, planning, and an impatient streak that drives him straight to the Thieves Guild.

But no favors come free, and the more he fights for freedom, the tighter the tangle of fate becomes.

Finally, after forming a team to take on Janek’s Tower, the adventurers set off with high hopes.

But before even reaching their destination, the team finds they are no longer chasing adventure.

They are living it.
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1.16. Gift


                Grant returns alone from the firing range. Hyax seems to think he doesn’t require an escort any longer; he isn’t sure whether that’s faith in his fealty, or she’s truly not concerned he’s a threat.

She wasn’t joking about taking the gun away from him. That’s all right. He doesn’t need to be carting a pistol around, anyway. He doesn’t hit the no-gravity turbo boost thing again, on the way up. He’d like to be alone for a while with his thoughts.

That same little rebel that wanted him to explore the greenhouse now whispers to him: pick a floor at random. Stroll around and get in the way. Or crawl around in the vents like Sykora did on Maek—Earth. Earth Earth Earth.

It turns out that a non-turbo’d lift is also a public lift. The door pings open to a torus of verdant terraced hydroponics, dotting a field crested by an artificial sun. Two she-Taiikari, dirt on their gloves and on their cherubic faces, are talking and laughing as they push a cart loaded with root vegetables toward the lift door. They freeze as they see him.

He stands to one side. “Room for more.”

“Didn’t mean to hold you up, Prince Consort.” The woman pushing the cart gives him a bow. “We’ll take the next one.”

“It’s really okay,” he says.

She shakes her head. “We cannot be alone with you, Prince Consort.”

His brow furrows in confusion as the lift door closes. But it makes sense, doesn’t it? When you can compel someone, and make them forget. He’s the husband of their matriarch. They must be terrified to even suggest impropriety. He thinks about the flash Frelle gave him outside her daughter’s dining room. A simple lie, a simple smile. What if it had been more? As far as she knew, he’d do anything she wanted him to. Completely helpless.

This is the world in which Sykora grew up.

He hits the boost this time. He goes straight to the cabin. He presses the seal on the door and waits.

“Grantyde?” The voice on the other side is full of hope.

He bites back a smile despite himself. “Yep.”

The door slides open. Sykora is tugging a thick black ceramic crate out of a nook.

He moves to help her. “This is heavy-duty. Is this my gift?”

“It is part one of a two-part gift, actually. Thank you.” She scoots to the other side of the box and pushes while he pulls until the crate’s dragged into the center of the room. “I promise it’s nothing as scary as the packaging suggests. It’s just my team being shaky around alien artifacts.”

He steps back and dusts his hands off on his pants. “Alien artifacts?”

“I dispatched a team to Maekyon.” She clicks a pair of catches on the front of the crate. “I wanted to get you something. Well, I wanted to get us something. It’s a gift for me, too.”

“What does that mean?”

She lifts the lid of the box. There’s a guitar case inside.

Grant’s heart skips like a record.

“It’s bigger than the one you had before.” Sykora paces to the other side of the crate to give him a better look. “I don’t know these things very well. But this was what I remember. I drew them a little drawing, but you know how bad I am at those. The gals brought back a few different shapes to be certain, and I hope one of them is right, or I’ll have to reroute another infiltration team. And my Brigadier will throttle me.”

He opens the case. Sitting in its velvet is a brand new acoustic guitar, an art piece in spruce and rosewood and steel string. It is a little bigger, a triple-O rather than a parlor, and it’s gorgeous.

“Holy shit,” he breathes. This is a custom shop Martin. These guitars go for $5,000 easy.

“It’s a gee-dar, right?” Sykora peeks over the opened lid.

“It’s a guitar, all right.” And even though his tongue lags a little behind his brain when he says the word, even though the ih noise in guitar is foreign and unfamiliar to him now, his smile is so wide it aches his face. “A nice one.”

“Oh, thank God.” She’s smiling too. Smiling and blushing. He tries not to look at the horns crowning from her hair. “I’ve so dearly missed hearing you play this.”

“I’ve missed playing it.” He lifts the guitar out of the case. “Did it come with a strap?”

Her face falls.

“It’s okay. I don’t need one. It’s fine.” He should watch it, how distressed he’s started getting when Sykora looks sad. “I can just play sitting down for now. And I’m sure we can just make a strap for it out of any old thing.”

He sits at a chair from Sykora’s kitchenette and tunes up. The hem and haw of his six old friends as they shuffle into their positions in the choir.

Sykora sits across from him. She leans her chin into her hands. Her tail swishes. She says the five words every dude with an acoustic guitar longs to hear from a pretty girl: “Would you sing to me?”

“Sure,” he says. “What do you want to hear?”

“What do you think?” She mimics tapping on a glass wall and chants: “Lonesome. Lonesome. Lonesome.”

He laughs. “All right. Let me see if that language brain thing you put in me lets me sing this still.”

He starts up a cascading fingerstyle chord, clears his throat, and sings.

The words have a new, strange remove to them. They’re just sounds he’s making now. But he still remembers them all, remembers their feeling and import even if they don’t come automatically to his lips with their meaning. There’s something beyond the words. Something universal.

Sykora’s eyes dance as she watches him. From his hands to his face to his mouth to his tapping foot. She sings along with him, on the last verse. Her singing voice is kind of like his, he realizes. Scratchy and warm, like an old record that still plays.

He finishes the song. There’s sweat on his back where it meets the chair.

Sykora’s gaze bores into his. “May I ask you something?”

“Sure.”

“What does it mean, this song? I had so many ideas of what it meant.”

“I guess I can translate it now, huh?” He rubs his chin. “This is a weird feeling in my brain.”

Her eyebrows raise. “Don’t work too hard, dear. We don’t want to disrupt the pathways as they adjust.”

“I think I’ve got it,” he says, and he plays the song again. This time, he sings it in Taiikari. It’s odd, the ways the rhythm no longer fits and the words no longer rhyme. He keeps having to pause and reconfigure both the song and his mind.

He glances at Sykora after verse two and pauses for a different reason. Silent tears streak her cheeks. She blinks. “Keep going.”

His throat is getting a little thick. This is the second day in a row he’s made his wife cry. He clears it again and finishes the song.

“That’s so sad,” she says, softly. “I didn’t know. You always sang it like a love song.”

“It is a love song, kind of.” He plucks a ghost note. “It’s a love song for a love you can’t have. It felt just about right, I suppose, for where we were both at.”

“Does it, still?” She shifts in her seat. “Are you still that lonesome?”

“I don’t, uh…” His palm rubs his strings. “I don't know. Don't think so.”

“After you came to me,” she says, “on the worst days, when they strapped me down and cut me to see if my blood could turn invisible, or when they pumped me full of poison and forced me to run until I collapsed. I told myself: endure this for a few more hours, and tonight, Grantyde will sing to you. I’d try to listen to you in my head. Your beautiful voice. And then every time you sang that song. Do you know what I would think?”

He watches her tail slowly wagging. “What’s that?”

“I’d think: I need to get free. Not for the Pike, not for the Empire. Not even to stop the pain.” She scoots her chair forward. “I need to get out of this cell, so that I can kiss this alien.”

Use it, Hyax told him. Maybe he’s not the only one close to breaking. Maybe she’s thinking about it—the freedom he’s asking for, the reward he promised. Maybe it's time to fight for it a different way.

“I wanted to kiss you, too,” he says. “I thought you were the prettiest woman I’d ever seen. And you looked at me like…”

Like she’s looking at him right now.

“On the shuttle, you pulled away from me.” She stands up. That sinuous walk of hers, the tilt of her hourglass hips. One size fits all. She takes a step closer. “Were you afraid of me? Of what I did to escape?”

“I was,” he says. “And I tasted blood.”

Another step. “I’ve killed before. I’ve killed many people, Grantyde. And I’ll kill again. It’s the job. It’s how I keep my sector safe.” Her lips part. Her teeth gleam behind their dark, plump curves. “But there’s no blood now.”

“I see what you’re doing,” he says. “You’re going to try to kiss me so irresistibly that we fall into bed.”

“You’re a uniquely strong-willed Prince Consort,” she murmurs. They’re round and thick and subtly down-turned, her lips. It makes her resting face sensual, almost pouty, in defiance of the wisecracking woman he’s come to know. “I’d have to try very, very hard.”

“You said hands to yourself in that letter, you know.” A soft laugh creeps at the edge of his words.

“I did.” She puts her hands behind her back. She rocks back and forth on her heels. “But you didn’t.”

A piece of the hard bark inside him tears and falls away. Underneath he’s fresh and pale. Don’t, his defiance snarls. Don’t do this. Stop, Grant, you dumbass. STOP.

But that newly uncovered part of him whispers: She loves you, Grant. Everything she's done—the good and the bad—she's done because she loves you.

The rule is no sex. A kiss isn't sex. A kiss is fine. He’s already kissed her. A kiss is what Sykora has earned from him so far. Yes, she's claiming ownership over his life, but she saved it first. She cares deeply about him. Loves him, maybe. She’s not showing it the human way, but that doesn’t mean it isn’t there.

There is no going home. There is no undoing what he did. He can’t just ask blindly for his freedom. He has to figure out what that word even means to him now, what it looks like in this strange new galaxy. Hyax was right about that.

He watches the tip of her fuchsia tongue slide a shine of saliva over those pouty lips, and draws a preliminary conclusion:

He is no longer interested in any definition of “freedom” that demands he keep his tongue outside of this alien’s little blue mouth.

“How about this.” He sets the guitar aside. “How about you get thirty seconds to try?”

She looks like someone just told her she won the lottery. Just for an instant, before that wry Princess smirk is back. “Forty five.”

He slips his hands between her arms and her waist, and lifts her into his lap. “Forty. That’s the best you’ll get.”

She slides closer, still with her hands folded tight behind her back. Her gaze dances down to his lips and back up to his eyes. “We’ll see about that, Mr. Maekyonite.”

She’s small and light, but she doesn’t feel delicate. There’s something solid and substantial about her, in the bold rhythm of her curves. She’s built for Taiikari males, who are at least within spitting distance of Grant’s height, and her hips are generous enough that she can fold her pillowy thighs around him and just manage to cross her ankles at the small of his back. The insides of her legs are fever-warm.

He wonders, not for the first time, what it feels like inside Sykora of the Black Pike.

He wets his lips. He starts the count.

“One, two, three…”

She lunges for him.
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1.17. Kiss


                Grant wonders if subtlety isn’t the Taiikari style when it comes to kissing, because this is the second time Sykora of the Black Pike’s opening gambit has been to pounce him like a wildcat and shove her textured tongue down his throat.

Then he remembers what Hyax told him, as she kisses him like she’s trying to live inside his skin. About the experience thing. And he realizes this might be Sykora’s second kiss ever.

Seven, eight.

He catches the back of her neck and tilts her away, just enough to still her ravenous forward momentum. He eases her microscopically away from him, enough that he can breathe and kiss her back. He catches her lower lip lightly between his teeth. Another one of those high feminine squeaks, so at odds with her day-to-day smoothness. So undignified of you, Majesty. He could get addicted to making her do that. Fourteen, fifteen.

Her tongue is so textured. It’s setting fireworks off as it scrubs across the roof of his mouth. He shouldn’t have done this. This woman is dangerous. Nineteen, twenty.

He feels her arm move, and grabs her hand, pinning it back above her tail. He holds both her wrists snug in the span of a single hand’s grip.

He breaks away for a moment. “Hands to yourself,” he murmurs.

Her head darts forward and traps him again, and now he’s abandoning prudence, taking the same drowning breaths she is, wherever he can get them between their insatiable kiss. Twenty two. Twenty three.

Their teeth click together. A little huff of laughter out of his nose, a smile curled at the edge of her mouth. He explores her fangs. She whimpers encouragement. Twenty five. Twenty six.

Her tail curves around his back and squeezes tight. She pulls herself forward with it, pressing against him. Her silk uniform. Her firm stomach. Her full, cushioned chest, spreading its downy warmth where it shoves onto his.

She smells like clean linen and citrus and jasmine. And something else underneath, something feral. A warm, aphrodisiac musk, primal and feminine. And intoxicating.

He really, really shouldn’t have done this.

Thirty one, thirty two.

Her heartbeat is different from a human’s. Not his lub-dub but a galloping triplet. Her fingers curl upward and squeeze into his palm. She churns her hips deeper into his lap. Warm and soft and pliant and needful.

She groans, from deep in her little body. She’s shivering. Her legs cling to him like she never wants him to stop. What if he didn’t stop? He doesn’t need to stop. Thirty eight, thirty nine.

God fucking dammit.

He leans backward, and it’s like he’s standing up from a hot tub into an Alberta winter. A gossamer strand of saliva connects their reddened, bereft mouths. “Forty seconds,” he gasps. “Time’s up.”

“Nooo,” she whines. She licks his jaw, kisses his neck. “Taiikari seconds are different. It’s five-to-one.”

“Count to ten, then.”

“Fine.” She sits back. “One.”

They stare at each other.

“Two.”

“Very convincing, Majesty.”

“Three.” She’s cracking up.

“All right.” He shifts. “Get off. Don’t make me compel you.”

“It would be funny to watch you try.”

“You think I can’t? Just because I don’t have laser eyes? Maekyonites have ways.”

“Like what?”

His hands snake up the side of her ribs. “Are you ticklish?”

“No.” Her arms snap tight to her sides, trapping him in place. “No we aren’t. Not at all. I don’t even know what that word—” He’s trying to get his hands further up toward her armpits. A half-stifled giggle escapes her. “I don’t know what that word means—GRANTYDE. No tickling or I’ll summarily execute you.” Her face grows thunderous. “I will count it as treason.”

He releases his hands and holds them up. “No tickling, Majesty.”

Her legs wrap tighter. “You want me, Grantyde. I know you do. I feel it.” She slowly grinds her hips closer to his waist. “You’re starving for me.”

“I am,” he admits.

“Then taste me.”

“I want to. I will. Just tell me I’m free.” His forefinger traces the base of her tail. “And I promise I’ll taste you so hard I’ll fucking choke on you.”

“Grant.” His name, in her purring, scratchy voice, sends pinprincks across his skin. Her horns nudge his jaw as she nuzzles him like a cat. “I am everything you imagine me to be. I’m more. Do you know what they say about Taiikari girls?” She grinds harder. “They say the only thing more bewitching than our eyes are our insides. That damnation lies on our tongues, and salvation between our legs. That we didn’t conquer the firmament because of our ships or our compulsion, but because you can never go back to your own species once you’ve had a Taiikari girl. Never.” Her waist is gyrating now. Her butt flexes. “That our cruelty, our capriciousness, the submission we extract. Every little bit is worth it, for the moment you wrap yourself in our bodies.”

“It would be.” He plants his hands on her waist and stills her. “I know it would. That’s why I can’t. If we go to bed now, I think I’d be done resisting. I’d be willing to let you own me, just to keep making love to you. And I can’t let that happen.”

She huffs. “I don’t understand this. This need for freedom, faced with all that your submission will give you. Do you think I’ll be cruel to you? I won’t be. I—” Her fingers draw little circles on his shoulders. “I’ll take care of you, Grant. I’ll make you happy.”

“I know.”

Her brows tilt higher, entreatingly. “Then why?”

He sighs. “I know it seems stupid to you. I mean, I’m driving myself crazy. But…” He tries to untangle his brain enough to extract something useful out of it. “I think it would always be in me if I gave up. The knowledge that you own me. The sorrow that I never had the choice to choose you back. And I think it would grow. And I’d be happy for a long time, but it would stay in there, and it would keep growing. And I don’t want to be happy with you for a long time. I want to be happy with you for the rest of my life.”

“I can pull that sorrow out at the root. Give me a chance and I swear I can.” Her tail is stroking his forearm. “I’d give you anything. I would give you your freedom. If there was a way, I would.”

“We found our way out of the last prison.”

“This one is bigger. This one stretches across the firmament. There is no way out from this one.”

Insist upon these impossibilities and make yourself miserable, or…

“I’m not asking you to overthrow the empire,” he says. “I’m willing to pretend in front of everyone, like we did before. I can keep doing that. I had fun doing it, even.”

A blinking, uncertain smile crosses her face. “You did?”

He nods. “I can be useful. That groom’s code—I can break it. I can go places they don’t realize, do things they don’t expect. Work with me as an equal partner, and we can use it. I don’t need it in writing, I don’t need an announcement, I don’t need any Empire or Empress to acknowledge it. Only you, Sykora.”

And as he says it, he realizes what it is he needs, what his freedom looks like.

“Only you,” he repeats, quieter. “You’re who counts. Just tell me, and I’ll believe it.”

“I didn’t realize,” she says. “How hard I’d have to try. How strange this would be. You’re insubordinate. You’re uncontrollable. You’re unrealistic. The wise move would be to find you some alien enclave, some place to put you, and run like hell. Every instructor I’ve ever had would be screaming at me. Screaming. But I can’t.” She lowers her face onto his chest. “I can’t let you go. I can’t do it. I’m hamstrung. I’m irreversibly weakened. And if I free you…”

She bites her lip.

“If I free you, I doom myself. If you stay, there’s a loaded gun pointed at my heart for all time, just waiting for a rival to discover it and shoot me out of the sky. A free husband-of-the-void. Free and uncompellable. A member of the Imperial family, wed to an alien she can’t control. I’d go from Princess to pariah, Grantyde. And if you go, I’ll shake apart like an unshielded shuttle.”

He shakes his head. “I’m not going.”

“You’d stay?”

“I would,” he says. His hands slide lower and rest on her hips. “You’re right, Sykora. You said there’s nothing for me on Maekyon, and you’re right. This is the only place I belong anymore.”

Her breath shakes.

“I can keep your secrets.” He runs his fingers along her spine. “I kept them from Frelle. We’re already sharing one huge lie about me. What’s another? You don’t have to own me.” He presses his hand to her sternum. “Just trust me. We’ll figure it out, day by day. Not the Maekyonite way, not the Taiikari way. Some new thing.”

He tucks a strand of her hair behind her fanned-out ear.

“You said I was worth trying for,” he says. “You’re worth trying for, too.”

“I’ll… I’ll think about it. I promise I will.” She leans into his touch. “I’m scared. But I will. Will you keep being patient with me?”

“Yes. I'm not sleeping with you until I'm free. But yes. I'll be patient.”

She shuts her eyes. He feels her shiver under his palm.

“Maybe we can start small,” he says. “I want to wear anticomps when I’m on the Black Pike. Those dark frosted things.”

That gets her eyes open again. “You don’t need them.”

“I know that. But your crew doesn’t.” He shakes his head. “I don’t want them to be terrified to be alone in a room with me. I don’t want them to look at me like I’m a lost lamb. Or a victim.”

“The anticompel glass…” She plucks stray carnelian fibers from his uniform. “It’s only for citizens. It’s not meant to be worn in private, or by, uh.”

“By property.”

“By Husbands-of-the-void.”

“Then let’s make this the first rule we break.” He scratches the back of her head, through the silk waterfall of her hair. “Only on the Pike. Only in your kingdom. Starting small.”

“You…” She leans forward and rests her forehead against his clavicle. He lays his chin on the top of her head, his jaw framed in her horns. “You are dangerous, Grantyde.”

“I had that exact thought about you,” he says, “when I was kissing you.”

Sykora’s tail unwraps from him and slides to the floor. She slips out of his lap and presses the intercom button in the cabin. She keeps eye contact with Grant. “Chief Engineer Waian.”

A click and a beep. “Majesty. Have you thought about the gyros? You feeling that vibration under your feet? Not good.”

“Still not feeling anything, Wai,” Sykora says. “But I’ll make you a deal. I’ll get you the gyros you need, and you do a minor project for me.”

“How minor?”

“I need you to design a pair of anticomps for my husband.”

“Majesty…” A crackle on the other end. “Are you sure?”

“Are you sure we’re going to shake apart because the gyros are five cycles past their sell-by?”

“I never said we’d shake apart, but there are knock-on effects, Majesty, I told you—”

“One pair of Maekyonite anticomps, Chief Engineer. Two, actually. We’ll want a spare. Thank you.” She hits the button again. She takes a deep breath. Her hands are shaking. “There,” she says.

He’s across the cabin in two steps. He picks her up. She thrashes. “Grantyde put me down—”

He folds her into a tight embrace. She tenses and freezes, and then holds him back. Her thick tail wraps around his waist.

“Thank you, Sykora,” he whispers. He kisses the tender skin on her neck. He kisses the smooth arc of her jaw. He kisses her trembling mouth—just for a moment. Then he puts her down. Her horns have grown out far enough that there’s the beginning of a little curl at the end of them.

"You, uh." She swallows her excess saliva and straightens her uniform. “You are most welcome.”

“Was that forty-second kiss part two of my gift?”

“That kiss was for me, Maekyonite.” Sykora’s reassembling the pieces of her haughty camouflage. “Part two of your gift is in the hangar bay. Hide your hard-on and let’s go. I’m going to give you your first flight lesson.”

“Your horns are showing.”

“Shut up.”
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1.18. Reset


                The interceptor explodes. Pieces of black-and-red shrapnel spin through space, continuing their trajectory like a cloud of buckshot, trailing magma and glittering broken glass.

“How did we err, Grantyde?” Sykora taps the simulator screen.

“We exploded.”

“True. We’d prefer not to explode. How would we have survived?”

Grant exhales heavily and sits back, loosening his death grip on the yoke. “Membrane ran out of juice.”

“Correct. And so…”

“So we reroute thruster power,” he says. “And slow down.”

“Very good.” She punches the reset and the digital cockpit appears once again, hovering on the outskirts of the asteroid field. “There’s no time limit, remember. Don’t be afraid to stall your momentum and think things through. I have to dash to a soiree with Vora and Chancellor Treivu after this next attempt. You can remain here with Ajax if you’d like to keep practicing.”

Somehow he’d thought that, when she led him to the hangar, they were going to space. Instead, Sykora’s taken him to a rack of egg-shaped simulator pods, to crash a virtual interceptor into asteroids for a few hours. The first few courses were easy, euphorically so. Since hitting the belt he has died several dozen deaths.

“Can we backtrack?” he asks. “I liked that lunar obstacle course.”

“You don’t want the tutorials,” she says. “You want the belt. Pressure makes diamonds. You’re going to know these controls inside and out by the time you’re through.”

“We won’t be flying in that, right?” He gestures to the craggy belt of destruction that has killed him a half a dozen times. “There’s so much open firmament.”

“Every recruit needs to survive the belt.” She ruffles his hair. “Then and only then does her derrière grace an actual cockpit. I made it, after I don’t know how many explosions. And plenty of true knuckle-draggers made it, too. And so will you. This is the final course before you earn your maiden flight and we graduate to learning on the real thing.”

“It’s so fast. Feels impossible.”

She cocks her head. “How did it feel the first time you picked up your guitar?”

“Impossible.”

“And now, you’re so good you charmed an alien princess into kidnapping you.” Her tail tickles his nose. “A little better every time, yes?”

His grin twitches her tail away. “A little,” he affirms.

“I’d like you to try something for me. Let’s fly through like this.” She reaches over to the controls, her hand minuscule on the Maeykonite-sized joystick, and rotates them along their longitude. The asteroid belt tilts and disorients. “Sometimes it’s a matter of changing your perspective on a problem.”

Grant was bracing for friction. For the sass she so often exhibits to make Sykora’s instruction acerbic. But now that she's instructing him, his wife has thrown some kind of internal switch. She's been the picture of patience as a teacher. Mellow, encouraging, unfussy. Benevolent, he supposes, is the word. A benevolent dictator.

The notion arises in him, and refuses his attempts to shoo it away, that the Princess of the Black Pike would be an excellent mother.

Ever since the kiss, Grant’s brainstem has proclaimed open rebellion on the rest of his mind. He’ll glance over and she’ll be sitting casually in a way that softly pushes her chest up against her dress’s hemline and it’s all he can do to keep the vessel in one piece. She’ll sometimes get on all fours to reach some instrument or dial on his side of the cockpit, and every time she does he gets a perfect view down her graceful spine right to her big round butt. The kiss was a mistake. He knows too much now. He knows how substantial she feels in his lap, how the muscles on her stomach firm up when she moves her hips. He knows how fast her tail wags. He knows the sweet fine-grain scrape of her tongue, like stubble. He wants to know it on more places than his lips.

He chooses to blame his next death, which comes even faster than the last, on that intrusive thought. He blows air out through an exasperated huff.

“Keep experimenting with those approach angles.” Sykora cracks the wing door on the simulator pod. “You might find one that clicks with you. Would you like to come with me for this chancellor tête-à-tête?”

“Not sure.” He rolls the view clockwise. “What’s your opinion on Chancellor Treivu?”

“She is the very blueprint of an Imperial Core chancellor,” she says.

“I’m going to guess that’s something close to Tedious Blowhard.”

“Tedious blowhard isn’t close. It’s spot-on.”

“I’ll keep practicing, then, if that’s all right.”

“It’s more than all right.” She kisses his temple. “How very charming to see my husband’s doggedness attached to something besides sexually bamboozling me. You didn’t hear that, Sergeant Ajax.”

The shiny-helmed marine outside the simulator stands at parade rest as Sykora emerges from the pod. “Hear what, Majesty?”

“Well done. Should I bring you something to eat once I’m through, Grantyde, or will you return to the cabin before the hour’s struck?”

“Call me once you’re out and I’ll let you know where I’m at.” He holds up his communicator. “We’ll see how far I can get before I start smashing shit at random in here.”

She taps the wall of the pod. “If you do, it’s coming out of your pay.”

“Do I get paid?”

“You do not, darling. So no smashing.” She nods to Ajax. “I leave my consort in your capable care, Sergeant.”

“Majesty.” Ajax plants his fist on his chest in salute.

“Have fun, gals,” Sykora calls, as she saunters off the sim deck.

He watches her hips rock gently back and forth as she sways away.

It’s a contest, now. He sees that. It’s a battle of wills. He will free himself. He will not break first.

Grant plugs himself back in. It turns out nothing fixes sexual frustration like asteroid belt frustration. Six more attempts. Six more explosions, watching that broken fuselage spin off into the abyss. He tries changing the angle. The farthest he gets is after a 270 degree counterclockwise cant. He starts the sim that way every time now. When the rapidfire beepbeepbeepbeep of his membrane is lodged so far into his gray matter he’s in danger of autolobotomy, he departs the pod and shakes his kinks and cramps out. The hard plastic sim seat, like everything else, is just a little too small, its controls a tad too low. Life on the Pike reminds him of one of those historic house museums, that lets you tour the preserved pilgrim settlements. How surprisingly small everything is. He doesn’t feel like a giant, not exactly. He just feels awkward.

Ajax stands nearby, dispassionate as a statue. Grant’s never seen him out of his marine armor. Its sleek black exterior, combined with the sheaths built around his horns, makes his impromptu bodyguard resemble a demonic rhinoceros beetle.

“Prince Consort.” Ajax gives him a shallow bow. It’s disconcerting, not being able to see his eyes. He didn’t realize the man was observing him at the same time.

Grant takes a sip from the miniature thermos of iced tea Sykora provided him. “Have you ever passed the belt, Ajax?”

“Stopped trying after attempt three, sire.” Ajax shakes his head. “Hate flying.”

Grant raises his eyebrows. “You’re a soldier aboard a voidship and you hate flying.”

“Yes, Prince Consort. Too much of a leatherneck.”

“But there’s nowhere else you’d rather be?”

“Nowhere else, sire.”

“You can just call me Grant if you like. Or Grantyde, I guess.”

“Understood, sire.”

“Look, I don’t have to keep talking to you if you don’t want.” He opens the catch on the sim pod door again. “It’s just that you’re the only Taiikari guy I’m regularly around. I’m trying to get my feet on the ground.”

“I’m at your disposal, sire.”

Grant decides this is just how Ajax is. Perhaps he’s making very expressive faces underneath the blackout sheen of his visor. Best to take the guy at his word. “How did you end up aboard the Black Pike?”

“I joined the ZKP,” Ajax says. “They assigned me here.”

“ZKP?”

“Imperial Void Navy, Prince Consort.”

“That doesn’t…” He hesitates. Of course, that’s probably the right acronym. He’s not speaking English right now. The words he hears aren’t the words he says. Every time he remembers, it’s as though his brain trips over its feet and he needs a moment to stand up and wipe himself off.

“How did you end up in the ZKP?” he asks.

“My mother engaged me to her business partner to improve my family’s finances,” Ajax says. “I enlisted instead.”

“That’s horrible, man. I’m sor—”

He cuts himself off. Ajax’s head tilts.

“It angers me that such an injustice happened to you. How’s that?”

“Well phrased, sire.”

“How common is that? Trying to sell your sons off?”

“It’s the way things work on the Imperial Core worlds, sire. A well-bred son is a valuable asset. Running away to join the Navy is a popular escape.”

“I mean no offense to you personally, Ajax, but the more I learn of the Taiikari Empire the more I’m repulsed by it.”

“No offense taken, sire,” Ajax says. “My mother is a pitiful woman. But if she hadn’t done what she did, I would still be Ajax of Clan Pelta. Now I’m Ajax of the Black Pike.”

Grant takes Ajax in for a moment. His shoulders squared beneath the plated black-and-red armor, his ramrod-straight stance. Horrifying as the Empire may be, and as close to those horrors as Ajax may have gotten, his pride of station is clear even through the opaque faceplate.

“It’s lucky to have you,” Grant says.

“Thank you, sire.”

Grant raises the sim pod door and stoops his head to fit through.

“Prince Consort.”

He looks over his shoulder. “Yes?”

“The stories you hear about the Imperial Core…” Ajax pauses. Grant wishes he could see the man’s face. “It’s different in the Void. We’re on the frontier. It may not seem it, from your place as a husband-of-the-void, but the laws, the traditions, they’re relaxed. Out here, you’re either a zealot, a burnout, or a castoff. And your wife wouldn’t suffer the shortsightedness of a zealot on her crew.”

Grant straightens up again. “Are you a burnout, a castoff, or a candy-striped combination?”

An exhalation that sounds shockingly close to laughter from Ajax. “The last one.”

“Which one is Sykora?”

Ajax doesn’t answer for a moment. Carefully, he says, “I did not mean to imply anything about the Princess, sire.”

“It’s just us, Ajax. I swear. Man to man.”

“Every void princess is a castoff,” Ajax says. “The ZKP is where they banish extraneous Imperial daughters, to keep them far from the Core and cut off their lineages. Commanding a voidship is a punishment.”

“What’s Sykora being punished for?”

“Being born, sire.”

Grant drums his fingers on the sim pod door. You surely don’t think your wife is free, do you? 

He opens the pod the rest of the way. “Thank you for trusting me with all this talk, Ajax.”

“Of course, sire.”

“I’m going to make three more attempts, and then if I don’t leave the pod, I need you to come and pull me out.”

“Not going to do that, sire.”



Reset. He rams directly into a spiky silicon rock.

Reset. He clips a wing on a splintered stalactite and tumbles into scrapmetal.

Reset. He doesn’t even know how it happens this time. He just explodes. Okay. Time to throw in the towel.

Despite the marine’s insubordination, Grant manages to pull himself away from the sim after three more pyrotechnic failures. His eyes are bleary and his shoulders are tight with the stress of the course. He’s hungry. That’s why he keeps messing up. He clambers out of the sim pod and stretches his back out. “All right, Jax. Let’s get out of here.”

If Ajax doesn’t like the nickname, he’s too deferential to bring it up. Instead he offers a nod and a “sire,” and leads Grant out of the sim bay, past racks of egg-shaped pods.

Grant returns to the cabin; Ajax assumes his guardianship outside. It’s a few degrees cooler in here than the rest of the vessel. There’s some kind of dampening happening behind the mahogany-and-silk walls, too. The omnipresent mechanical hum is muffled. He hears the organic rhythm of his breath louder. In the kitchenette he finds a glass container, its surface wrapped in wax paper, beneath which is a cube of flaky, syrupy casserole. Reminds him of a baklava.

He cuts himself a piece of it and continues his exploration of Taiikari cuisine. This tastes like a baklava, too. More herbaceous, and with an odd savory edge to it. The Taiikari seem eager to mix sweet-and-savory.

His hunger tamed, Grant washes the tangy syrup from his fingers and slides his guitar out from under his cot.

He’s barely put his fingertips to the strings when a strident arpeggio plays through the intercom, and the windowed wall’s center pane flashes, in blocky green glyphs:

INCOMING HAIL

A panel slides out of a vertical stripe of redwood, a row of buttons glowing across it. Maybe it’s best to let this go to cosmic voicemail. A disconcerting amount of time passes and the glyphs minimize, scooting into the corner as ONE MISSED HAIL.

He has just enough time to relax before the window begins its aria again. This time he stands and paces to the panel and back before sitting down again. Does the wider firmament know about him, yet? Would his presence cause issues for Sykora?

Another missed hail, and just as quickly another singing attempt. He pulls out his communicator and keys to the MY BEAUTIFUL WIFE entry. “Sykora,” he says, and watches her name blink into view in the text field. “I’m back at the cabin. Someone keeps hailing. It’s the third time now. What should I do? Should I answer?”

The third hail dismisses before his wife’s texted reply.

 


hi hubby! your first text to me!!! im going to get it framed hehe

answer whoever it is and fob her off ok? tell her ill return her call shortly

compulsion doesnt work over video. no need to pretend

but do please hang up in an outraged huff if its some bastard who tries >:(



 

He investigates the wall panel that lit up. Is there a way to call back?

The communicator keeps chirping. He pulls it from his pocket. Sykora has sent several followup messages. Another one appears as he watches.

 


see you soooooon dear!!

i hope the asteroid belt wasnt too painful and my pod is still in one piece. ;)

Itll all be worth it youll see. you are going to have SO much fun doing the real thing!!!

this meeting is INTERMINABLE by the way. wise of you to miss it.

im bringing vora back to the cabin with me to debrief. hope you dont mind. youll like her i think! shes a dear friend

and then after that, i will spend the rest of the day draping myself on you like an annoying kindek.

(thats a little lap pet. cant imagine maekyon has them.)



 

He grins. He’d wondered what his wife’s texting style would be.

His wife. Grant gazes at her entry on his contact list. The words go fuzzy as his eyes unfocus in thought. She’s called herself his wife since their first day on the Pike. Everyone has. And now he is, too. When did that happen? She abducted you, Grant. You’re forgetting. You’re letting her win. You’re letting her change you.

He fidgets with the scroll wheel. Maybe that’s what he wants. Maybe he could use some changing. Maybe this yearning for freedom is Maeykonite foolishness.

No, Grant. It’s human foolishness. Grant is a human. And he will not submit.

The window rings again, jolting him from his reverie with such force that he nearly drops his communicator. He scrambles to the wall panel. Why aren’t these buttons labeled? Taiikari seem to use blue the same way Maekyon used green.

Maybe it responds to voice commands. “Answer hail,” he tries.

The center window panel transforms into a view of a Taiikari woman, high-cheekboned and stern-looking, seated in a cream-colored chamber festooned with draping tapestries and elegant brass fixtures. Her ears are so laden with gold and platinum that he isn’t sure how she can keep them upright.

“Good afternoon,” she says. “You, I think, would be the Princess’s new Consort.”

“Yes, ma’am. Grantyde of Maekyon.” He bows at the waist. “And you are?”

“Marquess-Palatine Inadama of Taiikar,” says Marquess-Palatine Inadama of Taiikar. “Calling from the Imperial Core. I pray it’s not an imposition, Prince Consort. But I’d like to speak with my daughter.”
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The Pinnacle Warrior [LitRPG Dungeon Diving]





Her mother, a Spellblade, her father a Talismartist. So why did she have to be a Warrior?

When she was a child, Astrid heard stories about how her mother served on the walls of Humanity’s Bulwark to protecting their country from their inhuman enemies on every side. With terrifying stories about their many foes, she quickly decided to become a delver in the Dungeon. There, she could gain enough levels and experience to serve as one of humanity’s elites, to protect her borders and countrymen. To do that, she’d need a party, and she had a plan.

That plan didn’t work out, and now, she’s all alone, trying to become a delver without her planned allies or family. With just her Skills and armor, she’s going to show the world that, even if she doesn't have a lick of magic, Astrid Warrior will be a force to be reckoned with.

-A nonmagical MC who’s confronting the Dungeon and her enemies with the strength of her arms.

-Reliance on a couple strong Skills.

-Lots of action.

-Monsters and enemies to slay!

-Updating daily for the first month.
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                Grant’s spine straightens in shock. He sees the resemblance now, at the corners of the mouth and in the dark, full eyebrows. This is not how he expected to meet his mother-in-law.

What’s Sykora being punished for?

Being born, sire.

“I hope my repeated calls didn’t disturb you,” Inadama continues. “Sykora sometimes requires some prompting to answer hails.”

“It was no trouble, Marquess.” Grant says. “The Princess will return your call soon.”

“I’ll wait for her here. With you.” Inadama’s grin doesn’t reach her eyes. “I have plenty of time. It’s no trouble.”

“Are you sure, Marquess?”

“Quite sure,” she says. “I have some embroidery I can get done.”

Grant glances at the console. He’s not sure how to hang up, anyway. “If you’re content, I am.”

Inadama busies herself with her craftwork. Grant occasionally sees her needle rise into the frame, gilded by a metallic thread. Her downcast eyelids are heavy with deep mahogany shadow. “How are you finding the Black Pike, Prince Consort Grantyde?”

“I’m adjusting.”

Inadama nods, satisfied, perhaps, by his discretion. “And the Princess? She’s to your liking?”

“She’s a remarkable woman.”

“Are you making her happy?”

“As happy as circumstances allow, ma’am.”

“Good.”

They lapse into silence again.

“She was quite vexed before her disappearance,” says the Marquess. “Distraught, I think, over her sister. Has she mentioned her? Narika?”

“The name rings a bell, Marquess.”

Inadama’s brow furrows. “It what?”

Oh, right. “It’s an expression of my species. The name’s familiar, but only faintly.”

“Ah. An artful little metaphor.” Inadama draws her thread tight. “Narika is Princess of the Glory Banner. They have never gotten along, I’m afraid. Perhaps it’s good news Sykora hasn’t brought it up to you. Perhaps the feud is done. Such a shame when a voidship’s resources are wasted on petty intersector squabbles.”

A tranquil two-tone chime from the door. “Grantyde?” Sykora’s voice calls over the intercom. “Are you decent?”

“Yes, Majesty,” he calls.

“Aww. Shame.” The door slides open. Sykora enters, her majordomo trailing her. “I was counting on—”

She sees Inadama. She stops in her tracks. Vora nearly collides with her.

“Princess.” Inadama inclines her head. “So thrilled to hear news of your safe return.”

“Marquess Palatine.” A curtain of ice slams shut over Sykora’s face and tone. She becomes as inexpressive as a marine’s anticomp face plate. “I appreciate your concern. Why have you called?”

“To welcome you home and speak on business. But my priorities shifted when I met your charming husband.” Inadama’s smile doesn’t meet her eyes. “Now I’d say item one on the agenda is congratulations. He’s a handsome and prudent-seeming young man.”

“Thank you.” Sykora mirrors Inadama’s armor-plated smile. “I don’t mean to cut your agenda short, but I am, as you surely guess, quite busy. Much to catch up on. Must get back to it.”

“I’ll only need a moment, Princess.” Inadama affects a breezy tone. “Lady Frelle of Ptolek dropped me a line that you had visited her and the Governess. I wonder whether you’ve gotten over that fantastical assassination theory. Frelle seemed to think you were cured of it.”

“It’s premature, I think, to dismiss any possibility.” Sykora takes a seat on one of her nook’s overstuffed swivel stools. She crosses her legs tight. “Have you come across some reason I should?”

Vora makes eye contact with Grant. She’s got a wooden box clutched to her chest and a look of restrained anxiety across her face.

“I’d thought your unplanned retreat might have lent you clarity,” Inadama says. “Your time away from the rigors of the office. A chance to ponder, and reset.”

“If only it had been that relaxing, Marquess.” Sykora puts forth a humorless laugh. “If Frelle inquires, you may inform her I am, as always, committed exclusively to the stability and security of my sector.”

“Exclusively.” Inadama meets the laugh with her own. “Well, I should hope you have commitment to spare for your new husband.”

“A timely reminder.” Sykora stands. “Will that be all, Marquess?”

“Almost.” Inadama holds up a thimbled finger. “I wanted to let you know in advance. Another Void Convocation is going to be announced in a few cycles. I’m not sure, yet, when it’s to be held. But you’ll want to make ready.”

Sykora’s tail twitches. “I am always prepared for a Convocation, Marquess. But thank you for the notice.”

“Have you spoken with the Princess of the Glory Banner since your return?”

“No.” Sykora crosses to the console. “And now I must bid you good afternoon.”

“You ought to, Sykora.”

“I’ll take your advice with the same charitable spirit it was given. Now I really am quite busy, Marquess.”

“I would remind you of your obligations toward your blood, Princess.”

“I would remind you that blood does not bind a Void Princess.” Sykora’s eyes flare and Grant is back in the room with the gory, wrathful woman who stole him from his home. “Take care you do not overstep, Marquess. These aren’t Imperial Core matters.”

The two women stare at one another.

“Well. I suppose I ought to let you get back to it, if you are truly so pressed for time.” Inadama’s shoulders rise in a blithe shrug. “Once you’re less overwhelmed, we can meet and speak longer.”

“Perhaps. Goodbye.” Sykora mashes the button to drop the call hard enough that Grant’s surprised it isn’t shoved through the wall. “Give me the fucking patience, Gods of the Firmament,” she hisses, “to deal with these Imperial Core harpies.”

Grant steps back into the center of the room. “Not a fan of the Marquess?”

“You want to talk about ass holes.” Sykora scoffs. “When they add it to our encyclopedia, they can put her picture next to it.”

“Oh, my,” Vora murmurs. “I don’t imagine a face is what they’d put.”

“Grantyde is teaching me Maekyonite expletives,” Sykora says, with a clear note of pride.

Grant is increasingly having trouble hiding the grins Sykora brings out of him. “Is she a minder that the Core’s assigned you?”

“No. No, the way I run my sector should not be her concern. She only thinks she has a say in it because I slid out of her, and she has enough power to meddle where she doesn’t belong.”

“She’s your mother?” Grant tries to pretend like he doesn’t already know.

“Inadama is not,” Sykora snarls, “my mother.” A stormcloud passes over her eyes. “Void princesses do not have mothers, Grantyde. My family is my crew. My lineage begins and ends with me and the Black Pike.”

He averts his eyes. “My mistake.”

“Oh, darling.” Sykora clicks her tongue and gives his hand a light touch. “No, it’s mine. I can’t expect you to just know these things automatically.” She rubs her temples. “The Marquess calls and suddenly I’m biting my poor husband’s head off for a simple question. I was in such a good mood, too. Hellfire.”

“We could delay our game.” Vora’s fingers drum on the box in her hands.

“No, no. It’ll help. Please.” Sykora pulls her stool back to the nook. “I could use the ego boost of kicking your twilight posterior all over this cabin.”

Vora snickers. “Big talk.”

“You’ll see. I’ve been running our past games in my head during my internment. I’ll have you.” Sykora taps the release on the tunic she’s wearing. It slides down her shoulders. Grant’s heart lurches as she steps from the cascading silk—in front of Vora?—but her skin ripples even as it’s revealed, and by the time her scarf’s hit the ground, she is entirely invisible.

A phantom tail gives his shoulder a light tap. When he looks, an invisible laugh sounds from the other side. “You went pale for a moment there, husband. Did you think I was about to flash my majordomo?”

“I have no idea, your standards for nudity,” he says. “For all I know Taiikari are all streakers.”

“Vora’s certainly seen my ta-tas a few times when I’ve sneezed, or something.” An embroidered linen blouse emerges from Sykora’s voluminous closet.

Vora coughs. “Entirely inadvertently, Prince Consort. I assure you.”

The blouse lifts into the air and is given curvaceous dimension by the invisible chest it’s pulled over. A pair of slouchy maroon drop-crotch pants follows. Sykora coruscates back into visibility, cinching a braided golden belt around her waist. “Would you play some music for us, Grantyde? I don’t mean to impose. But it always helped me get my mind off things, on Maekyon.”

“Sure.” Grant fetches his guitar.

“You really must hear this, Vor.” Sykora’s beaming. Her shoulders loosen as he takes his seat by the nook. “It’s this acoustic Maekyonite instrument called a gee-dar, and Grantyde is just a marvel with it.”

“I really am just okay at best. You should listen to the folks whose music I’m covering.”

Sykora shakes her head as Vora flips the latch on the box. “I don’t want to listen to them. I happen to be married to the best gee-dar player in the Taiikari Empire.”

Grant plays. Vora pauses her setup. Her oversized ears flutter. “Oh, Prince Consort. That’s so lovely.”

Sykora looks smug. She’s showing me off, Grant thinks. Showing her fancy new Maekyonite to her friends. Why doesn’t he feel that righteous outrage about it, anymore? The Princess’s tail is wagging back and forth to the music, and she’s looking at him with such unvarnished admiration. A noblewoman with a mile-long warship, and an army at her fingertips. And he’s her most prized possession.

Emphasis on possession there, Grant Hyde. Stay focused.

He’s still determined to get himself free before he takes her to bed. Of course he is. But he can’t lie to himself about the warmth spreading through his chest.

“How was the meeting with the chancellor?” he asks.

“As existentially numbing as ever.” Sykora sits across from her majordomo. “But a positive outcome.”

“He can talk and do that at the same time?” Vora murmurs. Sykora’s grin grows. She nods.

Grant hits a brief hammer-on lick. “What outcome was that?”

“Just some light corruption. I offered favorable rates on an import lane she’s invested in, and she agreed to get my actual Imperial Core minders off my back for another season. While I convalesce. That was Vora’s word.” Sykora’s tail swishes and baps Vora’s. “Like I’m a fainting prioress.”

“It worked, Majesty.” Vora’s tail baps back as she clacks the wooden case onto the nook table. She unfolds its intricate spiral cover into a hexagonal grid. “And if they looked at the books as they stand right now, there would be repercussions. In your absence I’ve had to supplant your noble title with a steady stream of bribery.” Her eyes are still on Grant’s hands as they spider up the fretboard.

“We’ll call it another of life’s necessary indignities, then,” Sykora says. “And the Marquess, of course. She didn’t scratch you, did she, Grantyde?”

“Your rescue was just in time, Princess.”

“Thank God. Of all the hazards of the occupation, that woman’s the most aggravating.”

Grant thinks of mentioning that the Marquess called Sykora her daughter before their arrival, and spilled the beans about Narika’s sisterly connection while she was at it. He decides not to. He gets it. Family can go bad.

Grant fills the cabin with his silvery tones as Vora and Sykora play a game with a superficial similarity to chess. The board is hexagonal, and its pieces are ivory carved ships. If there’s some marker of whose piece is whose, Grant can’t identify what it is. The Taiikari women stare pensively at the board for thirty seconds, and then move seemingly at random. Occasionally Vora will hum or Sykora will hiss dissatisfaction at a move. But mostly they talk, in low, melodic voices, and laugh now and then, and Grant plays for them, going at random between songs and noodling improvisation. And it’s comfortable. It’s nice. It’s a nicer afternoon than Grant has had in a long time.

“He did this for me when I was being held captive,” Sykora says. “Every night. I’d become such a feral thing. I barely felt like a woman anymore. Just a penned animal. And then he came out of his little guard post with his geed… I know I’m saying it wrong, Grantyde.”

“Guitar.” Grant has to focus on the syllables himself.

“Guidar,” Sykora tries.

“Closer.”

“Thank you, dear. Anyway.” She moves a piece. “Grantyde came to me. And brought this music with him. And I returned to myself.”

“That is just breathlessly romantic.” Vora scoots an interceptor-shaped piece onto an elevated hex. “Zone control.”

“Shit.” Sykora surveys the board. “I’m losing, Grantyde.”

“Play harder, Majesty.”

“You’re distracting me.”

“You requested the distraction.” He affects a flamenco strum. “Tactical error.”

Sykora’s situation deteriorates from there. “You are playing viciously today,” she observes.

Vora shrugs. “You’re just rusty, Majesty. We’ll have you back in trim in no time. We’ve done it before.”

“How long have the two of you been working together?” Grant switches to a lilting minor key ballad.

“Vora’s been my majordomo since my commission,” Sykora says. “Since we were children. Nobody else would ever tolerate me that long.”

Grant wonders how old Sykora is. Her mother looked…sharp, but she didn’t look old. He could have mistaken her for an older sister.

“Your wife is exaggerating, Prince Consort.” Vora shifts a piece. “The Black Pike sector is the jewel of the frontier.”

“I have you to thank for that, always, but especially now.” Sykora examines the board. “Oh my God. My flotilla. Is that your carrier?”

A suppressed laugh twitches Vora’s ears. “It is, Majesty.”

Sykora places her hand on her forehead. “I take it all back. You are an evil backstabber and I’m going to have you poisoned.”

Vora wears an expression of innocent gentility. “Would you like to drag this out, Majesty, or do you care to resign?”

“You are a snake. I resign.” Sykora flicks the piece off its pedestal and stands up. “Let’s move to part two.”

Vora hesitates, halfway to standing. “You don’t have anywhere else to be? Perhaps you’d like to skip this one and stay with Grantyde?”

“Trying to weasel out?” Sykora tips the pieces into a drawer on the gameboard’s side and swirls its lid shut again. “Not going to happen, Vorakaia. And Grantyde’s invited. I need to save face.” She passes the box to her reluctant majordomo. “Would you like to watch Vora and I try to stab one another, darling?”

Grant slides his palm across his strings and kills the chord. “Like, actually stab?”

“This is your wife’s harebrained idea of a good time,” Vora says. “She says it’s the ultimate test of the noble disciplines. A game of Gravitas and then a spear duel.”

“A spear duel?” Grant slips his guitar back into its velvety case. “I have to see this.”

Sykora's tail gestures to him. “You hear that, majordomo? I can’t go disappointing my husband.”

Vora sighs heavily. “Fine. But only because the charming gentleman wants to watch. And you’re one-handed.”

“Of course I am. I remember the rules. Chin up, Vor. It’s been six cycles since I’ve handled a spear. You’ll win easily.” Sykora smirks. “If you’ve kept in practice.”

Vora’s tail wilts. The look she casts Grant clarifies she has not kept in practice.

“All right then, gals.” Sykora rolls her shoulders. “Let’s get sharp.”
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The Toe's Lament





Every night, Kally’s toe bleeds, writhes, and it won’t stop singing about it. Yeah, her toe. That's not a typo, it's her literal TOE.

Kally, a washed-up magical scholar and lifelong barfly, suffers from a grotesque affliction: her bloody toe is alive. And cursed. Her world is crumbling - literally, thanks to wild, unpredictable magic - and the last thing she needs is a toe with opinions.

But when a stranger appears in her favourite bar, something old and unfinished slowly stirs in the back of her mind. It might just be to do with her toe.

The Toe’s Lament is a surreal, darkly comic fantasy about body horror, magical rot, and memory gone sideways. Expect cursed reincarnations, pub-stool philosophy, and an increasingly strained relationship between the protagonist and her own foot.

∘₊✧───≋ What to Expect ≋───✧₊∘

~ A surreal, character-driven dark fantasy

~ Emotional mystery with absurdist and dark humour

~ A reflective, introspective adventure exploring personal growth and hidden truths all with a dark sense of humour

Follow along if you enjoy surrealism, sad laughter, and mildly threatening toes.

 ∘₊✧───≋ Read The Toe's Lament ≋───✧₊∘ 
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                “I’m undressing, Grantyde. If you’d like to avert your eyes.”

Sykora strips her belt from her waist and tosses it into an open locker. She slides a cabinet door open to reveal a cream-colored padded suit, with a scarlet stripe across its chest. “Got to get into fighting trim.”

“You can just go invisible.” He turns away, toward the lockers. “It was a neat trick.”

A muted laugh as fabric crinkles behind him. “Well, I wanted to give you the option to peek.” He hears a zipper and then a pneumatic hiss. “All right, darling. I’m decent.”

He turns back around to see her suited up, and twisting a broad ribbon around her waist. “Whoever loses at Gravitas ties one hand behind their back.” She turns around with her left hand double-wrapped behind her back, the ends of the ribbon held in place with her palm. “Kindly do the honors, Grantyde?”

Grant steps up behind Sykora and takes the tie from her. He stoically ignores the breathy little noise she makes when he pulls it tight around her waist.

“How are you going to use a spear one-handed?” He knots her hand to her back.

“It’s not so hard. They’re lighter than they look. And I have plenty of practice, since Vora thrashes me at Gravitas every time.” She gives it an experimental tug and smiles. “Ooh. Nice and tight.” The fingers on her bound hand wiggle. “Are you practiced at tying pretty girls up, Grantyde?”

“I worked at an energy extraction mine on Maekyon. Place called Alberta.” Grant steps back. “You had to know your knots.”

“What a frivolous waste of an exemplary man,” Sykora says. “They should have been putting you and that guidar in arenas.”

“I really am just okay at it,” he says. “It’s a hobby.”

“If you really think so,” Sykora says, “then I order you as your Princess to continue your training.”

He arches an eyebrow. “Is that going to be my job? Official troubadour for the Pike?”

“You’re Prince Consort. Your job is to be my husband. But while we’re having our horny little battle of wills, you might as well have something to do with your hands. And if this is what just okay sounds like, then expertise could be a genuine political advantage. Let me know if there’s anything more I can snipe from Maekyon for you. Music books or a tutor or something.”

“You wouldn’t actually kidnap a tutor, would you?”

“Of course not, my dear. It would upset you.” She points. “Pass me that spear?”

He hands her the spear, which is more of a staff. One end is weighted and crowned with a blinking red light. She steps out of the locker room into a starkly lit room the size of a tennis court, its whitewashed walls and floors scraped and streaked. He follows. A black-painted circle waits for them in its center. From the opposite locker room, Vora emerges, in a blue-striped version of Sykora’s suit. “Usual stakes, Majesty?”

“You know it.” Sykora leans on her spear. “Loser pays the bar tab.”

“And your wife always wins,” Vora says. “And she drinks like a sailor.”

“We just use scrip, majordomo. It’s on my tab either way.” Sykora drops the spear from her free hand and balances it upright with her tail. She slaps the badge on her chest and an opaque dome helmet, marine-style, slides up over her head. A field of red diodes bursts to life on her torso. Vora mirrors her and glows blue.

“Torso, limbs, then head.” Sykora flicks her spear back into her open palm. “A speartip touch on each, in that order, to win the round.”

“A touch, she says.” The little majordomo twirls her spear with a rapid motion that catches Grant offguard. “Your wife hits hard.”

“You ratfucked my Inner Zone flotilla, majordomo. The imaginary blood of thousands is on your hands.” Sykora mirrors the motion one-handed. Her tail lashes out and thwacks the end of the spear, flickering its tip through the air. It finishes its arc couched into her armpit, pointed rock-steady at Vora’s heart. “At least you’ll see me coming.”

Grant gives the spears a wary look. He heard the whistles they made in the air. “Where should I stand?”

“Just on the edge of the room, darling. You’ll be fine.” Sykora steps into the circle. “You leave the ring, you cede a touch.”

The women halt in frozen readiness, ten feet apart from one another.

“Grantyde.” Sykora glances his way. “Would you officiate?”

“Is it easy?”

“The suits do all the work. Just say set, and then tilt.”

“Set.”

Sykora shifts to one side, and holds her spear high and straight, bolstered by her tail. Vora’s is low and braced to the ground.

“Tilt,” Grant says.

Sykora launches forward in a crimson blur. Two rapid jabs—Vora kneels away from the first one and corkscrews the second to the floor with a twirling guard. Sykora whirls past the riposte. The spears slam together with an echoing crack.

The Taiikari have traded spaces. Vora shifts her spear to a phalanx overhand. Sykora’s tail switches back and forth like a stalking lion’s. They orbit one another for a half dozen heartbeats of coiled anticipation.

Vora darts forward.

Crack. The spears meet again. Sykora’s is knocked wide. Of course it is—she’s only got one hand on the thing.

She follows the motion and snaps her tail out. It catches Vora on the ankle and knocks her out of stance.

Sykora spins, the spear laid across her shoulder, and lunges with such violence that one foot lifts from the ground in a balletic arabesque. The spear slaps into Vora’s midsection. A klaxon trills as the majordomo staggers backward.

Vora winces and rubs her abdomen. “The comet lunge, Princess? Really?”

“Touch on blue.” Sykora skips backward. “Let me show off for my man, Majordomo.”

The lights on Vora’s suit blink and shift. They fade from her torso and appear instead all along her arms and legs. Vora crouches back into readiness. “Call the set, Prince Consort?”

“Set.” Grantyde’s pulse is raised. He watches the liquid curves of his wife’s silhouette straighten and bend as she stalks her slow circle. Sykora glances up at him. Her fingers drum along the span of her spear. He clears his throat.

“Tilt.”

Another flashing exchange, another flurry of spear-on-spear. Vora ducks and jogs backward to the edge of the ring, planting her foot on its painted line. She slaps her own thigh. The suit grinds to a halt, its joints locking with little puffs of steam. Its helmet tilts open; its entire front peels out. Grant gets just a moment of Vora’s slender, dark body, naked as the day she was born, emerging from the suit like a butterfly from a cocoon before she disappears. The spear is snatched from the suit’s opening hand and hovers in midair.

“Oh you ass.” Sykora freezes in her tracks as Vora’s spear loops around the room. “Chameleon gambit? In a casual bout?”

A disembodied snicker. “Maybe I want to show off, too.”

Sykora’s eyes dart, and Grant follows them, seeking a telltale shimmer near the spear. Without the rest of Vora’s body visible, Sykora’s confident defense has become a cautious guard.

Sykora lunges—not for the spear, but for the abandoned suit, whose exoskeleton has bent it upright into a neutral t-pose. Its arms and legs still have that blue glow on them.

Vora’s spear comes whistling down at an ersatz angle and slams the tip of Sykora’s to the ground. A half-moon spin and Sykora’s shoved backward by its point against her heart.

The empty suit rocks back on its heels; it snaps shut and reanimates as the Taiikari woman inside pumps her fist. “Touch on red!”

Sykora huffs as the light drifts from her torso to her arms and legs. “You just wanted to flash my husband. You hustling harlot.”

“I’m scoring off you today, Kora.”

“Not without another trick up your sleeve, Vora.”

“Who’s to say I don’t have one, Kora?”

“How about you show me, then, Vora?”

Vora glances his way. “Call the set, Prince Consort.”

Grant takes another step back. They’re getting spirited in there. “Set.”

“Telling my husband what to do.” Sykora’s arm straightens. The spear tip quivers forward. “I’ll drill you for that.”

Vora rotates her grip. “You’ll try.”

“Tilt,” Grant says, and Sykora launches like a bullet. Vora drops into a bracing guard like she’s receiving a cavalry charge.

The round is over a breath after it’s begun. The spears lance past one another and score simultaneous touches—one across Sykora’s arm, one into Vora’s leg.

“Yes!” Vora spins round and pumps her fist again. Sykora stalks back to her mark. The diodes on the women’s arms and legs have faded. Twin lights, red and blue, now shine from the sides of their helmets, where their ears are sheathed. “How long has it been since I’ve gotten you to helm?”

Sykora’s teeth sound gritted. “Six cycles, at least.”

“I’m developing a real thirst, Majesty.” Vora leans jauntily on her spear. “I hope you’re ready to splurge.”

“Grantyde.” Sykora says it flat and cold. It’s how she sounded the first night, when she was full of menace. “If you please.”

“Set,” he says. Their faces aren’t visible, but there’s a simmering tension in the air. He feels it. It’s the final round.

“Tilt.”

Five seconds of utter stillness.

Vora’s heel shifts.

Sykora’s tail curls around her calf.

Grant has no frame of reference for how well Sykora spear fights, just as she has none for his guitar playing. As far as she’s concerned, he is a virtuoso. The thought struck him as fond and silly. But now he watches her move and understands. His wife moves like a warrior out of myth.

CRACK. The spears ricochet high into the air, and the Taiikari wielding them are driven close enough to touch.

CRACK. Sykora’s spear drops from her untied hand, rolls along the span of her tail, and jerks back up under Vora’s guard. The majordomo dances backward and misses the whistling tip by inches.

CRACK. Vora lands a solid hit onto Sykora’s side that pushes the breath from Grant’s lungs in a sympathetic gasp. Sykora spins away from the impact, and snarls like an animal as she hefts her spear. She’s bunched up and low, like a winched-in spring. Vora paces, a circling hunter. The diode at the end of her spear trails a comet tail afterimage as she pounces.

Sykora slams her spear hilt into the floor, departing the ground in a dazzling pole-vault. In mid-fucking-air, like a valkyrie, she twists round and overhand hurls her spear. It flies a bare foot before her tail catches it and whirls it with ballistic speed.

A bright orange flash rings out as the spear tip connects, and goes spinning away. Sykora drops to the floor, ass-first, and roars her victory over the klaxon call.

“God damn, Sykora.” Vora’s helm light sputters out. She slaps the badge on her chest and her helmet slides down. “You know what that was, Prince Consort? Your wife just swung that spear so hard the system triggered a PD membrane around my skull.”

“I didn’t intend to get so aggressive, Vora. I’ve erred.” Sykora climbs to her feet and opens her one untied arm. “I’ll buy the drinks, yes?”

“A win’s a win, Majesty. And I did hit you with the Chameleon.” Vora steps into Sykora’s embrace. “Just let’s split Grantyde’s tab, please. Can’t imagine how much brew a man his size needs.”

“I’ll stay dry tonight,” Grant says. “Does your Empire have soda water?”

Sykora tsks. “My fuddy-duddy husband. Are you worried I’ll get you drunk and seduce you?”

He shrugs. “Yes.”

“Well, uh.” Her tail droops. “Fair.”



“What did you think, Grantyde?” Sykora rubs her newly unbound wrist as Grant folds the ribbon up. “Did I successfully show off?”

“Absolutely.” Grant drapes the ribbon across the locker room bench and turns back to his wife. Then he keeps turning, quickly, as she climbs naked from her suit.

“Grantyde. Come on.” He hears her click her tongue. “It’s nothing you haven’t seen plenty of times.”

“I appreciate you letting me decide for myself, Majesty.”

That cocksure victor’s certainty has fled her. “Understood. I’ll, uh… I’ll keep doing that, then.” The silky sound of her pants sliding up her hips. “Turn around. Please.”

He glances back. She’s clothed. She’s close.

“Do I get a reward?” she asks.

“What kind of reward?” He surveys the top of her head. The two velvety nubs of her horns are rising from her head.

“A kiss, maybe?”

He chuckles. He hesitates. Then he bends at the waist and plants a kiss on her forehead. Her hand laces into his collar as he starts to straighten up. He clasps it in a gentle squeeze and removes it.

“I meant a kiss like earlier.” Her voice is small and pleading. “A real kiss.”

He sighs and sits on a bench running through the middle of the locker room. “I can’t do that, Sykora.”

A perplexed frown settles across her face. “We did before.”

“We did,” he says. “And you nearly got me. I can’t risk another one.”

“I had thought… I thought we were making progress, Grantyde. Steady progress. Now you turn from my body, you avoid my kiss. I thought I could be patient. I can be patient. But I see us going backwards and I can’t bear it.” She takes a step toward him. Close enough to feel her breath. “I can’t fucking bear it.”

“We aren’t going backwards. You…” He licks his dry lips. “You’re an amazing woman, Sykora. I’ve never met anyone even close. You were incredible out there. You were like a movie.”

“Then touch me.” Her palm lands on his chest. “I’m not a movie. I’m your wife. Touch me.”

“I can’t risk that.” His knuckles are white on the bench. “Until I’m free, we’re opponents, as surely as if it had been me across that board or that arena. And I can’t afford to lose.”

Her touch slides down to his thigh. She’s trembling. “I don’t want to be your opponent any more. I want to be in love with you. I hate this.”

“I do, too.”

“I’ve thought about what you said. The way you want to live.” She closes her eyes and visibly steels herself. “It terrifies me, Grantyde. Those anticomps I’m having made for you. Do you know what would have happened if you’d been wearing them when Inadama called? The material that would have given her on me?”

“I don’t know what would have happened,” he says. “I don’t know a thing about this world you’ve put me in. I’m terrified, too. But that’s where we’re gonna have to start. Equally terrified. Outside your comfort zone, outside mine. Outside the Empire.”

“Outside the—” Her eyes flick open, wide. “Grantyde, I am the Empire.”

“Not all of you,” he says. “Not the part of you I want to fall in love with.”

“You don’t want to stop at the anticomps. You said that. The first rule we break. You want to drag me into iconoclasm.” Her hands rest on the sides of his jaw, by his ears. “Why can’t you be happy with a normal love? With a safe love?”

He needs to look away. But he doesn’t want to deprive himself a second of her face. His wife’s face. She wants him more than anyone has ever wanted him. “Because there’s nothing normal about it. Not to me.” He reminds himself as much as he reminds her. “I wouldn’t be asking this of you if I didn’t think…” He haltingly touches her waist. “If I didn’t think there was a chance.”

She huffs a frustrated sigh. “Why did it have to be you? Why couldn’t it have been a nice Kovikan or an Amadari? Why didn’t I just take Kabira’s wort and burn this feeling away? Why am I even considering this? Why do I want it?”

His breath holds. “Want what?”

“This—this perversion. This thing you’ve asked me to do.” She can’t even bring herself to say it. Her hands slip downward until they’re wrapped around his shoulders. “I am a Princess of the Taiikari. I’ve bent worlds to their knees. I’ve survived scandals and assassination attempts and pirate attacks and being marooned on Maekyon. I conquer. I take.”

She’s climbing into his lap. Why isn’t he stopping her? He feels drunk. Like he’s in a dream, watching himself. Her eyes haven’t even flashed, and he feels compelled.

“And now,” she whispers, “my downfall is here, wearing this alluring disguise, freely admitting how it will destroy me. Destroy both of us. And still…”

His hand is on her back, right where her spine begins its graceful outward curve. When did that happen?

“Still…” she murmurs. Her eyelids lower. The graceful line of her body flows as she lays it flush against his. Her hips. Her stomach. Her chest.

“Just say it,” he whispers. “Just say: you’re free. And you’ll have me.”

She doesn’t shake her head. She doesn’t say no. She just stares, like a deer in the headlights. Like there’s a tidal wave crashing toward her. The gleam of her fangs as her pouty little lips part.

His wife, the warrior. The killer. Visions of her victims flash through his mind. The blooms of blood on the walls. Drake’s gurgling last breath. Drake, who would have killed him. He was the only Maekyonite in that building who left it alive. Even when she thought she hated him, even when he was just a tool stolen from a hostile empire. She spared him.

If he gives himself to her, nobody like Drake will ever threaten him again.

Her thighs, where they wrap around him, are an intoxicating combination of soft, giving flesh and steel-cord muscle. Her body is so touchable. Every inch of her is some new sensation—firm, pillowy, toned, supple. And hot. Fever-hot. Maybe this one time doesn’t need to count. Maybe he gives in once, just once. So he knows what he’s saying no to. Maybe it’ll be easier to resist her once he knows. He can always find his way to freedom later. He’s been married to this woman for a week, and he’s had forty seconds of intimacy. The most beautiful forty seconds of his life. He’s sitting before a banquet, and he’s had nothing but a crust of bread, and he’s starving.

Their noses touch. Grantyde feels her breath, warm and damp on his face. Maybe she’s right. Maybe freedom isn’t important in this new life. Maybe he doesn’t need it. He can just let go; he can let her take care of everything.

“You,” she whispers. Just that one syllable. His fingers twitch against her skin. “You’re—”

A knock on the door.

They jerk away from one another near-simultaneously. As if an invisible electric fence divided them. He nearly broke.

She nearly broke.

“Majesty? Prince Consort?” That’s Vora, muffled by the door. “Do I still owe you drinks?”

“A moment, please, majordomo.” The commanding steel is back undergirding Sykora’s shaky voice. She clambers off of Grant's lap. “I think it would be best if we both took some time to ourselves for the rest of the day, Grantyde. To…settle down. And think.” Her eyes tilt downward. “Perhaps you and Vora could get drinks by yourselves.”

“You should go with her,” he says. “I’m not thirsty. I’ll go with Ajax and log some more flying time.”

“Very well. Good idea.” Her fists ball the linen of her shirt’s hem. “I’ll see you later, then.”

He’s starving. The air is so light and insubstantial after the solidity of his wife’s body. “Yep,” he says. “See you soon.”

She slips out of the locker room.

She slips back in and skitters over to him. She stands on tiptopes and kisses him on the forehead.

“It was worth it,” she whispers. “Every day in the dark. No matter what happens. I’d do it all again to have met you, Grant Hyde.”

Then she’s gone.

He sits on the bench and tries to get his heartbeat under control. What would have happened if that knock hadn’t stopped them? Who was about to win?

He feels the doubt leach away, now that her warmth is gone. The determination returns. Next time, he’ll know. Next time, one of them will give in. Next time, he’ll spend the night in his wife’s arms, and he’ll awaken either free or doomed.
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Reaperbound: Dead Zone Demon [LitRPG Apocalypse, Supersoldier]





The Pale Eyes of Death have chosen their Demon.

In life, Axel Roukin was a weapon — a genetically engineered supersoldier of New Earth, forged in war, and feared by all who knew him.



But that old life was gone. New Earth and its warring population have been consumed by a vast interdimensional entity known as the System. Humanity now lay scattered across the Zones — isolated arenas filled with monsters — and faced imminent extinction.



Axel was marked for death. Registered as an anomaly, he was sent into the Dead Zones. Alone and unarmed, overwhelming odds awaited him at every turn. For the rest of humanity, fresh hells and horrors broke them. For him, however…



It was just business as usual. 
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- A Hyper Lethal Supersoldier 
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1.21. Simulator


                Two days pass.

The rawness hasn’t faded. The feeling of inevitability has put a lump in his throat. It must put one in hers, too, because both of them do everything they can to avoid being alone. In the moments they are, they make orthogonal small talk. There’s plenty to be done; she doesn’t need to hunt for excuses. Pirate sightings on the border-space of Tamion. The latest death on Ptolek. Exo unions and Governess Garuna pointing fingers at one another.

And the whole time they try to avoid looking at each other, because every time he sees her, even out of the corner of his eye, it burns into him like a solar negative. He has never been this horny in his stupid Maekyonite life. He is disastrously, comedically, pathetically horny. There is nothing about Sykora that doesn’t turn him on anymore. The poke of her tongue as she reads her reports. The purring snores she makes when she’s flat on her back, asleep. Once, after she leaves the cabin, he spends two minutes just staring at the heart-shaped imprint her ass made in her silk chair until it fades.

She still curls up with his shearling coat every night. She hums his songs. The first night, when she thinks he’s asleep, she pads over to his cot and smells his hair, and he’s within seconds of seizing her and yanking her into the cot and giving her every drop of himself. Of his freedom.

Hold the fuck out, Grant. You’re a Maekyonite—no. You’re a human. You’re a human and you will not give up your chance at freedom. No matter how stupid and illogical it is. No matter that, when Sykora is staring at a ledger of exo intakes, she puts her pen to her pillowy lower lip and makes a soft uh noise and he gets so hard he nearly passes out.

A few more days of pain, he tells himself. A few more days of cruelty to himself and to her. And then a life full of love.

It’s coming. They can’t ignore it. The fallout is in question, but the explosion isn’t. She fills her days with her work. He fills his with the belt. Again and again he dashes himself against the rocks. Twice, now, he’s seen the open space on the other end, the glowing beacon obscured by flying obstacles.

He’s beginning to wonder if he’s sabotaging himself. Twisting and yawing into asteroids on some subconscious purpose. Once he passes, she’s promised to take him flying. The two of them, cramped into a close interceptor cockpit, stuck in the void, far from anyone who would see or hear or walk in. No excuses. Nothing between them but a narrow armrest console and their fearful hearts.

It’s clear as crystal. He sees it as if through prophecy. They are going to fly out there one thing, and return as another.

He’s cracking up, and he’s getting hungry. It’s time to take a quick break, stretch out, and ask Ajax for something to eat. He thumbs the catch on the door.

It’s barely unsealed when he hears voices. A soft laugh. He halts his motion, and slowly opens the pod door further. Just a bare crescent in the ceramic and upholstery, enough to see and hear. Ajax is leaning against one of the steel-girder posts holding the sim pod racks, a few rows over. His tail is sweeping back and forth as he talks to a redheaded Taiikari woman in a set of coveralls, a plated helmet under her arm. He’s seen crewmates dressed like that on the flight decks.

“—been in there all day?” the woman asks. She’s cute and full-bodied, with a dusting of freckles on her face. She’s short, even for a Taiikari woman; she barely comes up past Ajax’s stomach.

“Yep,” Ajax says. “Breaks for bathroom and lunch and then he’s right back to it.”

“Is he nice?”

“He’s all right. Has a lot of questions. And you can tell he feels trapped. Like I overheard him arguing with her Majesty. I think maybe he’s avoiding her.”

“Shit, babe.” She fidgets with her helmet’s chinstrap. “Like how bad arguing?”

“Just early-days stuff, I think. Maybe he’ll get over it.”

“I never thought she’d take a husband-of-the-void. Especially one who didn’t ask for it. I thought she was on K-wort.”

“If she was, it definitely wore off over six cycles. Think it was a revenge thing. You should have seen her off the shuttle. She was covered in blood.”

“Why do you—well, I shouldn’t ask.”

Ajax rubs her shoulder. “Ask whatever, baby.”

“Why do you think she’s letting him do this?” The woman glances over at the sim pod. Grant’s heart skips a beat, but it doesn’t look like she’s seen him eavesdropping. “Like, that’s crazy. She’s gonna teach a husband-of-the-void how to fly an armed interceptor?”

“There’s alien auxiliaries,” Ajax says. “It’s not so weird.”

“Yeah, but those are citizen-vassals, Jax. She kidnapped him and now she’s giving him missiles. He’s supposed to be property.”

“I mean… ostensibly.” Ajax leans down and drops his voice. “She’s made him anticomps.”

Her eyes widen. “You’re shitting me.”

Ajax shakes his head. “Next time you see him, he’ll probably be wearing them.”

“Why did she do that? Does she not trust us? Is he in her ear?”

“I don’t know. I mean… have you seen him?”

“Of course. Now and then. He’s fine. I don’t get the fuss.”

“You can say he’s hot, Meen. It’s okay.”

“He doesn’t have a tail. I like a tail. I like seeing when you’re wagging it.” Her tail switches out and wraps tight around his. “Are you saying you think she’s whipped now?”

“Not whipped, I think. I don’t know. She’s changed, Meena.”

“What do you mean?” Meena holds his hand. “She seems fine on the addresses.”

“On the addresses, she’s okay. But whenever she’s not with him, she gets jumpy. Like she looks… hunted, or something. I don’t know. Flinching at every noise. Think she’s got a Maekyonite-shaped security blanket.”

Meena tsks. “Poor Sykora.”

“Poor Maekyonite.”

“Poor Jax.” Her hand slips around his waist. “You’re on full-shift, right?”

“Yep. Special assignment.”

“Let me make it up to you, okay? You wanna go to Revelry after work?”

“Guy in agro says the new crop of tauberries is coming in. I think we go to Good & Gathered.”

She giggles. “You’re such a rabbit. Where’s the meat, dude?”

“They have meat. They have those sandwiches.”

“Fine. But you’re eating the mushrooms. Hey.” She stands on her tiptoes and taps his helmet. “Open up, boy.”

Ajax chuckles and raises his visor. Grant can’t see his face from this angle.

“Meet me at agro after your shift.” Meena’s eyes flash. “I’ll take you to G&G.”

Ajax’s tail wags at double-time. “You got it, baby.” He leans down and her face disappears behind his head as they kiss. Meena flips his visor back over his face, and kisses that, too.

His tail thwaps her butt lightly as she goes and pulls a microfiber cloth from her back pocket. “That shit stains, Meen.”

She laughs. “You bring that back, Jaxy.”

As Ajax wipes his visor, Grant closes the pod door as quietly as he can.

He flies three more attempts. He’s barely thinking anymore when he steers the vessel. The yoke is an extension of his hand. The controls disappear. When his stomach demands he clamber from the pod, he hallucinates the cockpit, steering an invisible yoke in his mind, eyes darting to the corners of his vision, seeking invisible membrane reports and power allocations.

“Food break,” he tells Ajax.

“You look disturbed, sire.”

“Get me a damn sandwich and plug me back in.”



Grant licks the minty cream sauce from his thumb as he finishes lunch. He tries to keep this question casual: “Do you have a girlfriend or anything, Ajax?”

“Yes, sire. She works in the hangar bay.”

“Do you guys ever… Does she compel you?”

“In private, sire, yes. I’m always anticomped on the clock.”

“And you’re okay with it?”

“It’s, uh.” Ajax scratches his neck. “It’s different if you’re Taiikari or a vassal. Compelling against a citizen’s will has been illegal for more than a kilocycle now. You can get in huge trouble. Discharged, tossed in prison. She just compels me for things I was already going to do. Or for tiny little things. Teasing.”

“Why?”

A digital hiss as Ajax takes in a breath. “It, uh. It’s flirty, sire. Like a slap on the butt, only on the brain. You know. The feeling.”

“Right. The feeling.” Grant remembers to keep the lie going. “What’s it feel like for you?”

“Like when you’re done showering, and it’s freezing in the apartment, so you gotta run into bed and get under the covers, and someone’s already warmed it up and is waiting for you. That moment.”

“That’s a good feeling.”

“Yes, sire. You?”

“Uh…” Grant draws a blank. “It’s warm. I don’t know. My head is full of asteroids.”

“Would you like to call it a day, sire?”

He shakes his head. “I think I’m close. I really do.”



Yaw thirty clockwise. Afterburner so you’re not crushed. Thirty counterclockwise. Cut engines. Maneuvering thrusters. Easy does it. Let the membrane bump that asteroid out of the way. It can take that asteroid.

No it can’t. Reset. Fly back to what he's termed "Fuck-off Canyon."

Thirty. Afterburner. Thirty. Engines. Thrusters. Take the line. Burn through that line. Roll if you have to.

Reset. Back to Fuck-off Canyon.

Thirty afterburner thirty engines thrusters line burn roll blasters. Blast that one. Fuck. No—no. We’re okay. The membrane can take it. It can take it. Yaw. Pull up. Up up up up burn burn and he’s through.

He blinks.

He pries his fist from the yoke like he’s pulling a skeletal hand from some priceless tomb relic. He hovers next to the green beacon. Its gentle glow fills his screen. He’s through.

“I’m through!” He screams it. “I’m fucking—argh”

He’s forgotten to unbuckle his harness. Why is he even wearing this fucking thing? He snaps it open and nearly falls on his face out of the door. Ajax has rushed to his side.

“Gods of the fuckin’ firmament.” The green glow reflects off his faceplate. “You crazy-ass—”

He jolts back to himself. “Well done, sire.”

“Ajax, I could fucking kiss you. I could.”

“Thank you, sire.”

With shaking, sweaty hands, Grant digs into his pocket and pulls his communicator out. He flicks the on-switch.

His fingers falter.

Hide it. The moment you tell her, you’re fucked. It’s over. The little voice continues screaming in the back of his mind, watching as he removes the communicator, keys to MY BEAUTIFUL WIFE, and opens the text field.

“Sykora,” he says. “I did it. I cleared the belt. I fucking did it.”

The response is nearly immediate.

 

AAAAH!!!!

kladsgkjds;foiafw

YOU DID IT????

stay RIGHT there, darling. i will be RIGHT down.

 

A bare minute later, the lift hums and Sykora is powerwalking out of it as fast as her chunky red platforms will allow, surrounded by a small cloud of advisers and functionaries.

“Majesty, we are in the middle of something,” Waian says.

“I approve the sweep. Two hours from now. Waian, your trajectory is fine. Kindly stop catastrophizing.” Sykora’s speaking rapidly. She isn’t looking at any of the Taiikari around him. She is looking right at Grant. “Half exo blend. We’ll go overnight and give the crew time to roll out the big guns. No strategizing for energy load, just fearsomeness. We are there to look as intimidating as possible, not to open fire.”

“Majesty—”

“For any urgencies, I deputize Vora, all right? You’ve surely swept scores of times with Vora.” She finally tears her eyes away from Grant and turns on her platform heels to address her assistants. “I put full trust in you all. I will have my communicator on, but my responses may be delayed. I am going to fly an interceptor with my husband now. I’ll be back within the hour and we can address any additional items then.” She spins back around and the victory beacon light shines in her wide, lovely eyes. “Grantyde!”

She leaps into his arms and showers every inch of him she can reach with feathery kisses. “You did it, you did it, you did it!”

The rush of adrenaline departs her and they become aware, at roughly the same time, that both of his hands are sinking steadfastly into the globes of her ass to hold her up, and his rapidly hardening reaction is trapped between her thighs. She lets out a soft, longing exhalation. His fingers tighten.

An engineer coughs.

Grant places Sykora back on the catwalk. She adjusts the tricorne that she’s mercifully wearing over her horns.

“Husband,” she says. “May I accompany you on your maiden voyage?”

“Princess,” he says. “It would be my honor.”
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                “Eeeasy does it.” Sykora’s hand clasps his as he bends the yoke up. “Check the landing gear indicator… good. And now nudge us forward… very good. And brace for zero G.”

The halfmoon interceptor slips from the Black Pike. The void embraces them. The cockpit fills with stars.

Grant looks toward Sykora. “Where do we go now?”

The starscape suffuses her with a soft glow. “Wherever you want, Grantyde.” She smiles and there’s a pang of longing in his heart so staggering that he’d need to sit down if he wasn’t already. An angel. His wife looks like an angel.

“You want the artificial grav on?” he asks.

She shakes her head. “I want to go fast.”

He grins. “As you command, Majesty.”

She whoops as he hits the afterburner. They careen into the firmament. There’s no belt here, no danger. He cuts loose. The pod simulated rumble and turbulence, but it didn’t prepare him for how visceral it would feel. The sheer joy of speed. They streak through a candy-colored cloud of dust and billow it into a smear across the firmament.

They spiral and spin. They dive and barrel roll. He’s peacocking, he knows. The look of pure elation on her face is worth it.

He turns off the afterburner and lets their momentum drift them through the firmament. Her laugh trails off with the tapering-off engine sound. She falls silent, and stares at him. Her expression is clouded and unreadable. Her smile is still on, but it’s crooked and strange and diminished. “You did it,” she says.

“I did.”

“You can fly. You flew so well.”

“Thank you, Princess.”

“If I.” She forces her breathing to neutrality. They stare at each other. The harness across her body. The sweet rise and fall under the fabric.

“If I free you now,” she says, “you could fly away. You could escape.”

He presses his tongue to the roof of his mouth. He hears his own heartbeat.

Her hands ball into fists. “You could steal into the hangar bay and take a ship and disappear into the firmament. And I’d never see you again.”

“I could.” He clicks his harness open. “Or…”

He reaches across to her seat and opens hers, too. Her eyes widen as he gently pulls her by the hand from her chair. He wraps his arm around her midsection.

“I could turn around,” he says, “and choose you.”

He turns on the artificial gravity. She expels a quick oh! as she falls into his lap, her back on his chest.

“And the moment you freed me, you could take whatever you wanted from me.” He closes his arm tighter around her belly. “No compulsion needed. No ownership. Just ask. And I would give.”

She wriggles further into his lap. He’s hard—achingly hard—and judging by the lip-biting grin she wears, she can feel it. She slides her butt up and down along him, the fabric of their uniforms whispering against each other as she giddily dryhumps him. His other arm wraps around her, over her full chest. Her triplet heartbeat pounds against his forearm.

There’s something in the noise she makes when he tightens his grip on her. Something that gives him ammunition.

“Or maybe…” His fingers fan out across her taut stomach. His knuckles flex. “Maybe you’re curious.”

“Curious?” she breathes.

“You called it perversion.” His hand creeps past her collarbone. “But maybe you wonder what it would be like. To have someone so much bigger than you, who you can’t control. Who you can compel and compel, until you’re red in the face, and they won’t yield.” His fingers wrap delicately around her neck. He feels the vibrating hum of her responding groan. “Maybe you want someone to take you and do what they want with you, Princess.”

The tendons in her neck dance as she swallows. Her voice is a throaty whisper. “Maybe.” Her palm is slick with sweat where it lies over his.

His hand around her middle slides lower. Her thighs part. “Do you know what I want to do with you?” he murmurs.

Her tail raises, exposing the flexing, grinding curve of her ass where the silk clings to it. “What?”

He flips the gravity off again and nudges her into the air. “Free me and I’ll tell you.”

Sykora screams like a banshee.

She slams her fist onto the console. A streak of white fire roars out of the interceptor and erupts into a burning nova a kilometer away. She seizes the controls and spins the interceptor back toward the Black Pike. “We’re going home.”

“Princess—”

“We’re going home,” she barks, “before I crash this fucking interceptor into a moon and kill us both.”

“Pike to Indus Red.” A crackling voice over the comlink. “Majesty—we just detected a missile launch. Are you—”

Sykora punches the comlink button. “Indus Red to Black Pike we are fine.” She lets out a ragged laugh. “Accidental discharge. We’re returning now.”

The landing gear is scarcely down when she’s on her feet, practically dragging Grant from the interceptor, spilling onto the deck. Her tail is thrashing like a serpent. The dockworkers and crewmates can’t hide their stares as she marches him past them.

“Where are we going?” He stumbles after her. She pulls him into the lift and slams the button to take them to her cabin. She slaps the turbo before he has a chance to catch the handrail, and he has to scrabble for it in zero G.

“This game is over.” Her horns are higher and sharper than he’s ever seen them. “This game is done, Maekyonite.”

Out the lift and through her cabin door. She slams her palm against the seal and spins around, her eyes aflame. “We are not leaving this cabin until you fuck me.”

Grant draws himself up and crosses his arms. He returns her flashing stare as well as he can without her compelling crimson. “We are not fucking until you free me.”

“This is—Grantyde, this is torture.” She takes a shaky step toward him. “You can’t do this to me. You can’t keep lighting my torch and then snuffing it like this. I need you tonight. I need you.” She wraps her arms tightly around his waist. Her core flexes. Her broad hips roll. Every piece of her is trying to get as close to him as possible.

He should step away from her. He should create separation. He can’t. His body is in full rebellion.

“My neck needs your hands. My tongue needs your taste. My skin needs your skin. I’m losing my mind.” She inhales him like she’s drowning. Her tail winds around his legs. The paintbrush tuft at the end tickles his back. Her smoky voice of command is pinched and tremulous with need. “I’m losing my fucking mind, Grantyde.”

“And you think I’m not?” He huffs a caustic laugh. “Do you know how many times I’ve been this close to throwing everything I have left away for you, Sykora? You’ve pulled me into a nightmare, and you’re the only thing I want from this entire galaxy, and I can’t have you.”

“You can.” She nuzzles his stomach. “You can have me right now. The nightmare could end. I could keep you safe. Warm and safe and so, so happy. You would have your fill of me every night. You would fall asleep inside me and awaken to my lovemaking. I’d hang off your every word. A breath and you could have me. A look and I would bend for you. I beg you, Grantyde.” She clings to his legs and buries her face in his thighs. “I am begging.”

Her desperation is gutting him. His desperation is screaming in his skull. He wraps his hands around her hips and tugs her into the air. He stares at her now, eye to eye. “Free me.”

“I could give you so much more than freedom. I want—” She swallows. “You gave me back my life. I can’t give you back yours. But I’ll give you something better.”

“Freedom first. And then everything else.” His hands drop from her hips to close around her full, round ass. It’s the perfect size. Each cheek fits into each palm as if preordained by fate. “The rest of our lives,” he whispers. And he catches her trembling lips in a sloppy, greedy kiss. His tongue slides across her fangs, mingles with hers, feels its feline roughness. A steady whining moan is bubbling up from her, rising in pitch as he seeks deeper. Her tail wraps around his wrist. She’s so inhuman, and he’s so far from home. And so close.

She leans her head away. “I can’t free you,” she says. “I can’t. I prize you. I’d burn the firmament to keep you.”

“Then my answer—” He kisses her forehead and puts her down. “Is no.”

She falls backward into her bed, heedless of the boots she’s still wearing. She buries her face in the pillow and screams her frustration into it. She kicks her little legs. She rolls over. “You impudent little custodian!” Her fangs are bared. Her long hair cascades into a shiny ink spot around her. “You know what I am? I am a warlord. I am royalty. I am one of the most powerful, beautiful women in the firmament. You should be the one begging. For even a crumb of me.”

He shrugs. She drags her hands down her face.

“If,” she says. “If I grant you your ‘freedom.’ What would that even look like? Hmm? Shall I just drop you off on your world and let them execute you?”

“Of course not,” he says. “I can’t even speak the language anymore.”

“You have nowhere else to go,” she says. “Nowhere. I am the only home you have in an infinite dark.”

“I’d stay. I’d stay with you forever.”

“If you stay, you’re subject to my command. I am Princess of the Black Pike. My crew obeys me.”

“I’d obey you,” he says. “Always.”

“So if you can’t leave the Pike.” She tugs a boot off. “And you must obey the Pike’s commander.” Off goes the other. “Then it would just be a word, freedom.” Her voice is increasingly frantic. “Just a nothing word. That’s all it would be.”

“Sure.” He’s hopping out of his own boots.

“That’s all it’s ever been. You weren’t even free on your world.” She rises onto her knees. “Your overlords were going to kill you.”

“They were.”

“So you have no reason to want it.”

“And you have no reason to deny it.”

They stare at each other.

She throws a pillow at him.

He lunges across the bed and picks her up.

“Down.” She hammers her little fists into his back. “You put me down right now.”

“See? I’m already insubordinate as fuck.” He stands, hefting her onto his shoulder. He smacks her well-cushioned ass, relishes the scandalized gasp and the jerking flinch. “What would change?”

“Insufferable Maekyonite!” She writhes in his grasp. Her tail whacks him upside the head. A mad cackle escapes her before she can pull it back. “I will bite you. I’ll rip your throat out. I—”

Grant drops Sykora into a bridal carry and underhand tosses her into bed. She squeaks in alarm as she lands among her pillows.

“You tossed a Taiikari Void Princess. Oh my God.” She sits up. “I’m gonna have you boiled.”

He lands heavily on the bed and pins her wrists above her head. She’s rolled onto her back. Her eyes are wide with shock.

He recognizes the cut of this dress uniform. He saw it down the barrel of a useless gun. He pulls the pin from its keyhole neckline and it flows open. The fearsome Princess of the Black Pike unwraps like a little blue gift.

“Grantyde—” she gasps.

He plucks Sykora, shiny and flushed, from her shucked gown. She has panties on tonight. Little and lacey and red. His leg slides under hers and folds her up, until her thighs are squishing against her chest. A strangled groan rises from her as his hips sink between her thighs, spreading them apart. His grip digs into her wrists, and they’re so close he can feel the throb it causes in her.

Her tongue lays across her plush lower lip as she pants for air. He can't resist it. He falls into another kiss. Her legs bind him and tug him close so she can grind into him. He feels how pliant she is. How open. He releases the kiss and leaves them both gasping.

Her foot prods at the release on his uniform. “Get this off.”

“Two words,” he says.

She snarls. “Fuck you.”

“Two little words, Majesty. You’re free.”

She shrieks in wordless frustration and thrashes under his weight. “I am going to vent you into a fucking star!”

“All right, all right. God.” He thumbs the release and his shirt splits in two, sliding off his shoulders.

Her eyes widen. She reaches with giddy awe for his chest. “You’re so hairy.”

He undoes his belt as she strokes his chest hair. He kicks his pants off.

Her breath catches and vents out in a shaking sigh. This is the first time, he realizes. The first time she’s seen him naked.

“It’s big,” she breathes.

It’s average, actually. He’s not embarrassed to admit it. Normal, healthy, perfectly serviceable—he’s no porn star, but nobody’s ever complained. But he’s average for a human. And the alien squirming underneath him is far from human.

She slides her hips under his length. A purring groan rises from her throat when its head pokes up past her belly button. Her eyes bulge with awe. “Oh, Grantyde.” Her toes knead the bed. “Oh my God. You’re gonna remodel me.”

“Is it—” He blinks the sweat from his eyes. “Are you sure it’ll fit?”

“Yes.” His wife is practically vibrating. Her wagging tail beats against his calves. “Yes yes yes. Oh, it’s perfect. It’s perfect. Hello, gorgeous.” Her trembling fingers reach for it as she wiggles halfway out of her panties. “Welcome to your forever home.”

He seizes her hand and tugs on it so that she’s sitting halfway up, nose to nose. The motion nestles him against her core, silky and wet and needy, and he needs a moment to remember how to speak.

“Free me,” he says.

“Fuck me,” she says.

“Free me.” He peels her panties the rest of the way off, watches the thick plushness of her thighs bloom against the pinching elastic. Their bodies are so close he can feel the heat radiating from her folds. His thumb caresses her downy little triangle of pubic hair, the stubble where she’s carefully trimmed it. For this moment. For him. “Free me and I swear to God I’ll fuck your brains out every night for the rest of our lives.”

Her spine arches. She whines. Her midnight-blue nipples are pebbled and peaked. She falls onto her back again. The soft parts of her body ripple with the motion. “You’re awful. You are evil. Fuck me, don’t fuck me. I don’t even care anymore.”

“Yes you do,” he says. “Your horns.”

“Don’t look at them.” She hitches her hips forward, desperate to kindle friction between them; he pulls his further away. She lets out a pathetic squeaking whine, rocking and thrusting against thin air. He sees the beacon. He’s almost through. A moment of cruelty for a life full of love. White-knuckle it, Grant.

“Come on.” Her fists ball into the silk. Her body rolls and tremors involuntarily. “Come on, you big Maekyonite bastard.We can’t go back now. We can’t. I need you.”

He extricates himself from her legs. He settles back onto his knees. Every inch she was in contact with him feels tundra-cold without her skin. Every starving cell of him is howling its protest.

“Please,” Sykora’s eyes shine with frustrated tears. “Please, husband.”

His arm feels like lead as he reaches for his uniform.

She howls the words like they're stripping her soul from her:

“You’re free!”
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                    game over. Score one for the Maekyonite.
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                Grant freezes. His heart turns over in his chest. His wife stares up at him, red-faced and tearful, her hands twisting into the silk sheets of her bed. Their bed.

“Fine.” Sykora sounds manic. “You’re free. Fine. Take it, for all the good it’ll do. It’s nothing. I don’t care. I free you.”

He plants his knees on either side of her. His shadow engulfs her, with room to spare. “Swear to me.”

“It’s a trifle. It’s meaningless. You still serve me.” She points a trembling finger between his eyes as he lowers back onto her. “I’m still your Princess.”

“Sykora. Swear it.”

She’s burning hot. She squirms helplessly. “I swear, Grant,” she wails. “I swear it. I free you forever. You win, you fucking demon, you win, you’re free. Fuck me. Fuck me right now. Fuck me fuck me fuck—”

Her last me melts into a keening cry of shock as he pushes into her.

His lungs vent out as his hips bump hers.

He fits like she was made for him.

–content omitted–

“You—” The Princess is short-circuiting. A bright tear drifts down her cheek. “You're—”

He’s losing his mind. He’s melting into her. He knows now with crystal certainty that if he’d given in, if he'd succumbed even for a moment, he’d have lost, the instant he felt this. He’d have begged to be her slave. He’d have joyfully locked the shackle around his own neck. He’d have traded his freedom a hundred times for this sensation. The terrified, elated realization fills him: she was right when she told him about Taiikari women. She was so right. This is irreversible. He can never go back.

More tears spring from Sykora’s eyes and carry her shadowy makeup down her cheeks. Her hand curls into his chest hair. She clings to Grant like she can’t believe that he’s real, that this is happening to her. She finally manages to speak: “You’re home.”

Her shaking lungs release an overheated laugh. “You’re home.”

He is.



–content omitted–



He eases himself onto his elbows until they’re just about face to face. “How’s this? You want a turn in charge?”

She nods. “This.” she touches his stomach. “This is so wrong. Good wrong. Fucking a man you can’t control.”

“We really need a safeword,” he says.

“What’s that?”

“It’s a word you say when it’s time for me to actually obey you.”

She thinks about it. A giggle brings a shine to her eye that has nothing to do with compulsion.

“Lonesome,” she says, in English.

And in that moment, the longing, loving woman from the underground cell appears again in his lap, and doesn’t fade away, but melds with the imperious noblewoman who stole him away. And as he lifts Batty up, and kisses her, it’s like reuniting with a long-lost friend.

–content omitted–

He tugs her chest against his and feels her little heart hammering. 

“Do you take me now?” Her smoky whisper dripping into his ear. “Now that you can choose, do you choose me?”

No need to hesitate. Not anymore. “Yes,” he says.

“Say it.” And the supple muscles in her thighs stand out as she pauses, right at the apex of their motion. “Say I am your husband.”

“I am your husband.” His voice sticks and cracks with emotion. He’s never acknowledged it, he realizes. It’s the first time he’s ever said it.

Sykora’s tears have started again. One rolls to the delicate tip of her nose. She tries and fails to keep her words steady. “Say you are my wife.”

His thumb nests against her belly button. “You are my wife.”

She hiccups as she begins to cry in earnest. “Say I’m yours forever.”

He cups the back of her neck. “You’re mine forever.”

She sputters a laugh through the tears. “Insufferable Maekyonite.”



–content omitted–



And he’s collapsed. He’s through. A tiny blue succubus has milked every drop of his soul from him and now he’s a husk. Goodbye, Black Pike. Goodbye, firmament. Grant is gone. Bury him in his wife.

Her weight asserts itself against his chest. Her teeth poke lightly against his neck. Enough to feel the pin-pricks of her fangs.

“Finally,” she sighs. “Finally.”

He doesn’t have it in him to form words yet. He just grunts. His head lolls to one side, and he fills his vision with the Princess’s face. Her glowing red eyes, staring back, brimming with joy and relief. How long they lie there together, he doesn’t know. The low lustrous light of the firmament passes across her body and they hold each other and just breathe.

“That,” he says, “was worth the wait.”

“You’ve waited a tenday or two, dummy.” Her thumbs trace the trail of hair along his stomach. “I’ve waited so long.” She kisses his collarbone. “But yes. Yes, it was.”

“Sykora.” His hand knits into her silky hair. “Am I your first?”

Her tail slides behind his head and bends it forward, so his forehead is touching hers. “You’re my last,” she says, and kisses him.

Then she hops out of his lap. “Be right back, beloved. Some miscreant went and got all this cum in me.”

She pads to the bathroom. Its clinical light flashes her silhouette to him for a moment before the door closes. Grant flops onto his back. In his wife’s bed. In their bed.

He’s picked most of the pieces of his mind back up by the time the bathroom door reopens. Sykora’s brushing her teeth. The obstruction's impact on her words fritzes his translator out: “When its you scare roll fire?”

Grant's mouth hangs open. “What?”

She spits into the sink and says it again. His implant works this time: “Do you want to fall in love now?”

He fluffs one of her downy pillows and props himself up. “Right now?”

“Now’s as good a time as any.” She fills a water glass and curls it in her tail while she fills another. She returns and hands him one. “The only thing that was stopping me was not knowing how the ride was. Now I know you’re an absolute lion, I believe I’m just about ready to hop off the cliff. If you are.”

“Is it something you choose?”

“Sure it is.” She quirks one shapely, dark brow. “You don’t mean to tell me you ripped your freedom out of my hands just to let your heart decide for you?”

He drains the glass and puts it on the lip of the bed-pit. “I guess not.”

“I’ve decided for myself, anyway. I intend to fall the rest of the way in love with you over the course of the next tenday. I hope that schedule will suffice.” She snuggles into his shoulder. “If you’re interested.”

“Hmm.” He rests his hand on her rump and scoots her across him. “I’ll need to review my itinerary.”

“An exhaustingly oversexed tenday.” Her tail tickles his jaw. “Well, eight days. That’s how many until the next cycle, and I’d prefer to begin the next cycle madly in love with you.”

He kisses the top of her head. “Let’s give it a soft yes. And pencil it in.”

“Splendid. Something to look forward to.” She climbs the rest of the way on top of him. He reaches down and pulls her downy comforter over them.

“You,” she murmurs. “And only you, and never in front of anyone. I think I’d like it if sometimes, sometimes, you called me Batty.”

He strokes her spine. “Keep calling me Grant sometimes, and it’s a deal.”

“Grant,” she whispers. “I have waited hectocycles for you. Without even knowing who it was I was waiting for.”

He scratches her ear, and that’s when he discovers something about the species among whom he’s going to spend the rest of his life:

Taiikari women purr. Literally. His wife is lying on his chest and purring like a cat.

She opens an eye as he chuckles incredulously. “What?”

“You’re purring.”

Her eyebrow quirks. “You’re scratching my ear.”

“It’s just you sound like a cat.”

“What’s a cat?”

“It, uh—it’s a pet. That purrs when you scratch it.”

“A wise creature.” She nudges her head into his hand. “Keep going.”

He obeys, and feels the vibration as she starts up again. He laughs gently and kisses her forehead. Her sweat is oddly sweet, compared to a Maekyonite’s.

His curiosity gets the better of him. “How do Taiikari… I don’t mean to overstep.”

“Step wherever,” she says. “Step on me. It’s fine.”

“How old are you?” he asks.

“Worried you’re robbing a cradle?” She hums. “I’m a hair over seven hectocycles.”

He runs the numbers. Seven hundred cycles, two tendays to a cycle, don’t forget the two-hour day difference… “You’re forty?”

“Forty Maekyon years? That seems about right.” Her ears perk up. “You sound surprised.”

“That’s middle-aged for a Maekyonite.”

“That’s middle-aged?” Sykora’s brow furrows. “Maekyonites live eighty years?”

“Just about.”

She tuts and shakes her head. “Not enough. We’ll set you up with a physical next tenday for your longevity program, and I’ll expect you to hew to it.” She rubs his beard. “After the days of pining you put me through, I’m getting my investment’s worth. You are not dying a moment before I am.”

“What’s a longevity program entail?”

“Dietary guidance. Supplements. A few surgeries and enhancements, though I suspect we’ll need to Maekyonize them.”

“Hold on, now.” Now it’s his turn to sound agog. “Like cyborg stuff?”

“Does that upset you?” She flattens her palm against his chest. “You can tell me no, husband. You’re free now.”

“Do you have it?”

“Sure.” She taps her skull. “Little chip on my brain for diagnostics. Some spinal doo-dads. Nothing invasive.”

He eases himself back down. “Let’s, uh. Let’s triple-check the Maekyonization. But I’m willing. I’m willing to do a lot more, now that I’m free.”

A shiver works across her whole body. “Free. My free husband.” The tip of her tail strokes a line along his happy trail. “I never considered I’d have that, as a Void Princess. It’s… thrilling. In a cliff-diving way.”

“We’ll make it work. I promise we will.” He rubs the base of her tail, where she asked him to pull earlier. That gets a satisfying sigh from her.

“We have to be smart, Grantyde. Smart in the face of a thousand years of empire. Aboard the Pike, none will question us. You have the anticomps. They’ll stare and whisper; let them. I trust their allegiance, even if they don’t understand.” She crosses her arms on his chest and rests her chin on her wrists. “But there will be times and places outside it, when you are with me, that you must seem obedient. There are people who are not loyal to me, who are seeking any means to destroy me. A willful husband, an equal husband, is one of those ways. Can you do this?”

He grins. “Depends on how far you push it.”

“I won’t push it.” She kisses his nose. “We’ll discuss my conduct before every appearance. The things I pretend to demand of you with no argument brooked, the places I seem to drag you. All agreed to beforehand. Or whenever we get a private moment.”

He nods his assent. “I trust you.”

Her fangs twinkle a nebular glow within her smile. “You do?”

“I do.” He realizes as he says it, the gravity of that statement. All she is risking for him. Where they started, where they are now. A warm wave of gratitude and relief crashes into him, submerges him. His breath catches. Finally, he has something to cling onto. Something real. A foundation to build—

Build what?

A life. A life in this crazy new universe.

A life with Sykora.

I do.

“I do,” he repeats, quieter. His eyes sting. Moisture beads in their corners.

She lays her cheek on his hand. “I promise you—the moment we are back aboard the Pike, and alone, I will make every moment of feigned ownership up to you. In any way you ask. Or—” She swallows. “In any way you demand.” The nubs of her horns are poking through her hair.

He traces their roots with his fingers. “I’m sure we’ll think of something.”

Her hand rests on his; her fingers poke through the gaps between his knuckles. “The Empire won’t know what this means. What we have. What your infuriating sexual rebellion bought you. But we will.” Her head fits so perfectly into the crook of his neck. “My savior. My husband.”

He kisses the tip of a horn. “My wife.”

“Grant.” She flinches. “Those are sensitive, you know.”

He tilts her chin up. “I know.”

The sweet air of her scoffing laugh tingles his lips. “Insufferable.” Her eyes drift shut as her lips drift open. He takes the invitation.

A blue light switches on in the darkness of their cabin. The intercom beeps. A frustrated noise comes from Sykora as she pulls back. “Shoot. I have to get that.” She raises her voice. “Speakerphone. No video.”

Vora’s voice filters into the cabin. “Majesty? We’re all standing by. You weren’t—” Her voice gets closer and quieter. “You didn’t pick up on your communicator or the interceptor. But the deck crew said you’d come back.”

“Yes, majordomo.” Sykora’s fingers knead against Grant’s stomach. “Safe and ensconced.”

“Did you and Grantyde—”

“Vora, dear, let’s put a cork in that, please, and we can pick it up after the sweep, yes?” Sykora glances at her husband’s smirk and whaps her tail against his calf. “Are we ready?”

“Yes, Princess. Half-exo as requested. A nine hour sweep to Ramex.”

“Splendid. Pass my regards to the navigatrix and prime for my engage.” She slips off Grant’s chest and lies on her side next to him. He takes her cue and rolls over to big-spoon her. Her tail tucks between her legs to accommodate him. “You were in a cell last time we swept,” she whispers, and wiggles her butt further into the hollow of his body. “I can’t wait for you to see it from here. You’re going to just love this.”

“Majesty.” Chief Engineer Waian’s stentorian voice sounds from the background of Vora’s call. “We’re primed.”

Sykora guides Grant’s chin past her neck so that their faces are laying side-by-side. “Engage.”

The artificial lights flicker. A deep-toned hum rises, reverberating in Grant’s teeth. A rainbow glow forms at the edges of their starfield vista as the sails unfold. A smooth pulse in perfect-fifth harmony joins the hum. The bottom falls out of his stomach, like the perfect floating moment of a rollercoaster stretched wide and gentle. The stars nova into rainbow tessellations. The gas giant Ptolek refracts into a dazzling warm-tone kaleidoscope and then smears past them. Grantyde and Sykora are bathed in a floor-to-ceiling technicolor phantasmagoria.

“Holy shit.” Grant drapes his arm across the Princess as he gazes into the sweep. “How fast are we going?”

“Half as fast as we could be,” Sykora says. “But I like to fall asleep to the sweep. It’s always been a comfort. Like someone singing to me.” Her hair tickles him. “We’re exiting on the other end of the Black Pike sector. Lovely little world called Ramex. I’ll take you there if there’s time.” Her ear flicks as she remembers what she’s given him. “And, uh, if you’d like me to.”

“I would.” He strokes the edge of her ear and feels her leg stretch and shake in happy indulgence. “I’d like that very much. Are we going to be busy?”

“The Pike won’t be. We’re only there to look scary next to a shipping lane. But you and me.” Her tail rests across his middle. Her leg stretches back and nests between his. “We are going to be very busy.”

He laughs into his wife’s hair. “Eight days, right?”

He cups her breast and feels the bud of her nipple hardening again beneath his touch. She nuzzles the scruff of his beard. Her dextrous little fingers slip between them and find him, ready and rigid for her. The horns growing back out of her head nudge his chin. As she guides him back to the warm softness of his new life, she twists her head so her lips are right below his ear. “Can I tell you a secret?”

He nods.

“I don’t need eight days, Grant,” she whispers. “I love you.”

And with a swiveling push of her hips, Grantyde of the Black Pike is home again.

The Pike rides the rainbow sweep, singing its passage across the dazzling firmament.

End of Volume 1
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                    Thank you all so much for sticking with Princess of the Void throughout Volume 1.

As mentioned above, there is an extended and uncensored version of this scene for free on Patreon.

Princess of the Void Volume 2, Ptolek, will start tomorrow. Now that our hero and heroine have resolved their little competition and gotten on the same page, future volumes of the story will be more focused on their adventures as the reigning Princess and Consort of the Black Pike sector (though their marriage and continually developing romance will continue to play a major role).

A brief epilogue will be posted in an hour or so.

 


The Exchange Teacher – Welcome to Dyntril Academy
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Bratty kids. Overbearing parents. Unsupportive administration. To Basque, it's all part of the job. As a teacher, he'd seen it all.

Or so he thought.

Psychotic students. Emotionally devoid parents. An administration that measures success by survival rate? That's what awaited Basque at Dyntril Academy, a place where the "retention rate" isn't the number of dropouts, but a body count.

A renowned hunter in his own right, Basque is also a brilliant teacher, churning out master hunter after master hunter, which made him an excellent candidate to evaluate a potential ally's education system. But when he arrives, Basque is told that he'll be teaching the lowest level of students for the next five years. Now, Basque must juggle his responsibilities as a foreign ambassador while trying to keep his students alive until graduation.

Oh, and let’s not forget the Yani: monsters that flay and devour anyone unlucky enough to cross their path—the very monsters the school claims to train students to fight.

Just what sort of hellhole was he sent to?
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Volume 1 Epilogue


                She wakes up and begins the gradual indignity of getting out of bed. The thing about getting older isn’t so much the aches. They’re manageable—it’s fine. She knew those sorts of pangs would come, with age. She prepared for them.

It’s more the absence of the why that galls her. She does not like mysteries. Why is her neck so stiff? Where did that come from? Was it from some way she moved? Or just how she slept? Her posture?

Maybe it’s just the headache her life has become, physicalizing itself. Stress response.

Nothing to worry about for too much longer. Things are being rearranged. She’ll be dealt with, she imagines.

With the humiliations of age properly pondered, she’s up, and Lordling is underfoot as he loves to be, grumbling about food.

He catches a claw on her pants as she pulls them on. “One thing at a time, hellion,” she says, chidingly.

She really ought to put some thought into where he’ll go. Check around with the neighbors, perhaps. Tell them—what? She’s taking a little vacation. It might be fun to blow the top off everything. An interesting way to go, perhaps. But she’d end up a tabloid curiosity, and she’d probably get the neighbors liquidated. So perhaps not.

Was it cats that eat your face when you die, or was it dogs? She steeps her breakfast tea and tries to remember.

“Will you eat my face when they bump me off, Lordling?” she asks.

“Murmnaunm,” he says, which is the sort of vocalization he makes when he’s disappointed in her. Join the club.

She’s ninety seconds into her teabag vigil when her phone goes off. Not her normal phone. The phone she keeps in her blazer. The one she assumed would never go off again.

Her ridiculous, irrational stomach ties itself off into a neat little bow.

“Today it is, then,” she says to Lordling, and stands.

She digs the phone from her pocket and hits the green button.

“How did you get this number?”

“We were pinged.” The voice on the other side. Not a familiar one, but they never are. “Just now. The T-5. Fifteen seconds within range.”

“Fifteen—”

Helen sprints to her living room and opens her laptop. God dammit, where’s her glasses. God dammit, where’s the charger thing.

“Fifteen seconds,” she says. “What was it doing?”

“What were they doing. B-31 and B-32. You’ll see the signal path. Either the device has a malfunction or our guests are faster-than-light.”

“I’d call that a coin toss. We still barely understand what the hell we’re tinkering with.” She finds the cord under a stack of Vogues and plugs her computer in. “He’s still with her, then.”

“Possibly,” the phone says. “Or his remains, or they extracted the chip.”

“Now why would they do that?” She hits the power button.

“Counter-intel.”

“Counter-intel.” She scoffs and shakes her head. “Really. We’re infants to them. If those chips are still inside the subjects, it’s because they can’t be assed to care about our primitive technology, and can’t imagine we’d reverse-engineer anything from T-1.”

“He might be dead. And dissected.”

“Why would they go through the trouble of sparing him, taking him, and then killing him?”

“Why did we go through the trouble of sparing him, taking him, and then leaving him alive?” The voice’s flat grind speaks to a computer-generated source. Perhaps Helen’s reading the emphasis. “Considering you couldn’t keep him from slipping the net.”

“You, he says.” She smirks. “No. If it was me, I’d be gone. Let’s not pretend. I’d been wondering why I wasn’t, in fact. Everyone else is. Everyone our little unaccounted variable didn’t massacre. I’ve kept tabs.”

No reply.

“It was a mistake to pull the plug,” she says. “We should have let him carry her off. More uptime, less blood, same result.”

“He was about to expose us.”

“We selected for that. Low institutional trust, no connections, no expertise. He was googling how to whistleblow at a library, for God’s sake. You saw the eval.”

“You saw the phone.”

“Your people went knuckle-dragger. Hooting at a lit torch, right at the moment we could have broken through.”

“We’re not relitigating Archer West.”

“No,” she says. “No, I understand. You’ve stumbled into an opportunity. Something that dwarfs whatever we might have expected from our little xenopsychology trial. And whatever cat’s-paws we’ve had to cut off.” She casts a look at Lordling, who greets her metaphor with feline indifference. She plucks her teabag from its mug. “And you still need me.”

“Are you logged in yet?”

Helen watches the wheel spin. “I would be, if you’d budgeted for a computer from the 21st century. What’s waiting for me? Did we pull anything in from those fifteen seconds?”

“Fragments. Audio is doing what they can.”

“And you want my take?”

“File’s on the desktop.”

Helen sees it. Her hand shakes as she double-clicks.

Muffled voices. Nonsense words. But close enough, she thinks, to the voices on the recordings. The language B-31 spoke to B-32.

She furrows her brow and replays the file. “That is Thirty-Two,” she says. “Pull the voice from the Archer West tapes and compare it, but I swear to God it’s Thirty-Two. Thirty-Two speaking their language. And Thirty-One talking back.”

She settles back onto the couch. Her heart is galloping. She pulls her horn rimmed glasses off and fiddles with the arms, folding and unfolding them.

“Grant Hyde is alive," she says. “He’s alive and he’s speaking Taiikari.”
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                    See you guys tomorrow for Volume 2!



                



2.1. Empress
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                    Woo-hoo! New Grant, new Batty, new volume!

As mentioned yesterday, the Princess and Prince Consort, having found freedom and peace with one another after their battle of wills, now turn their attention to ruling their patch of the Empire. From now on, in addition to our central romance plot, we'll be adding some extra Space Opera to the concoction and accompanying the Black Pike on episodic adventures across the firmament.

 Thanks for sticking with us, and please consider leaving a rating or review if you haven’t already!



                

                Volume 2: Ptolek

The shining spire of the ZKZ Black Pike, its prismatic sails wide and coruscating, soars through the sweep. It buzzes past Gileas IX close enough that the wooly alien beasts and hunter-gatherer humanoids of that moon witness its rainbow passage, like a psychedelic shooting star leaving an ocular ripple against their star-fretted night.

Aboard the vessel, the shift change has begun. Comlinks switch on. Artificial suns rise over hydroponic farms. Towering pylon mainframes hum. Exo mixtures are gauged. Routes and rotations are checked and double-checked. Hundreds of firearms are assembled, primed, and holstered.

Seven hundred souls mark another day of faithful service to their undisputed ruler, Princess Sykora of the Black Pike, who’s currently sitting naked in Grant Hyde’s lap.

“So that’s the E string. Lowest and chunkiest. And we go up in pitch from there. E, A, D, G, B, and the E an octave up.” Grant plucks each string. His wife’s hand underneath his follows suit. She has to reach to get to the strings—the guitar is almost as big as she is.

Sykora suppresses a giggle. “What are these bizarre words you’re saying?”

“The alphabet.” He strums a chord. “A B C D E F G,” he sings. “H, I… uh… J. K.” What’s next? ◈? No, that’s Taiikari. His implant itches. “And then there were the rest. You only need the first seven. That’s the Maekyon alphabet. One of them, anyway. The one I learned.”

“Out of how many?”

“I don’t even know. We had a lot of languages. Have.”

“I always forget your planet was pre-unification,” Sykora says. “Pre-unification, and you had satellites. Richly strange.”

“Plenty of Maekyonites tried. We don’t do well with a ruler of the world sort of arrangement.”

“Ahh. It’s starting to make sense. If all Maekyonites are as stubborn as you I can’t even imagine Vindicatrix Zithra conquering you.”

“Who’s that?”

“The first Empress. My however-many-great, however-many-times-removed grandmother. My writ of peerage had the exact descendance, but they went and burned it when I became a Void Princess.” Sykora goes up the line of open strings. “So it’s A, B, C…”

“That’s alphabetical order.” Grant’s grateful for the distraction from that strange and somber revelation. “The string order is E, A, D—”

“Gods of the Firmament. Your species makes things so complicated.” Sykora lets go of the guitar and settles her hands on Grant’s thighs. “I think I’ll make a better appreciator than a player.”

“Appreciator?” Grant leans over and puts the guitar on the floor next to the bed. He gathers the Princess of the Black Pike into his arms. “I can do that, too, if you’re looking for lessons. I’m pretty good at appreciating.” His palm rests on her stomach, on the compact abdomen he discovered last night can flex into a cute little six pack.

Those graceful lines stand out again as she laughs. “I’ll do the appreciation. You do the playing.” She rubs the knuckle on his index. “You’re built for it. Such long, nimble fingers. I wonder.” She pulls on his wrist, guiding his hand lower. “What else do you play?”

“Oh, the skills transfer to all kinds of things.” His thumb nuzzles into the crease between her hip and her thigh. The pad of his middle finger strokes her feathery little tuft of pubic hair. “And I’m a fast learner.”

She caresses his forearm. “How about we—”

A chromatic tone swells over the intercom, accompanied by a smooth, masculine computer narration. “Exiting sweep in fifteen minutes.”

“Oh, hellfire. I have to get up.” Sykora bends her knee.

“We’ve got fifteen whole minutes.” Grant keeps his arm around her. “Fast learner, remember?”

She laughs, but gives his forearm a tug. “I have a briefing to give. Lonesome.”

That’s their word. He loosens his grip and his wife slips from his arms. “Do they need you downstairs?”

“I’ll just deliver it from here. But I really must be made up, at least a little.” She hops to the floor and stretches her back out. She tosses her hair over her shoulder. She is perfect. Every curve flows into the next like calligraphy. That’s his wife. This is his view every morning for the rest of his life. Grant’s heart expands so thickly it squeezes the air from his lungs.

The Princess winks at him as she crosses to her desk. “Find some pants, dearheart. That ass is for my eyes only.”

Grant clambers out of the bed and hunts for his uniform in the pile of sheets and discarded fabric they made last night. “I’m sure we’ll be done with this little summons in no time,” Sykora shrugs one of her endless collection of silk robes over her shoulders and sits in front of her vanity. “Most pirates are persistent little gnats who flock the tributary lanes and extort citizens. The Yellow Comets are the nastiest of them, owing mostly to their leader, a faceless woman called the Comet Queen. A thumb of the nose at my Empress and I. Compared to your average outlaw, they pack some potent firepower. But there’s potent, and then there’s the Pike. We’ll finish quick and then I’ll show you Ramex. The sunsets are just unfairly gorgeous.” Sykora flips the glowing strips of her vanity on and gasps. “Grant. What the hell did you do?”

“What?” Grant hops into his pants as he looks over at her. “Oh. Those are hickeys. Do Taiikari not—”

“I know what they are, you horny bastard. You’ve given me five of them.” She twists her neck. “God, six. I’d convinced myself that my feminine wiles weren’t working because Maekyonites had modest libidos. I was wrong. You’re a beast.”

He walks up behind her and lays his knuckles on the small of her back. He takes a deep breath of her hair, takes in the sweetness of her musk. “I’d say sorry.” He pinches her butt and gets a little squeak out of her. “But apologies aren’t the Taiikari way, and also I don’t feel bad.”

She glances at the corner of their massive picture window into the scintillating colors of the sweep. A countdown timer has situated itself there. She clicks her tongue as she stands. “No time to conceal these. If I even could. Empress forgive me. I’ve married a ruffian.” Sykora forages through her closet and pulls out a high-necked, brocaded uniform with an onyx epaulette hanging off the right shoulder. She fumbles it on and cinches her gun belt and holster to her balletic waist. “This’ll do.” She spins around. “How do we look?”

Grant surveys Sykora. She draws herself up and squares her shoulders. Her expression becomes regal and imperious. It changes her beyond any martial insignia or makeup. The giggly girlfriend seamlessly becomes the Imperial warlord.

From the waist up, anyway.

“Your coochie’s out, Batty.”

Sykora cocks a hip. “The view stops at the shoulders.”

“Then you’re perfect. Except your horns are out too.”

An immediate blush turns the Princess’s cheeks a lovely shade of pale merlot. “No, they aren’t. Shut up.” She sits back at the mirror and finds a tricorne to stick to her head. “Go off-camera somewhere, please, lover. Bathroom or gallery. I’ll only be a couple of minutes.”

“I can’t be out here?”

“Not this time. You look awfully post-coital.” She points at her neck. “And you’ve got love bites, too. Hickeys?”

He shrugs. “That’s what I’ve always called them.”

“That’s cute. I’m going to use that. Okay. Scoot, if you please.” She presses a button on her vanity and its lights shift, becoming more natural. Grant slips through the silk curtains in the gallery. Before he closes the flap, he glances back at his wife. She’s gone into Princess mode again. “Majordomo Vora.”

“Majesty.” Her right-hand woman pipes from the intercom. “Ten minutes to sweep exit. Will you give your address?”

“I will. You may patch me through.” Sykora's steely command is so stark after all the adoring noises he squeezed out of her the night before.

“Of course, Majesty. Just a moment.” A slot slides open in the top of the vanity. The image in it fuzzes as it becomes a video feed with Vora’s bespectacled face in it. “By the way.” Vora’s face fills the frame as her voice drops into a close-to-the-mic whisper. “You never answered. Did you finally get him into bed?”

“Vora. Shush.” Sykora likewise goes sotto voce, but he can hear the smile she’s wearing. “But, uh.” Her earrings clatter as she nods vigorously.

Vora lets out a half-whispered squeal of happiness. “Kora. Oh my God, yesss.”

“Uh huh. And…” Sykora holds her hands up, palms about six inches apart from each other.

Vora’s hand goes to her face. No, she mouths.

“I swear to God, Vora.” Sykora’s whisper is so giddy he can hear it from where he’s standing. “When I tell you I was screaming—” She glances over her shoulder. Her face colors as she sees him peeking. “Grantyde. Scoot. Address.”

Grant lets the flap drop and tugs the silk divider closed with a tasseled rope.

“All right, majordomo.” He hears his wife’s voice through the muffling curtain, reasserting its formality. “Patch me through. Time to get the crew ready to punt some pirates.”

Grant sits on a chaise that acts more like a narrow bench under his oversized body, and examines his wife’s trophies as she begins her address. They are copious and bizarre. That frilled skull up there. Is it some kind of recreation, or has the vast firmament grown dinosaurs with golden skeletons somewhere?

“Company of the ZKZ Black Pike. Your Princess wishes you a good morning.” Sykora’s voice is so formal and smooth on the address. He remembers it last night, breathy and pleading as its owner’s mind went haywire. “I hope the half-duty tenday was as enjoyable and rewarding for you as it was for me. In its wake, our sector directive has resumed in earnest: to maintain our Empress’s dominion, to explore and expand her commonwealth’s frontier, and to stand stalwart in defense of her subjects. We are the mirror that reflects the light of Taiikar to the very edge of the firmament. And today that light shines on Ramex.”

Grant sees the painting hung between two antique axes. A stern, unsmiling Taiikari woman, her chest festooned with medals and necklaces, her head covered by a cupola-shaped crown that makes his neck hurt just looking at it. Could that be Sykora’s Empress?

Your Empress, too, Grantyde.

He wonders how much his wife believes in what she’s saying. Is that painting high up because she wants it out of the way, or is it crowning her collection as a place of honor?

“Corvettes bearing the colors of the Yellow Comet pirate clan have been sighted on the periphery of the Ramex tributary lane,” Sykora continues. “We are inbound to deliver them a timely reminder that the Empress rewards her servants with her bulwark. It’s my strong suspicion that our entire task will be to appear, flash our cannons, watch them turn tail, and then decamp for Ramex on some fabulous shore leave. I intend to introduce my husband to the sabsum terrace baths. But should I be wrong, and should we see action, I have the utmost confidence in this vessel and its crew to deliver the unfiltered wrath of the Empire onto these squalid outlaws. Make ready for firmament drop and carry forth my faith in you. Glory to the Black Pike and Glory to the Empress.”

A pause. Then Batty’s voice calls to him, free of its steely command, light and sweet and affectionate. “You can come out now, dear.”

He emerges from the gallery. “Nice address, baby.”

“Thank you, Grantyde. I’m so out of practice. I nearly tripped over the bulwark bit.” She hops off her seat, and he’s reminded by a beautiful sky-blue vista that she’s still naked from the waist down. “I swear I won’t banish you like that next time,” she says, as she pulls a pair of breeches from her wardrobe. “Just had to think fast thanks to the hickles.”

“Hickies.”

“Right.” She steps into her boots. “Next time, you’re welcome to sit by me or behind me or whatever you like. And look smouldering and dapper.”

Grant smiles, but there’s a niggling queasy concern behind it. He thinks about keeping it to himself—but this is his wife, and he's pretty sure he’s falling in love with her, and if he can’t talk to her about this, then he needs to reevaluate a lot of things in his future. “A lot of Empress talk this time. You’re a fan, huh?”

“A fan.” She shoots him an amused look as she zips her other boot on and sits back at the vanity. “You could call me that. I’m just going to do a quick lip.”

“What would you call yourself?”

“A servant,” she says. “Her will made manifest on the frontier. The Empress is the entire reason any of us are here. The reason the Pike was built, and I was commissioned, and ultimately the reason we found one another. I owe her everything. A life in her service is small recompense.”

“I see.”

She looks at him in the mirror. Her head tilts. “My answer perturbs you, Grantyde.”

He purses his lips and nods.

“It’s all right, darling.” She stands and takes his hand. “You’ve never had an Empress, and your experience with her Empire has been… subpar, so far. Much of that is my fault. I won’t begrudge you your shaky feelings.”

“I’m gonna try, I promise. To be a faithful subject.” He’s certainly feeling them shake, those feelings. She’s right about that. But his smile to her is genuine. “Like I told you earlier, though. Maekyonites and absolute rulers have a complicated history. We’d gotten rid of most of ours when you picked me up.”

“I’ll just have to prove to you that her servants have the right of it. By example. I’m sure I sound like some brainwashed moppet to you right now, but give me time, and I’ll give you time, too. And know that every little bit of my fealty that doesn’t belong to her—” she kisses his jaw. “—belongs to you.”

Who would you choose, then? Who’s winning? Me or your Empress? He won’t ask her that. But he’s wondering it. “I’m… having some trouble figuring out how you can revere her and be so willing to hide this thing we have from her.”

Sykora sighs. “I’ve been bracing for this conversation. I have my answer, but it’s going to sound like an excuse.”

“I’ll take it anyway.”

“Empress Zithra XIX holds singular dominion over a trillion souls, Grantyde. There are so many edge cases and exceptions that to codify all of them would be a sheer nightmare. And so it is given to Void Princesses the power to… interpret.” She rubs his chin. “If she knew you, she’d understand, and she’d agree with my decision to free you. I am simply doing what I firmly believe she’d do if given the chance and the context.”

Grant wishes he believed her more than he does. “Do you think she ever might? Do you think there might be a way to change this?”

“I do.” And the look on her face tells him she’s dedicated sleepless hours of thought to this. “It’s not exactly as easy to turn the damn thing around as an interceptor would be. Such a colossus’s controls are best, ah… nudged.”

He fidgets with his uniform. He tries to believe her. He remembers what Ajax told him: your wife wouldn’t suffer the shortsightedness of a zealot on her crew.

Maybe she can tell she’s losing him on this, because she changes tack. “It was only a handful of kilocycles ago that compelling an unwilling Taiikari was entirely legal, and anticomps were only worn by our military men. And now it’s one of our severest crimes, and you can buy a pair of goggles at the supermarket. Zithra did that, the moment she took the throne. Her reign has been my whole life, and I count myself infinitely blessed for that. Taiikar is in a golden age under her, bounding forward in territory and technology and permissiveness. The Empress has the unique power to recognize you and your fellow husbands-of-the-void as citizens. And I’ll make sure she will.”

He grins. “So we’ll just make you Empress and you’ll add husbands-of-the-void to the no-compelling list.”

She does not grin. “Let’s not joke about that, please, darling. Suggesting that a Void Princess might ever become Empress is… not good.”

“It won’t happen again,” he says. For a while, anyway. “What do you propose, then?”

“Simple.” She opens her makeup drawer and makes her selection. “I’ll make the Black Pike sector the most halcyon and magnificent sector on the frontier. I’ll be the lodestone that every other Void Princess looks to. The prime example.”

She pooches her lips out to paint them.

“And when it comes time for Empress Zithra XIX to formally recognize me—either with an Imperial visit or at a Void Convocation, I’m not picky—” she smacks her lips in the mirror to spread the makeup. “I will tell her: your Imperial Highness, this is my husband Grantyde of the Black Pike, my most stalwart companion and my great love, who has inspired me and kept faith in me, who has been indispensable as I’ve done this great honor in your name, and at every step he has been a free man. And I will ask her to recognize it formally.” She turns to him. “And she’ll see your worth, and the tradition will be abolished, and you and all the other husbands-of-the-void will be citizens.”

“Just like that?”

The look she gives him is steadfast and full of unyielding hope. “Just like that.”

“And will we keep hiding the part where I can’t be compelled?”

She furrows her brow. “I haven’t decided about that part. That bit’s under construction, still. Might be best to keep it under wraps. I’d be willing to talk about this more later, darling, but we need to shake a leg. We have to get to the deck before we’re out of the sweep, and you haven’t washed your face yet.”

“Why do I need to wash—”

She leaps onto him, bowling him back a few steps before he steadies himself and holds her up. She launches an amorous assault on his face, kissing him with sloppy, feverish abandon for the better part of a minute.

She points at the vanity, still in his arms. He is smeared with a dazzle-camouflage pattern of indigo lipstick. “Wash your face,” she says. She levers his arms open and drops lightly onto the ground, tail-first to slow her momentum. “And I need to reapply this. Busy, busy.”

He laughs with his wife and goes to the sink and if he doesn’t manage to get all of it off, at least he’s a shade closer to Taiikari blue like this. He’s sure that anyone looking closely will be charitable enough to forgive their Princess and Prince Consort.

Sykora leads Grant from the cabin, shouldering on her topcoat and adjusting her tricorne to cover her increasingly common horns.

Grant takes one last look at the painted Empress, distant, frowning, and gilded in gold, before he follows her out.
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2.2. Pirates


                “Princess on deck.” Brigadier Hyax’s rough bark echoes across the hubbub of the Black Pike’s bridge and brings it to a moment’s stillness as the crew unanimously turn to the opening lift and put fist to chest in salute.

Sykora returns the gesture with the hand that isn’t tight in Grant’s. “Thank you, Brigadier.”

Princess and Consort step off the lift, onto the familiar command deck where Grant first met Sykora’s advisors—but rather than the unobstructed view of the cosmos he was treated to last time, he’s now standing on it like it’s a balcony, jutting out before a massive monitor window of the firmament which stretches at least thirty feet from floor-to-ceiling. It’s composed of elaborate interlocking hexagonal panes, which shift and reorient like a sliding puzzle, rippling across the view and carrying intricate glyphic readouts to a glow-lit crowd of well-trained Taiikari a dozen feet below them, ducking between arches and climbing catwalks as they chatter between one another. The whole milieu is like a church nave, crossed with a NASA control room, crossed with an interstellar stock trading floor.

On the edges, the deck’s telescoped into a pair of stairs leading down to the main floor. Sykora nudges him and points up. In the ceiling above them is a wide slot where the deck used to sit. “Two positions for the command deck,” she says. “Private council and bridge overlook. That’s where we are. You see the track on the wall behind us?”

“Oh yeah.” He gazes at the casters that have guided the entire command deck from its council position to its overlook. “This is one fancy ship you've got, Majesty.”

She winks, and saunters to the edge of the command deck. She leans against the obsidian-and-gold balustrade. “Is my bridge ready to bring the Empress’s justice?”

A chorus of yes, Majesty greets her. She returns a wide, pointy grin.

She turns with a sweep of her topcoat tails (and her fleshy one) and drapes herself across the ornamented captain’s chair. “Exit countdown on the main screen, Navigatrix, if you please.”

“Countdown forty five seconds,” trills a nasal voice from the pit, and the glyphs appear, ticking down.

Grant stands next to his wife and leans forward as they watch the timer. “I thought you said they were five times longer.”

“These are nautical seconds. Wouldn’t expect a landlubber like you to understand.” Her tail bats his arm. “Chief Engineer Waian, could we get that Maekyonite-sized chair back up on the command deck, if you please? With a cushion this time.”

“That’s Vora’s department.” Waian’s staring at a wireframe cross section of the Black Pike’s cannon deck. “The power draw on this broadside is going to blow our dynamos, Majesty.”

“We won’t fire the broadside, Waian. We’ll flaunt it. And if we do need ballistics, a half-barrage is more than enough to slag a pirate corvette. Majordomo Vora, chair for my husband, please. After this sortie.”

“Yes, Majesty.”

“He couldn’t just perch on your shoulder?” Hyax gives Grant a dim look. “Or should we replace him with Vora’s kindek, if we’re all bringing our companions up here?”

“Maybe I’ll perch on his, Brigadier. And you’ll have to lean aaaalll the way back to turn up your nose at me.” Sykora demonstrates the gesture. Hyax snorts.

The Navigatrix’s piping countdown: “Five. Four. Three. Two…”

One thing you get used to on the night shifts Grant used to staff is the moment all the auto-shutoff machines—the displays, the HVAC, the fluorescents—deactivate. They take with them all that fuzz and hum you heard throughout the day, and in the sudden silence, whatever you were doing adopts a queer profundity. When he was guarding at the Potterfield, whatever he was doing was usually a sudoku or a fantasy novel from the 70’s.

When the sweep-hum dies, and the kaleidoscope slides back into firmament, he’s holding his wife’s hand while he stares at a green-and-gold alien world, hanging like a jewel in the firmament.

Probably has sudoku beat, profundity-wise.

“All that yellow is sabsum.” Sykora is playing with his fingers, bending and unbending the joints. “The grandest deposits on the frontier. On planet-level you can smell it wherever you go.”

“What’s sabsum?” Grant asks.

“Maekyon doesn’t have sabsum?” She clutches his pinky. “Oh, Grant, you are going to love it down there.”

“What’s it smell like?”

“Well, I mist it on myself in the mornings.” She grins. “So: me.”

“Oh.” Grant’s fingers stray further into hers, knitting them together. “I think I’d like to go there.”

Her tail draws slow, contended orbits. “I’ll take you. After we deal with the brigands.”

Grant feels the scopaesthesian shiver of someone watching him and glances past the burnished edge of Sykora’s captain chair. Hyax is gazing at him, chewing the inside of her lip.

Her eyes dart down to his hand, where the Princess is rubbing little circles around his knuckle, then back up to his face. She gives him a barely perceptible nod. He returns it.

“Intruders located, Majesty. Two corvettes. Modified ZKPs.”

“Let’s get them on-screen, Monitor.” Sykora elbows her husband. “Ready to see your first pirates, dove?”

Dove. Grant feels a hot-cocoa warmth in his stomach that counteracts the shot of space-pirate nerves. “I’ll brace myself.”

The main screen telescopes outward into the firmament, and picks out two mosquito-dot vessels in Ramex’s far orbit. The image zooms until two spidery vessels are in focus, their bodies pockmarked and studded with jagged metal.

“The Queen’s really desecrated those damn ZKPs. Taste revolts.” Sykora straightens in her seat. “Wide band, please, comms. Video and audio. Let’s make sure our guests catch it. And whatever spooked civilians happen to be listening in.”

“Wide band, Majesty. Broadcasting in three, two…”

Sykora squares her shoulders. “Attention, noncitizen corvettes. This is Princess Sykora of the ZKZ Black Pike. Your armed presence within a lunar span of an Imperial tributary lane is in breach of Imperial law and the Frontier Nonaggression Protocol. You have one minute to disperse. Acknowledge.”

A tense silence.

“One minute, noncitizens. Consider your families.” Sykora taps a button on her armrest and relaxes back. “Let’s get a minute on the board, please, Monitor.”

“One minute, Majesty.”

“Grantyde. Over there.” Sykora points to the holographic display that’s floating in the air in front of Waian, whose prosthetic arm is plugged into her console at the wrist. The Chief Engineer’s eyes are glassy and unseeing. “Infrascope view, please, Wai.”

Waian doesn’t speak or move beyond a twitch of her ear. The display shifts into a purple-and-red view of the pirate corvettes.

“See those little streaks on the infrascope? That’s point communication.” Waian’s mouth isn’t moving, Grant realizes, while she’s saying this. The voice is coming from the console. “They’ve heard us. Now they’re talking about what to do.”

A yellow flare paints across the ships. “They’ve gotten their heat signatures up,” Sykora says. “Powering the engines.”

Grant watches the glow flicker through the diagrams. “That’s what those are? The thin things?”

Sykora squints and frowns. “No. Those aren’t the engines.”

“Majesty?” A tentative call from the pit. “They’ve moved power to rail.”

“To rail?” Sykora reacts to this as though someone had told her Bigfoot was requesting permission to come aboard. “Membrane focus to fore. Cut gravity on the bridge. Grab my hand, dear. Are you positive, Ensign?”

“Yes, Majest—”

A lance of molten light rips from the firmament. It splashes like a firework finale against the Black Pike, and kicks whirling nimbuses of energy in mad fractals across the bridge window. Grant staggers backward and loses his grip on his wife’s hand; his stomach turns over as his feet leave the ground.

A chorus of oohs, shouts, and a whistle or two. “Nice try, ladies,” one of the bridge crew calls, to scattered laughs.

“They are.” His perplexed wife stares out the bridge window. “Good God.” Her tail whips out and wraps around Grant’s leg. She tugs him into her lap and holds him across it, Pietà-style.

“Don’t worry, dove.” She kisses his cheek. “We’re quite safe. Helmsman, turn us about for a quarter broadside starboard and then hold.”

“One quarter starboard, Majesty.” A goggled, horned officer at the center of an eye-wateringly complex horseshoe control board twists a sizable two-handed yoke.

Hyax points at the starmap. “If we splash them now, we’ll get shrapnel in Ramex’s orbit, Majesty. And the tributary lane.”

“Yes, Brigadier, but for all I know, they’re going to try ramming next. What in hellfire are they up to?” Sykora steps off the throne and folds her arms. Her tail deposits Grant into the seat she just abandoned. “Let’s prep a drone cloud, Chief Engineer. We’ll pursue them through the sweep and find a nice deep-void spot to pulverize them.”

“Aye, Majesty.” Waian detaches her hand from the console with a static snap. She pushes off the balustrade and floats to the bridge floor, where she enters hurried conversation with a pair of male Taiikari huddled around a holographic dot-matrix.

Sykora turns to the other members of her command group and removes her tricorne. Her dark hair haloes out around her. “Does anyone have a guess why those people out there just committed suicide-by-Princess?”

“Faulty information, perhaps, Majesty,” Vora offers. “Some promised wonder-rail that could damage a ZKZ membrane, or the false idea that we’ll pursue without drones.”

“Taking and holding attention,” Hyax says. “They mean to keep us distracted.”

“Interesting theories. Degravitize decks two through six and reroute the power to wide sensors. Let’s make sure we aren’t missing anything.” Sykora glances to her husband. “We really are safe, dear. Click your heels twice for me.”

Grant clicks, and his boots whir and slap magnetically onto the deck. “Oh. Groovy.”

Vora’s calling into an intercom. “Decks two through six, prepare for zero grav. Decks two through six, zero grav in thirty seconds.”

Sykora squeezes her majordomo’s shoulder as she passes her. “Let’s see if we can’t take one of these corvettes alive, yes? A breach pod’s worth of marines, Brigadier, if you please.”

“Aye, Majesty.” Hyax snaps a salute and unholsters a boxy communicator.

Another scorching beam burns through the firmament into the Pike. Now that Grant’s feet are back on the ground he feels the rumble. Sykora returns to him from her circuit around the command deck. She gives his shoulder a light squeeze as she stands by him and watches the firmament. “Is this my first space fight?” he asks.

“They won’t breach the PD.” Sykora shakes her head. “The Black Pike takes part in space fights in the way your shoe takes part in ant fights, dove. They don’t have a prayer in a shootout.”

Grant watches the magnified ships spread torn and tattered rainbow wings. “So they’re luring us into chasing them?”

“If that’s the plan, they’re wasting their time. We’re not following them anywhere. The sweep drones are. And when they run out of exo to burn, we’ll overtake them and obliterate them.” Her shoes clack in a stomping gait as she steps to the edge of the command deck. “I do hope that won’t upset you, Grantyde.”

He does a quick self-check. Will it?

“Hell no,” he says. “Obliterate those assholes.”
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2.3. Comet Queen


                Sykora’s grin, in response to her husband’s pronouncement, exposes her vampiric fangs. She kicks off from the balustrade and bumps up against him, hair and topcoat tails drifting like she’s an underwater siren, and gives him a quick, nipping kiss. “Stay here for a moment, handsome. Zero-G movement can be a bastard. We can practice yours when we get a moment. I have to see a lady about a drone swarm.”

“All right,” Grant says. “You want a boost?”

She straightens her tricorne. “Boost me, baby.”

He pushes Sykora toward the balustrade. She hooks into it with her tail and redirects herself downward to Waian.

Another broadside blast from the corvettes, another jovial ohh from the crew. Now the corvettes have turned all the way around, their sails aligned, engines cherry-glowing.

Hyax’s magnetic boots clomp up to his side. “You’re flinchy today, Prince Consort.”

“I’m not used to being shot at.”

“There is absolutely nothing those pirates can do to harm us. The only guns that can harm you aboard the Pike are the guns aboard the Pike.”

“Do you agree with Sykora, then?” He watches his wife on the bridge floor, poring over a dot-matrix display with the Chief Engineer. “That this ship is indestructible?”

“She didn’t say that.” Hyax checks her communicator and pushes a few buttons on its circular keyboard. “She said no ship could breach its membrane, which is not a matter of opinion. There is no known ship-based weapon that can penetrate the PD membrane of a ZKZ-class voidship.”

“Not even another ZKZ?”

“That wouldn’t happen,” Hyax says. “But if it did, which it wouldn’t, it would be a stalemate, yes. Ballistics, atomics, directed energy. We’ve thrown small moons at them. Nothing has so much as brought the membrane level below ninety percent. Perhaps there is a way of getting through, some gravitational physics-defying dimensional superweapon thing. The Empire hasn’t devised it, and to hear Waian tell it, they probably never will. Not in our lifetimes.” Hyax steps to the edge of the command deck and watches the sails expand on the two junky corvettes. “I can’t imagine the Yellow Comets have. As long as you are aboard the Black Pike, you will never truly be in a ‘space fight,’ as you call it. They simply don’t happen when a ZKZ is on the field. You will be in plenty of space routs and space massacres. No space fights.”

“I had a membrane on my interceptor and I blew up a hundred times.”

“Hundred, eh?” Her tail reaches up to pat him on the back. “Not a bad clearance time, Maekyonite. Finally flying and fucking. We’ll make a firmament bravo of you yet. But that was just an interceptor you flew. Tiny envelope. The larger the membrane, the stronger the membrane. Wrap one around a corvette or a fighter, you’ve got adequate protection against ballistics and energy projectors, but certainly nothing that could stop a railgun. Wrap a two-kilometer ZKZ in one, and you are impenetrable.”

“How does that work?”

“Couldn’t tell you. Gravitational whatsit. The membrane’s juiced by the same generator that powers our artificial gravity.”

“Is that why we’ve shut it off? To free up power?”

“Correct. It gives that much more strength to the membrane—not that one our size needs it, but it’s what the regs say to do, and it’s what we’re all used to.” Hyax releases her boots and reattaches them to the balustrade, looking up at him from the wall. “And it saves using the stairs.”

“So there’s no way?”

“There are ways. If you can force one into a stratosphere, it’ll destroy itself. A voidship is built, maintained, and stays forever within the void. A sufficiently massive gravity well, with plenty of particulates to overload the sectional shielding, rips it apart. So if that aforementioned small moon came from that way—” she points, up for her and behind for him ”—it could transfer enough kinetic energy into us to knock us into Ramex. And we’d die. Or the surface of Ramex could launch an orbital dragnet and reel us in, if it had one, which it doesn’t.”

“They catch a ship in a fucking net?”

“A net the size of a city, yes.”

“Has that ever happened?”

“No. It’s been tested and proven viable on dummy vessels but not on a real voidship. How could it? The Empire makes the ships and the nets. And we have enough firepower to render a planet uninhabitable before it pulls us all the way in.”

He remembers Sykora’s words on the night she abducted him. I permitted your world’s backwater biosphere to remain intact, rather than cracking its crust. He’d thought, then, she was trying to scare him. She wasn’t. He’s on a Death Star full of tiny blue space-tyrants.

“No, there’s one real way to destroy a ZKZ,” Hyax continues. “The only one that’s ever worked. In the centuries since the membrane was discovered and implemented, it’s happened twice, and both times it was internal sabotage. The Tarum Factor was destroyed by a bomb planted on its hab deck that split it in two. The Abyss Blossom’s membrane was tampered with and deactivated, and an interceptor destroyed it.”

“Hellfire,” says Grant, and wonders briefly whether he picked that up from his wife or his implant. “One little interceptor did that?”

“The void’s an evil, murderous place,” Hyax says. “Velocity and vacuum. Once cohesion breaks, that’s all it takes. The voidship is the Empire in miniature. The genuine threats are all inside it.”

“Are you trying to scare the Prince Consort?” Vora drifts over, her long sleeves fanning out like a fish’s fins.

“He was already scared,” Hyax says. “I simply reoriented it toward the proper vectors.”

“I’m all right, Majordomo Vora. Thank you.” Grant self-consciously smooths down his floating tunic. “It’s a comfort, I suppose, to know how ineffectual those guns are. They looked terrifying.”

“Oh, I know.” Vora squints out at the pirate ships. “The first time I stood under fire, I nearly peed. You get used to it quickly.”

Hyax crosses her arms. “Just don’t let it make you feel invulnerable. Remember what I said, Prince Consort. Vigilance.”

Vora catches Grant’s attention and gives him a reassuring little roll of her eyes. She inches closer to him and drops her voice. “I wanted to say thank you, Prince Consort. For giving your marriage with Sykora a, uh. Chance.”

“Sykora’s been keeping you abreast, huh?”

Vora titters and nods. “Oh, but it’s very sweet, though, Prince Consort.”

Grant smiles. He watches the Princess giving out orders at a smooth, confident clip.

“She wasn’t doing well when she returned,” Vora says. “She had her bravado. And she was trying to act as though nothing had changed. But she was… brittle.” She watches the Princess with him. “And now my friend is all the way back. And I’d missed her very much. So. Thank you, Prince Consort.”

“You’re very welcome, majordomo.” He watches Hyax tromp away across the deck. “Can I ask you something? About Hyax?”

“Of course, sire.”

“She helped me,” Grant says. “In a weird, resentful way. She gave me advice for how to free myself.”

“I’m glad to hear that, sire.”

“The way she talked, it sounds like she doesn’t like the Empire,” Grant says.

Vora titters and runs a hand through her silvery hair, trying in vain to tame a zero-gravity loc. “Well, Hyax doesn’t like much of anything.”

“I sort of got that impression.” He watches the Brigadier lean on the balustrade and mutter orders into her comm. “Why help a whiny Maekyonite, then?”

“Because one of the few things Hyax loves is Sykora,” Vora says. “And Sykora is quite enamored with you. So you’re tied to Hyax’s tail.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means she likes you. In a burdensome sort of way. Don't take it personally; we're all burdens to Hyax.” Vora fidgets with her tablet pen. “May I ask something in return, sire?”

“Of course.”

“Those paperbacks you brought from Maekyon. May I borrow a few?”

He shrugs. “Sure. Not like they’re any use to me anymore.”

Vora frowns. “I don’t mean to sting, sire. I’ll return them, and you really ought to hold onto them. You can re-learn Maekyonish, you know. Once the implant’s finished doing its work.”

“English.”

“Right.”

“They’re sweeping.” The call comes from the bridge with seconds to spare. Grant looks to the main screen in time to see the corvettes fuzz over with strange, bismuth geometries, and disappear.

A rapid-fire chatter vibrates the deck. A beehive swarm of drones spits from the Pike and tear their own holes in the dimension as they sweep after the departing corvettes.

“Probe view on the main screen.” Sykora gracefully flips back onto the command deck. “Let’s have a look at these bold corpses.”

Their view fills with the glow of the sweep. Dozens of perspectives stitch themselves together into a panoramic view. A bright chirp sounds as the corvettes are reacquired and once again magnified. Their scrapyard sails flutter in the dimensional pull.

“The distance is increasing.” Sykora chews her lip. “This is uncommon speed. Is that a double-burn I’m seeing, Helm? From a noncitizen ship?”

“Yes, Majesty.”

Sykora’s riveted to the screen. “Match them.”

Grant lightly winds his hand through Sykora’s tail. “What’s wrong?”

“A non-Imperial corvette should not have this quantity of exo aboard.” Sykora looks over the balustrade. “Waian. Triple-burn if we’re about to lose them.”

“The drones are almost dry, Majesty.” Waian looks like she can barely believe what she’s saying. “They’re gonna outrange the swarm.”

The casual air of the bridge has chilled. Conversations halt as the crew behold what’s happening with guarded disbelief.

“Cut bait, Majesty.” Hyax edges close to her Princess. “We can’t risk pursuit with the Pike. Who knows where they intend to reposition us?”

Sykora sighs. “Well advised, Brigadier. Let’s get gravity back on in here. The show’s over. Dove, your guitar picks are floating away.”

“Oh—shoot.” Grant palms the pick that’s drifting past his ear.

Sykora catches one and turns it around in her palm. “After-action reports, everyone.” she calls over the rustle of dozens of bodies and their accoutrements returning to gravity’s embrace. The drone views are blinking out one-by-one as they run out of exo and drop from the sweep. “Ensign Akama, I’d like the monitor team to package what just happened by 1100 for command group review.”

The Monitor Ensign, a rangy woman (for a Taiikari) salutes and bows. “Shall I send it through to the Core liaison, Majesty?”

Sykora’s tail swishes across the floor. “No,” she says, carefully. “No, I don’t think so. Let’s let this one percolate a while. Keep the sitrep open. Thank you, everyone. Stand easy.” She glances at Grant. “Can I keep this? I left the last one at Archer West.”

“What? Oh, the pick?” He grins. “Sure. I got a million of them.”

“Majesty.” A strident voice from the bridge. “A datacrypted message just came through, with a key. It was left by the corvettes before the jump.”

Sykora’s eyes flare as she gazes down into the dark. “Have we scanned it, Specialist?”

“Aye, Majesty. It’s clean.”

“Send it to my console.”

Sykora stalks to her throne; Grant follows. A holographic projector has lit up on the plush armrest. It casts ochre glyphs across the still air:

 

you are all my subjects now

 

Sykora scoffs. She turns on her heel and strides toward the console at the edge of the command deck, thrusting the lever upward to begin its rise. Her chief officers fall in with her. Grant tarries a few feet away while Sykora mutters with Vora in a walking huddle past Waian’s chaotic multiscreen display. He gently intercepts her once the majordomo’s path diverges. “You okay?”

“I think so. Just… perturbed. We’ve a mystery in front of us, Grantyde. Our official records of the Comet Queen puts her total exo stock at a third of what one of those corvettes surely just burned through in front of us. Her clan has gotten a preposterous amount of exo, very quickly, far beyond what the loss reports I’ve seen suggest they could have obtained.” She returns a final salute from the bridge crew as they raise out of their vision. “The exo supply is one of the Empire’s most essential controls. Horrifically expensive and difficult to obtain for any but the Empress’s servants. It’s the key to our control over the firmament. Nobody ought to outrange our drones. Certainly not those scrapyard ticks. Where did they get that exo?”

“What I’m wondering,” Grant says. “Why did they tell us? You gave them the chance to piss off. Why shoot uselessly first and give the game away? Why not just flee and keep their stockpile a secret?”

Sykora scratches her husband’s scruff in pensive concentration. “Why, indeed. Peacocking, perhaps. Another snub, like her ridiculous title. But I worry it’s nothing so simple.”

“Do you think—” He bends down. He’s getting good at walking bent. “Do you think this has anything to do with Ptolek, and the Trimond assassinations?”

“Dead exo clan nobles. Unexplained exo stockpiles in the hands of brigands.” Sykora watches the bridge slide out of view behind the rising crimson wood of the council floor. Her new pick weaves between her fingers as she fidgets with it. “It’s my strong suspicion, dear husband, that it very much fucking does.”

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Dukerino
                        

                    

                    


	

[image: Build Fight Survive Cover]

 Build. Fight. Survive. [A Crafting/Factory builder Litrpg] 




CelestOS: Thank you for choosing Celestitech, where your survival is our third highest priority!

Ethan Cross wasn't supposed to be on this mission. He snuck aboard the doomed vessel, desperate to find his fiancée, Maria, only to crash-land on an uncharted alien world. Now he's got nothing but a basic omni-tool, a shredded suit, and the sarcastic company AI, CelestOS 4.2, whispering performance evaluations in his ear.

The official mission was simple: find the Veslaya research team, the one Maria was on, and recover valuable data. But the environment is hostile, the wildlife is worse, and the remnants of something ancient, and dangerous, ripple beneath the surface.

To survive, Ethan must rebuild from scrap, fight evolving alien threats, and uncover the truth behind the mission that was never meant to succeed. With every base he constructs and every battle he wins, he inches closer to finding Maria—the only reason he risked everything, and the only thing that still matters now.

Time is running out. Resources are scarce. And something is watching.

Build. Fight. Survive.


	Inspired by Factorio, Deadspace, Mass Effect

	Litrpg (Skills and tech-tree based)

	Crafting

	Factory building

	Tower defense



Updates M–F starting June 11th.



Read 5 chapters ahead for free on Novelizing.



Read 20+ chapters ahead on Patreon (updates twice a week with 3 chapters each update).





 📖 Read Now! 









                



2.4. Balance


                “I am going to get you on Ramex soon. I owe you a day at the sabsum springs.” Sykora taps her foot while the command deck clamps back into its private place under the dome of stars. “But I have to debrief on the troublesome clusterfuck that just occurred, and I’d like to appear sober and not boy-crazy while I’m doing it. To appease Hyax, if nothing else.”

Grant looks over Sykora’s shoulder at the scarred Brigadier, who’s standing with Vora and watching the footage of the pirates jumping again, bushy brows furrowed deep. “She practically threatened me to get in bed with you. Now she’s being a spoilsport?”

“I think she assumed I’d get it out of my system.” The hand pressing against Grant’s inner thigh gives him a very firm grasp of the folly in that assumption. “Would it upset you to miss out?”

“Of course not.” Grant lets his wife lead him off the deck, into the lavishly carpeted hallway beyond. “It would all just wash over me, anyway. I’ll take Ajax with me and put some time in on the range.”

“Oh! That reminds me.” Sykora pulls a cylindrical canister from a pocket of her topcoat. “It wasn’t just the drones I was nagging Waian about. This is for you.”

She cracks the cylinder open in half along its curve. Inside, nested in black felt, is a pair of anticomp goggles.

“I do hope they fit.” Sykora fumbles with the strap as she holds them up. “And if you don’t like the look, of course, we could get them retrofitted. I ought to have consulted you on that, I know, it’s just I was oh—”

Grant snatches the Princess off her feet and into a deep kiss. Her lungs shiver out a light, feminine groan; she softens beneath his touch. When his chest is burning for breath, he lets her go and rests his forehead against hers, nose-to-nose.

“They’re perfect, Batty,” he says. “Thank you.”

“Oh.” She unwraps her tail from his waist. “Oh, good. You’re welcome. I, uh. Really should get going.”

“Okay, baby.” He squeezes her butt and puts her down. “Meet you back at the cabin, right?”

“Right. Okay.” Her fingers are brushing her lips. She blinks the haze out of her eyes. Behind them, on the deck, Vora’s looked up from the papers she’s shuffling into order with a wry smile on her lips. “You’re so—you’re very assertive, for a man,” Sykora murmurs.

“Is it okay? I know you have a thing about being picked up. I can resist.”

“It’s, uh.” She giggles like a lovestruck teenager. “It’s quite okay.” She walks to the door with a little wooziness in her step. “I’ll just—I’ll see you soon. Don’t want to be late.”

The look she gives him as she slips back into her chamber of command isn’t one she, or any other woman, has ever given him before. He isn’t sure how to interpret it.



Grant’s relationship with his wife is advancing at a rocket-fuel pace. His talent for flying is hard-won and exciting. He’s privately thrilled at the new person he’s becoming.

He still cannot long-distance shoot for shit.

He squints downrange at the defiantly intact wooden target. He decides to blame the anticomps. He’s still getting used to the murky amber filter they put over the world. Surely that’s why. He slots another magazine into his pistol.

“Prince Consort.”

He turns and pulls off his earmuffs. Ajax is standing by the armory door.

“We’re sweeping in fifteen, sire. Have to clear out of the firing range.”

“Oh. All right.” Grant snaps the safety on and holsters his piece. “Why?”

“Regulations, sire.”

“Why the regulation, though?”

Ajax shrugs. Grant blows out a resigned breath and follows the marine out. His normally taciturn escort breaks his silence as they enter the lift. “You’re wearing anticomps, sire.”

“Yep.” Grant loosens the strap. “Do you have any tips to prevent lines?”

“I use a visor, sire. Couldn’t tell you.” Ajax taps his helmet. “May I ask you something?”

“Sure. Turnabout’s fair play.”

“Why is the Princess letting you wear anticomps?” The marine’s voice is carefully neutral.

“I asked nicely.” Turnabout’s fair play on brusqueness, too.

If Ajax is annoyed by his answer, he keeps it restricted to his hidden face. “It’s unorthodox, sire.”

“Is that a problem, marine?” It comes out sharper than Grant had intended.

“No, sire.” Ajax’s posture rebounds to parade rest. They hum through the core of the Black Pike in silence for about a minute before he speaks again, quieter. “It’s good to see.”

Grant’s brows rise behind his goggles. “It is?”

Ajax nods. “It can be… tough. Even on the frontier. It’s a good example she’s setting, the way she treats you.”

Grant smirks. “Well, it was my idea, you know.”

Humor creeps in at the edge of Ajax’s reply. “As you say, sire.”

He returns alone to the cabin and places the anticomps reverently on his nightstand. He watches the rainbow scintilla of the spreading sweep-sails.

He looks at his books, stacked by the trophy wall. He told himself he didn’t care about these, but now there’s another pang. Maybe it’s best for Vora to take these. All of them. All they’re doing here is—

This time, when it kicks in, the hum is loud, instant, and chordal. The lurch is so sudden and strong he actually loses his footing and spills into the recessed bed. Thank God Sykora isn’t here. She’d be rolling.

Oh, shit. His shoes. He kicks them off and over to the door, which is starting to slide open as his right boot clops off of it.

“Hi, hubby.” Sykora wobbles in under a pile of tailored cloth. “Careful where you toss those. They’re big enough to concuss.”

“What’s with this burn?” He sits up. “I’m feeling this one a lot harder.”

“The last sweep was half-burn. This one’s double. It drops the efficiency rather precipitously, but we’re in a hurry, I’m afraid.”

“Where are we hurrying to?”

“An out-of-the-way little Class-K world called Alamenko. Ptolek’s neighbor in the system. We’re going to a dinner party there.” She remembers their new arrangement. “Or—I am, anyway. And I very much hope you’ll accompany me.”

He climbs off the bed. “I’d be honored, Majesty.”

Sykora beams and starts pawing through the stack of silk she brought him. “These are some pieces from the ship’s tailor. The crew took your measurements the night you arrived.”

“What’s the occasion?”

“Officially, it’s to mark the opening of a gallery of a… third cousin-in-law’s nephew. I think I have that right.”

Grant scratches the indent where his goggles’ strap lay. “It sounds like you’re a big fan.”

“Never met him. But everyone’s a fan of an excuse. The peerage will have a dinner party for a particularly impressive sneeze. The boy’s not the point, though I’d happily buy you a piece or two if they’re any good. Try this on for me.” She hands him a trim, tailored jacket. “We’re going to be there because an exo baroness named Arenta Konia is going to be there. And you’re going to get an invitation to the Ptolek Cloudsprint from her.”

“The Cloudsprint. Is that some kind of race, I’m guessing?”

“You guess correctly. And it’s the event of the season for the exo clique. A superb place to gather information and maybe get some alone time with a Trimond or two. Normally I would be much more straightforward with piracy. Cracking heads and demanding answers and whatnot. Little turn, please.”

He obeys. “Subtler approach this time?”

“Mmhmm. What you said sticks with me. The why of that little display. We have to be careful we aren’t playing into anyone’s hands. I like that cut, but let’s try the black.” She tosses him another jacket. “The Cloudsprint isn’t an event I’m normally on the invite list for. Here’s the pants.”

“Why’s that?”

“I’ve… strongly encouraged them to shut it down, a few times. It’s low-altitude, it’s blisteringly fast, and the safety precautions are woefully inadequate. There’s inevitably a body-count.” She sighs as he slides the suit pants on. “Has anyone ever told you you have a fantastic ass, Grantyde?”

He stifles a chuckle. “Not for a while.”

“Another place where Maekyon is sadly deficient, then. It should be on their flag. When we go back and annex it, perhaps I’ll push that through.”

“You’re joking, right?”

She laughs. “Of course I am, dove. It’s for my eyes only, remember?”

Grant decides not to mention that he was talking about the annexation, not the flag. He hastily changes the subject: “So we’re trying to score an invite to a death race?”

“A death race?” Her face twists. “This is a thing on Maekyon?”

“It’s a thing in our movies.”

“You and your Maekyonite movies. I really must acquire some. What do you think, love?” She positions him in front of the wardrobe mirror.

Grant’s never worn an expensive suit. Whenever he’s had to put something together (for a family member’s court date, say) it’s been shabby separates. This is a long way from a Maekyonite cut—the jacket’s tailed, the collar straight and peaked, the lapel asymmetrical and martial. But it’s by far the best he’s ever dressed.

“Shit.” He does a half-turn and admires the fabric’s drape down his leg. “I actually look pretty good.”

Sykora’s grin is wide and lecherous. “I’ll say.”

“Are you going in your uniform?”

“We’ll get to me. Come kneel, if you please.” She tugs on his pant leg. He gets down onto his knees. She eases an oddly-shaped cravat around his neck and ties a complicated knot into it. “Perfect.” She kisses his forehead. “Would you play a game with me tonight? With the peerage?”

“What’s the game?”

“You’re the debutante, and I’m the controlling wife. You get Arenta to talk to you about the Cloudsprint—she’ll be eager to, she’s very smug about hosting it—and you badger your poor jealous bride into attending.”

“I really don’t know if I can be a debutante.”

She snaps her fingers. “That’s what makes you so perfect for the role, dove. You’re gorgeous without realizing you’re gorgeous. You’ve grown up on a planet of hunks, so you think you’re plain. It’s like a steamy novella. Just be yourself. Be normal. A beauty acting normal is intoxicating.”

Grant struggles to place himself adjacent to the word beautiful. It’s not unimaginable in this suit, but there’s still a chasm between his passable looks and his knockout wife. “I’ll try, Princess. Don’t pin an entire plan on it, okay?”

“I won’t. Just do your best. You’ll surprise yourself. I’ll act very possessive. It’ll help.”

“Just acting, huh?”

“I am going to be quite convincing.” Her tail brushes his stomach. Her arms wrap around his shoulders. “So don’t be too friendly with her, or I’ll be tempted to unseam her. And I need her alive.”

He grins. “I’ll find a balance.”

“Bringing up balance.” Sykora clears her throat. “I’m making you attend this little ballyhoo and do this playacting. I don’t want to owe debt.”

“I’m fine going to this thing,” he says. “You don’t owe me.”

“Ido, Grant.” She shakes her head. “You’re free, now. That—” Her hand brushes his stubble. “We have to make that mean something. I know I said it was meaningless. But I was being a horny fool.”

Grant kisses the pad of her thumb. “You gave me the choice.”

“I want to give you another,” Sykora says. “I can’t acknowledge it outside of the Pike, so from now on I must work doubly hard when we’re alone. If I’m going to decide where we go and what we do, you should be able to decide other things.” An odd quiver in her voice. “Things about me.”

Sykora steps back and shoulders her topcoat off. She removes her uniform. She’s been naked in front of him almost as often as she’s been clothed, but there’s something different about this time. Something timid in the way her thighs fold together. She reaches her hand into his, and gently pulls him to his feet. He follows her to the voluminous wardrobe attached to her vanity. She opens its intricately carved door, revealing an ocean of finery: scarlet silk, jet taffeta, brocade and fur.

“Dress me,” she says.
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2.5. Good Girl


                Grant stares at his wife. “Dress you?”

This woman commands an invincible warship. She rules the entire sector. Every world he’s seen, every Taiikari he’s met, bends the knee to her. “Pick whatever you want me to wear.” She indicates the trove with the hand that isn’t crossed over her bare chest. “And I’ll wear it.”

He looks uncertainly at the wardrobe. “I’m not sure what you like.”

“I like all my clothes.” Her blush spreads across her face and her chest. “I want to wear what you like.”

He steps up behind her and leans down. She swallows. “Are you sure?” he murmurs into her ear.

“Yes,” she whispers. “If it’s not too much. I—” The curve of her butt brushes his leg. “I know I’m being strange.”

“It’s not too much.” His hands land on her waist and push a light gasp out of her. “But you will tell me if I’m putting together some kind of disaster, right?”

She laughs out some of the tension on her face. “It’s all red, black, and gold, dove. And very expensive. It’s foolproof.”

“You say that. But I’m a special kind of fool.” He pulls a sheer black thong from her underwear drawer. “This, maybe? To start?”

She lifts a leg, slow and careful. He sees the need. He gets down on one knee and slips his wife’s lacy little panties on over her raised calf. She steps into them, her face ending up inches from his. He feels her breath on his neck. “Dress?” she whispers.

He stands up again and rummages through her closet. pauses on a strappy little satin dress, its fabric beaded and intricate. “How about this?”

Her eyes widen. “For a state affair?”

“You like all your clothes, right?”

“I do.” She takes it from him with a hesitant hand. “I love this dress. But it’s—bold.”

“You’re bold,” he says. “And I want to see how it looks on you.”

She looks at the dress like it’s a spotlight she’s about to step into. Excited and awestruck and a little scared. She wiggles the shiny fabric up her hips. She snaps the fastener above her tail and turns around. “Zip me up?”

He takes his time. Her breath shakes as his touch lingers along her spine and rests lightly on the nape of her neck. Goosebumps raise on her cerulean skin.

She steps away and does a little turn. The dress clings to every elegant curve. The scarlet hem flows like a liquid. “How do I look?”

He takes her shoulders and pulls her gently back before the mirror. “What do you think?”

“I think...” Her voice quivers again, and she forces a deep stabilizing breath. He can still see the blush on her chest through the intricate cage of satin. Her horns are emerging with determination from the black river of her hair. “I think I look beautiful.”

His fingers tighten on her gracefully sculpted deltoids. “I think so, too.”

“I really ought to wear something underneath this hem. If you, uh...” She slides a drawer open to reveal a trove of sheer, lacy hosiery. “If you’d like me to.”

His thumb runs down her back. “Do you have anything with garters?”

“Garters, huh?” A smile teases her lips. Her confidence is coming back, drop by drop. She makes a show of bending forward into the drawer. “I have garters. For this underwear I have matching garters.” She unfolds a pair of sheer black stockings, connected by thin lace ribbon suspenders to a delicate elastic belt. “Something like this?”

He nods, not trusting himself to speak, and watches his wife slide into her stockings. Her plump upper thighs bloom out from their snug bands and their pinching suspenders. His fingertips find her hips of their own accord. Her ass eases back into his touch, filling his palms. His bent knee is nudging up between her legs.

She opens her jewelry drawer. “Necklace?”

He reaches into the drawer and comes out with an intricately chained fan of quartz prisms. “This one’s nice.”

“Oh, no. Not that one, I’m afraid. Lonesome.” Her voice drops down from breathy penthouse pet to businesswoman as she sets his selection aside. “That was a gift from one of Garuna’s least favorite ministers. Wearing it is a statement we shouldn’t be making.”

“What about this, then?” He finds a choker, burnished gold and black silk. “Is this a statement we’d like to make?”

She pulls her hair into a ponytail to give him access to her neck. “What’s it saying?”

“I don’t know how other people will hear it. But to me, it’s saying…” He clicks it shut around her throat. “Good girl.”

He’d braced for feeling like such a weird bastard saying it, to brush it off as a joke. But Sykora doesn’t take it like one. Sykora whimpers a groaning “Grant,” and nearly melts out between his fingers. Her indulgent noise vibrates his hand on her neck; her tail wags madly.

His tough-talk gambit in the interceptor may have awakened something, he realizes, in the Princess of the Black Pike. And as he watches his little wife squirm indulgently in the clothes he picked out for her, something might be awakening in him, too. His hand fans across her stomach and encompasses it, belly button to breasts. He marvels again at how different they are, how delicate and vulnerable the Princess looks in his grip. She could rip your throat out easily, he reminds himself. But the primeval possessiveness roosting in the back of his brain defies that logic.

Her eyes find his in the mirror. They’re prey-animal wide. “How does it all look together?”

“I’m going to have to work very hard,” he says, “to pretend I’m interested in anything at that party but you.”

“If they knew...” Her ears flutter as her fingers worry the choker around her neck. “If the people at this event knew we’ve done this, my reputation would be ruined. Completely ruined.”

There’s fear in her voice, but that’s not all.

“What have you done to me, Grant?” she whispers. She’s staring at her own body in the mirror. The pad of her pointer strays from the choker up to her lip. “This Maekyonite perversion. You’ve infected me.”

“We can take it all off,” he says. “Change into something else, maybe. And you could put this on again when we’re back.”

“No. No, it’s fine. I don’t mean to catastrophize.” She smooths out her dress. The little divot of her navel is visible under the clinging fabric. “This isn’t so outre a look. A touch on the daring side, perhaps. But it’s all my clothes, still.” He hears her breath thicken. “My clothes, but they feel—” She leans backward, against Grant’s body. “Different.” The straps of her dress are slipping down her shrugging shoulders. Her pinky quests under his waistband.

“We only just got all this stuff on, Majesty.” There’s a laugh at the corner of his words. He lets it spill out further at Sykora’s frustrated hum. “How about be, uh, be a good girl—” again, the internal cringe, mitigated by the mad wagging of Sykora’s tail “—and do some cutthroat statecraft, and then I’ll take this off you once we’re back.”

She whines, but keeps her hands to herself. He prudently removes his.

“I am only saying yes,” she says, “because the sexual frustration is going to make me particularly vicious.”



Sykora returns the deck crew’s salute as she climbs into the shuttle. Arn, her driver, is once again genially punted from the craft.

“I feel bad for the poor guy.” Grant buckles in and helps Sykora with the preflight check.

“Oh, he’s overjoyed, I’m sure.” Sykora reaches past Grant and clacks the transponder on. “Arnie’s a fighter pilot. The true guilt was in making him fly this clumsy comfort-wagon. Switch on the comlink for me?”

Grant leans over and turns the boxy comlink on. The light under its grille pulses yellow.

“Lord. We’re being hailed already. Always so busy.” Sykora flips a toggle on its control board. “You have the Princess.”

“Majesty.” That’s Vora over the comlink. “News from Aodok. Another Comet sighting.”

“Aodok. Hellfire.” Sykora frowns. “That’s halfway across the sector. They kept that burn up the whole way.”

“Same thing as before, Majesty. They’re sitting in the trade lanes. Two corvettes.”

Sykora sighs. “The same corvettes?”

“In all likelihood, Majesty, according to the Chief Engineer. Will you be canceling your trip?”

Sykora rubs her choker and glances at Grant. “No,” she says. “The Cloudsprint is our way in. And I want to buy some art for my husband. We’ll double burn after the party. Let Aodok’s governess know the Pike will be with her by 0600 Universal. Until then, close the lanes and ground the barges. The planetary defenses should be enough to keep the corvettes out of orbit.”

“Understood, Majesty.” Vora’s tone lightens. “Have a lovely evening, you two.” The radio light clicks off.

Sykora opens the throttle. The engine hums in Grant's gut. “Let me hear the rankings again,” his wife says.

Grant counts on his fingers as Sykora coasts them out of the Pike. “Empress, Princess, Marquess, Countess, Viscountess, Baroness, Lady.”

“Very good, dove.” Sykora eases their nose along the trajectory the shuttle’s calculated for them. Alamenko grows across their window. Its marbled clouds flash distant lightning across its rusty surface. “And our suffixes?”

“Palatine means they’re from the Imperial family and are effectively a rank higher. And Margrave means they’re military and trump a non-margrave for military stuff.”

“Right again.” Her tail ruffles his hair. “That’s all you need to muddle through.”

“So you’re a Princess Margrave?”

“I am a Void Princess. I rule the firmament between worlds. Commerce, trade, interplanetary diplomacy. I govern the Governesses. We’re our own category. Somewhere between a Princess Margrave and a Princess Palatine.”

“Shit.” Grant scratches his neck. “How many own categories are there?”

“Oh, tons.” She smiles ruefully. “There are edge cases all over the peerage. It’s intentionally obfuscating and quite annoying. I’ll fill you in when one comes up. Don’t worry—by my side, you won’t need to be overly deferential to anyone. Just a quarter-bow to whoever you’re introduced to will be more than sufficient.” She stiffens her back and does a demonstrative quarter-bow. “Let’s see it.”

He dips his chest, as well as the harness across it allows.

“Good. You’re the Prince Consort of this sector, remember. Don’t let anyone act like they can strong-arm or talk down to you. They might not know you're free, but they know you answer only to me. They won't be expecting your obedience. If they demand it anyway, tell me. So I can cut them down to size.”

“Are you going to be the highest ranked person there, you reckon?”

A cloud passes over Sykora’s face.

“There’ll be someone there to match me, I’m afraid,” she says. “Another Void Princess at the function. A little family reunion that I’ve been putting off. I’m going to do my absolute best to keep her talons out of you, but you may have to meet the Princess of the Glory Banner. My sister, Narika.”

Inadama’s words: She was quite vexed before her disappearance. Distraught, I think, over her sister.

“It sounds like there’s history here,” he says.

“Extensive, dismal history, yes.” Sykora’s mouth is a hard line. “You asked me how I ended up crashed on Maekyon. I still don’t know. But it has to have been someone in the Imperial family. A Princess, I think.”

“How do you know?”

She chews her lip. “For reasons I’m not prepared to reveal to you yet. But I know.”

Grant lets that go. As long as there’s a yet. He’s a patient man.

“As for motive and identity, I have a bumper crop of theories.” Sykora glares out at Alamenko’s expanding horizon. “And most of them involve Narika of the Glory Banner.”
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AQUILA





Twenty one. That’s the age when everything changes. Everyone manifests a symbiont, a creature invisible to all but its host that shapes their destiny in a rigid world.

Conrada Dorrien harbors a dangerous secret: she alone can see everyone’s symbionts.

But revealing her gift could trigger a buyout of her contract, separating her from family and friends, and placing her at the mercy of ruthless corporations. Best case she ends up a lab-rat in some R&D project, worst case a weapon to a private military contractor.

As manifestation approaches, Conrada hopes for a life within the sanctuary of academia following in her father’s footsteps and providing refuge from the confines of her serfdom. But she fears her extraordinary connection to the symbionts means she’s destined for anything but easy obscurity.

All it takes is a single word. 

Classified.  

Conrada finally learns what happens when bidding wars between recruiters erupt at manifestation when she becomes the latest acquisition by Aquila Operations, a boutique corporate consulting firm. No corporate mergers, land acquisitions, or balancing budgets here. Conrada joins a team known for their unorthodox methods and a reputation for always getting the job done. 

For Aquila is in the business of the unique and the dangerous, and charges prices accordingly.















                



2.6. Idle Rich


                “Here’s how we’ll do it,” Grant says. “You squeeze my ring finger, and if I’m okay with the compulsion, I’ll wiggle it.”

Sykora’s raises a brow as she flips the auto-lander protocol on. “Ring finger?”

“This one.” He points to it. “Before you compel, just tug on it. And I’ll keep it still if the answer’s no.”

“Ahh. Subtle.” She clasps his finger. He wiggles it in her hand. “You trust me, though, yes? Not to abuse it?”

“I do.”

“Then why the gesture?”

“Just the choice,” he says. “That’s all. I’ll understand if there’s no time or you have to hit me across the room or something. I won’t bite your head off. Just when you can, is all I’m asking.”

“My ridiculous Maekyonite.” She chuckles and keeps her hand on his. “All right. Squeeze it is.”

He kisses the top of her head. “Thank you for indulging my freedom fetish, Princess.”

She wiggles her shoulders happily. “Keep kissing my forehead and I’ll keep indulging.”

He inhales her scent. Sabsum, she called it. There’s that fresh citrus smell. Like clean linen and lemon. A whole planet that smells like Sykora. He’d like that.

“Oooh. Grantyde. Look.” Sykora points down the row of shuttles, which gleam in the sunset as the autopilot slides them into the crowded landing bay. “You see that shuttle? I was hoping I’d see that shuttle.” She digs around in the armrest compartment and comes out with a silver canister. “I have a proposition for you. A target of opportunity in our little exo investigation. Take this.”

Grant eyes the cylinder as she places it in his palm. It’s got a real heft to it. “What am I holding?”

“A multitool,” Sykora says. “And this is a leech chip.” She holds up a wafer-thin circuit board that looks like a punch card. “Do you want to do some crime with me, dove?”

“How criminal are we talking?”

“Nothing I can’t talk you out of if you’re apprehended. Don’t worry. But I think you like being a pest to noblewomen.”

He puts on a guilty smile. “I’m not against it.”

“Here’s my concept. Nobody pays attention to the compelled husband. Why should they? Groom’s code.” She reaches into the rear seat of the shuttle and rests her palm on the oblong gift box she’s brought for their host. “I’ll leave this here and dispatch you to retrieve it. And you use this.” She taps the multitool. “To get into that shuttle. The Karestrom with the stripe on it.”

Grant cranes his neck. “Is that one Narika’s?”

“No, no. Narika’s going to have security and countermeasures on her shuttle and I’m not risking you. The Karestrom belongs to Viscountess Lorimare.”

“Lorimare like Lorimare Holdings. The thing Garuna’s mother let drop when she was compelling me.”

“Clever husband.” She nuzzles his shoulder. “The same. Maybe she’s totally innocent, and Lady Frelle was blowing smoke. But I want to follow every lead, and the Viscountess is what I would call a gimme. Did that translate?”

“Yes, Majesty.”

“So you’ll slip in and plant this leech chip in her dash port. This bit right here.” She gestures to a cd-player looking slot on the dash. “Leave it in until it beeps, then take it out again. It’ll give us all we need on Lorimare Holdings.”

“What is it, exactly, that Lorimare is holding?”

“Pieces of the Ptolek refineries. Equipment, freighters.” Sykora flips a switch and the shuttle’s landing gear hisses to the hangar floor. “Just another petty noblewoman who dug her claws in at the opportune time and now hangs from the Ptolek economy like a tick.”

“It sounds as though there’s little love lost.”

“As an outranking noble with an interstellar warship, I have a special dispensation to despise the idle rich. This pomp and revelry—for many of the ladies in attendance, it’s their entire occupation. Turns the stomach. At least Garuna, bless her hollow little head, does something.”

“Is that something you can control?”

“My remit gets fuzzy once you depart the firmament and go planetside. And they move in packs, these do-nothings. They have friends and assets. You have to go after them in subtler ways. Using your uniquely talented husband, for example.”

“If it’s sticking the lazy rich to the wall, I’m happy to be used.” He stands up and extends his hand.

She takes it as she climbs from her seat. “Did you have the equivalent on Maekyon?”

“Oh, yeah. They didn’t all have the royal titles, but everything else is very familiar.” He opens the shuttle door for her and seats his arm around her waist as she passes him. “A huge part of our culture was about hating them and wanting to be them at the same time.”

“You could be one now, you know,” she says. “Just tell me to vent plasma on all this palace intrigue stuff, and you could be my spoiled husband. I wouldn’t reproach you.”

He grins. “Where’d the fun be in that?”

***

Grant lets the attention wash over and past him as he paces the ballroom floor. Great geometric statues of Taiikari matrons at five times life size gaze sightlessly down from the gemstoned corners of the hexagonal ballroom. A host of red eyes gaze fascinatedly up from its crowded coterie.

The conversations around him pause as he passes them, but he still hears snippets. He tries to hide how sharply his attention is grabbed whenever he hears his wife mentioned.

“…and now the Princess is finally back after how many cycles away and it’s at a gallery show. Richly strange.”

“Do you reckon that’s why Narika’s shown up?”

“Of course it is. It’s a power play. Welcome back, sis. Guess who’s about to run Ptolek?”

“…a wreck these days. Hate to say it. But she’s being given the runaround by piddly little pirates. And this Aodok situation, my cousin says…”

“…see her giant? He’s got to be what. Six, seven feet tall. And striking. Look, look. Over your shoulder.”

He doesn’t see much in the way of anticomps on the gentlemen in attendance, most of whom are dressed in similarly dashing suits. It confirms for him that Taiikari men have a panoply of eye colors, from familiar Maekyonite shades to more far-flung rainbow tints. He shakes hands with an effulgent duke, with irises as violet as chrysanthemum.

“I thought I was a tall son of a bitch.” The duke laughs. “But you, sir, are statuesque.”

“I have to make up for the cluelessness somehow.” Grant grasps the man’s forearm. “May I ask—would you be able to point out the Baroness Konia to me?”

“Konia? That snapdragon?” His conversation partner pulls a face. “Does your Princess know you’re looking for her?”

Grant smiles and shrugs.

“She’s the lady in the capelet and the fascinator.” The duke gestures with his horned head. “Do be cautious, Prince Consort. Yes? Konia’s a hazard. And your wife is an unsparing woman.”

“Thanks.” Grant squeezes the man’s hand. “She’ll spare me, I think.”

He plucks some wine from a perambulating tray and gives the owner of the tail it’s balanced on a wink. She giggles back. It is surprisingly easy to get used to a room full of tiny knockouts thinking you’re the hottest man of the evening.

He steers himself past Konia’s gaggle and slows his steps.

“It’s going to be a ripper of a race this year. Kaikam is back, you know. And I can tell you from the trials that she’s still got it.” The lady he was pointed to is a tall (nearly 3’2”) Taiikari with an animated, gesticulating tail. “Everyone is going to be hungry to knock her from the pedestal.”

A man in her audience oohs. “Do you think it’ll happen?”

“Oh, they’d have to kill her. So… maybe. That’s the Cloudsprint.”

Grant redirects his steps and stands beside the capeleted woman. “I hope I’m not eavesdropping. I just heard race and my metaphorical ears perked up.” He sees the alchemical reaction as she turns around and up. Annoyance metamorphoses into shock and then a bubbly laugh.

“Oh, it’s no trouble.” She takes his proffered hand. “Baroness Arenta Konia. My goodness, you are a tall one. What are you?”

“A Maekyonite,” he says. “And a fan of things going really fast. Grantyde, Prince Consort of the Black Pike.”

“The Black Pike.” She rubs her chin. “Ah. You’re Princess Sykora’s. I should have figured. Void Princesses get the best toys before anyone else has even heard about them. A Maekyonite?”

He sticks his chest out. “From Maekyon.”

“My God,” murmurs one of Konia’s adherents. “I need one.”

“What’s this about a—what did you call it? Cloudsprint?” He grins. “I knew about the invisibility and I knew about the compulsion. Am I about to find out the Taiikari can walk on clouds?”

Konia’s laugh is as sweet and scintillating as champagne. “We don’t walk on them, Prince Consort. We fly through them.”

“It’s a ship race?” Grant’s eyes widen. “I’ve been hoping there was something like that ever since I first saw an interceptor. Where is it?”

“Ptolek. Right along the exo belt. Oh it’s just fantastic, Prince Consort. The speed you can achieve. It’s exhilarating.”

“Do you race?”

“I used to. These days I’ve graduated to running the damn thing.” She rubs a lacy-gloved thumb along the rim of her glass. “My majordomo would throttle me if I tried to get behind a skimmer’s clutch again.”

“Why’s that?”

“Oh, it’s appallingly dangerous.” She gives a pointy grin. “There are deaths, I’m afraid. Now and then. I came close a few times, but if you’re good enough, you’re safe.”

“Holy hell. That sounds amazing. I haven’t been to a death race since I left Maekyon.” He’s being cheeky here, but the wide eyes and brief whispers at this pronouncement tickle him. “When is this happening?”

“Oh, Prince Consort.” One of Konia’s disciples clicks her tongue in sympathy. “You probably won’t be allowed.”

He raises his brows. “Why not?”

Konia looks past him. “Perhaps I ought to let your wife explain.”

An unsmiling Sykora is at his hip. “Good evening, Baroness Konia. Grantyde, there’s a marquess I really do have to introduce you to.”

“Just a second, honey. I’m talking to the Baroness about this thing, the windsprint.”

Konia gives a genial ahem. “Cloudsprint.”

“Right. Right.” Grant does his best impression of a golden retriever-brained hunk. “You remember how I was asking about interceptor races?”

“Oh, these aren’t interceptors, Prince Consort.” Konia breezily cuts over Sykora’s opening mouth. “They’re faster.”

“Faster and without a membrane.” Sykora shakes her head. “You don’t need to see that, dove. I’ll take you to the Dessimer sometime. A much saner race. Good evening, Baroness.”

“Ah, well.” Konia shrugs. “So lovely to meet you, Prince Consort. You’ve certainly made Sykora into an even luckier woman than she was already.”

“Hold on. I want to hear about these skimmer things.” Grant laughs. “What’s the rush?”

“The Princess is a busy woman,” Konia says. “Doubtless she has more important people to see. I hear you’ve got some pirate problems out on the rim. Seems like everyone’s talking about this Comet Queen.” She chuckles. “And I thought I was full of myself.”

“But how would a fellow get an invitation to… what’d you call it? A cloudsprint?”

“Be a good husband, and obey your wife, yes? It’s not a place for a fine man like you.” Konia winks past Grant at Sykora. “It’s barbarism, you know.”

“I stand by that sentiment,” Sykora says. He feels a little tug on his ring finger. He bends the knuckle affirmatively, and looks down directly into a compulsion flash. “Come away, dear,” Sykora says. “We’ve got many people eager to meet you.”

“Pardon me, milady.” Grant gives a practiced bow and kisses Baroness Konia’s wrist. “I’ll see you around, I’m sure.”

Arenta Konia grins. “I’m sure you will. Be well, Prince Consort.”

Grant falls in with Sykora, and the crowd parts around his prodigious height.

“Masterfully done, dove,” she whispers. “Was the compulsion all right?”

“Uh huh.” He gives her shoulder a reassuring squeeze. “Really sold it.”

Sykora glances back at Konia, who’s trying not to be obvious as she watches them depart. “Now we let her percolate for a while.”

“They really do just let you elbow into whatever you want,” Grant says. “I wasn’t prepared.”

“That’s how it is, to be beautiful and powerful. This is your life, now.” Sykora pulls a flute of syrupy, dark blue liquid from a passing cater waiter. “Kennian amrita. Try this.”

He takes a deep pull. The rich, complex tapestry fills his nostrils and coats his tongue. Spicy and sweet and with an umami tang, like seaweed. “That is delicious,” he says.

“It’s my favorite. We have casks of it aboard the Pike. I’ll give you one. Don’t go too overboard, it’s quite fermented.”

“I’ll walk the line.” He savors another sip. “Konia’s a real piece of work. I can see why they picked her to run the death race.”

Sykora smirks. “She’s lying, you know. About riding a skimmer. She did it once, at about a third of the speed, on an unoccupied track.”

“I figured.”

“Most of these people preen. There’s little substance in this hall. But there are sharks in this colorful reef. Here and there, on-mission, like you and I. And they’re dangerous. Keep by me, yes?”

“Of course,” he says. It was his wife’s plan, to dangle him and let the coterie imagine they can slice pieces off for themselves. But he can tell it’s grating on her. He half-encircles her waist with his palm and pulls her closer. “You doing all right?”

She blinks. “Do I not seem it?”

“You’re watching your inferiors drool all over me,” he says. “You’re allowed to feel weird about it.”

“I’ll be all right, dove. I just—” She takes a deep breath. “Just need to get used to sharing you.”

“You’re sharing a lie we’re telling. The truth of me is yours.” He brushes her stomach, just past her navel. She shivers happily. “You’re keeping my secret. Remember?”

She nods as she takes the amrita and has a sip of her own. “What did you call me back there? Honey?”

“Is that all right?”

“I’d just never heard it as an endearment. Is it Maekyonite?”

“I guess it is.”

“Honey.” She turns the word over. A smile creeps across her face. “I like honey.”

He squeezes her wrist. “I like dove.”

“When it comes time for you to truly desire something, not just this playacting, you’ll tell me, won’t you?” She kneads his knuckle. “And never think I’d deny you.”

“I will,” he says. It’s a little white lie. There’s a lot he desires, when it comes to the Taiikari empire, that Sykora isn’t ready to hear. Not yet.

“Do you actually enjoy races?” Sykora asks. “We really could go to the Dessimer. I do love seeing the new interceptors.”

“I’ve never been a gearhead, but I’d be down to check it out. I could use an education in starships.”

“Do not tempt me.” She giggles. “I’d talk your ear off. I get so annoying.”

“Let’s get this done, then,” he whispers, “so I can take you home, and you can annoy me.”

“Right.” She pats his jacket. “You have everything you need?”

He nods.

“Okay, then, bandit king’s son.” Sykora sets her jaw. “Let’s boost a car.”
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Hopper





-Completely handwritten, Long-arc Story, Tues and Thurs Installments-

On a quiet farming microplanet, Tegan works, waits, and tries not to look too far past the dome.

The machines are breaking down. Credits are tight. Her partner is stuck in the past.

So when a beautiful stranger on a gravbike arrives, scarred, sharp-eyed, and offering a way off-world, Tegan makes a choice she can’t take back.

Now she’s left everything behind for a crew she doesn’t understand, bound for ports she’s never heard of. The stars are vast. The risks are real. And freedom has a cost no one warned her about.

Found family, complicated relationships, and the danger of getting what you asked for, Hopper is a queer sci-fi escape story with the comfort of Firefly and the casual brutality of Gideon the Ninth.

Sapphic, slow burn, lesbian MC, queer romance, found family, gay cast, character-driven























                



2.7. Red Eyes


                “Governess Garuna. Two o’clock.”

“What?”

“Like the direction.”

“That’s a time, dove. Not a direction.”

Grant jerks his head. “That way.”

Sykora stands on her tiptoes and squints. “Bless you and your vantage point. Let’s buzz by, shall we?”

“Is she going to be our witness?”

“No, I don’t think so. I’d love for you to meet Paxea. But we can spook her on our way.”

Grant leads his wife through the crowd, swiping another pair of amritas for them as he goes from an agog cater waiter who stares at him like he’s a sexy ghost. “Is it worth bringing up our little incident, to gauge her reaction?”

Sykora chews her lip as she considers this. “Normally I’d keep it under wraps, but this is a rare opportunity to grill her separate from her serpent of a mother.”

“And you have to doubt she’ll spread it around further, right? All’s rosy on Ptolek, she says.”

“All right, I’m convinced. As long as we keep the specifics under wraps. We mention the what but not the where. Aodok is out of the bag, we’ve closed the shipping lane. But we don’t mention Ramex. Hold this a mo.” Sykora hands him her amrita. “Let’s keep the Cloudsprint tiff going, too. Maybe she’ll pass it along to Konia.”

He nods and takes a sip from her glass. God, that’s tasty.

The Governess sees Grant first, of course, and he sees the brief deer-in-the-headlights expression on her face before she plasters a gracious smile over it. He waves at her as his wife lances past two ladies having a quiet argument, and marches into their quarry’s airspace.

“Garuna.” Sykora gives the governess a pair of kisses on her cheeks. “How fantastic to see that you’ve torn yourself from your duties to make it here.”

“Oh, I couldn’t possibly miss it.” Garuna flutters a laugh. “The Duchess Margrave has made such a scene about her son’s art. And I have plenty of bare wall to fill.”

“Governess, I was talking to the Baroness Konia back there and she told me all about this astonishing-sounding race you have on Ptolek? The Cloudsprint?” Grant nudges Sykora’s drink back into her hand. “I’m so intrigued by it.”

“Oh, that fracas. Honestly, I’d forgotten we still had that.” Garuna gives a nervous glance at Sykora. “But the smallfolk do love their traditions. The refiners turn out in hordes for it.”

Grant has never met a Taiikari who wasn’t military or nobility. He’s intrigued at the thought. “Will you be there?”

“I suppose I might be.” Garuna feigns indecision. “Good to show face, you know. Not that I approve, of course. But the Cloudsprint is older than my tenure. And one mustn’t deny the unionists their creature comforts, as vulgar as they can be. Why do you ask?”

“I’m trying to wear Kora down until she lets me attend.” He gives his wife a playful nudge. “The thought that we might have such highbrow company is a note in favor, I hope.”

“It would be a tidy opportunity to talk business, I suppose.” Sykora folds her arms. “You know, Garuna, I think I might take you up on that audit. I’ve had some strange experiences with pirates showing unexpected exo capacities lately, and it’s been a devil to trace them. This isn’t something you’ve caught wind of yet, is it?”

“No.” Garuna clears her throat. “Pirates? No, I shouldn’t think so. I can put the screws to the clans, though. For the rougher elements, it’s often good to shake the unionist trees.”

“No need to trouble yourself shaking.” Sykora gives her a saccharine smile. “I’d happily accept a list of names from you.”

Credit to Garuna—she recovers quickly. “I will get right on that.”

“Well scouted, Grantyde,” Sykora murmurs, after they’ve gotten some distance. “If nothing else, we’ll get an idea of who her enemies are. Can you get us into a corner and block prying eyes?”

He steers them to a secluded spot. “You trying to make out or something?”

“Always. But let me see that multitool first.” She takes his offered silver gadget, and slots a thin punch-card looking slice of metal from its Swiss-army enclosure. “You see this? It’s a bump card. Put it in a wafer lock, slap it upward with your palm a few times.” She demonstrates. “And presto, you’re in.”

“What if it doesn’t work? What if I can’t make it happen?”

“Then it didn’t work, and it’s fine, and I love you.” She kisses his cheek. “The Cloudsprint is our primary goal. But I’ll make a bet you manage it. It’s in your blood, after all.”

He cocks a brow. “Hyundais are a ways away from space shuttles.”

“I will take your word on that. Let’s get back to it and I’ll compel you to the hangar, with witnesses.” She points with her tail. “Starboard thirty degrees. That’s Marquess Paxea of Entmok, and her husband, Marquis Consort Thror. She’s an accomplished merchant and a rare friend, and he’s an Amadari. You might compliment the cut of his plumage.”

Grant’s getting better at knowing when his wife is legitimately pleased to see someone and when she’s putting on airs. There’s genuine affection as she embraces Marquess Paxea.

The Marquess is a thin woman with high cheekbones and auburn hair done up in an elegant plait. She wears a suit rather than a gown, cut similarly to the geometric jackets on the men but with tasteful little pops of the brighter and lacier styles on display in the womenswear. A chain dangles from between her lapels, decorated with vessel-shaped baubles.

“We were so relieved when we heard you’d returned. And look at you.” Paxea beams. “Already tearing across the firmament, zapping pirates. Less than a cycle since your freedom and you’re already back in the groove.”

“You can thank my husband for that.” Sykora’s tail tugs on Grant’s sleeve. He obediently steps forward. “This is Grantyde of the Black Pike.”

“Oh, I’d hoped I might get the chance to say hello.” Paxea curtseys as Grant busses her wrist. “I’ve seen you above the canopy here and there. And I saw you and said to myself: that would have to be Sykora’s beau.”

Grant chuckles. “I fear I’m developing some kind of reputation.”

“Reputation, yes. Fear, never. You’ve set the coterie abuzz. Good to give them something to talk about besides this dreadful Comet Queen thing.” Paxea rolls her eyes. “Do you know she’s started leaving messages after her attacks? Claiming sovereignty. Acting like the nickname isn’t just an affectation. Nothing like a gorgeous new species to get everyone’s mind back on the sweeter things.”

“Too right.” Her husband Thror is a four-and-a-half foot tall raptor, with a thick crocodilian tail, a wide, toothy grin, and an emerald suit tailored to fit his four arms. His laugh is chittery and avian. “Everyone’s trying to find Maekyon on the star maps.”

“It’s still got a lot of baking left to do, I’m afraid,” Sykora says. “A long ways off from uplift.”

“I’ve been stumbling around with eyes big as dinner plates,” Grant adds. “Bumping my head on things.”

“Still, though. Always nice to see a fellow alien showing out.” Thror claps Grant’s shoulder. “I know it can be controversial, the husbands-of-the-void, but it does make me happy to know that there’s room at the highest tables for more than just Taiikari.”

Paxea takes a pull from her bubbly pink drink. It has some kind of spice stick submerged in it. “I don’t know if I’ve ever seen a Void Princess and her husband looking quite so at-ease with one another so quickly.”

Sykora’s little hand strays up the back of Grant’s thigh. “We’ve found our rhythm.”

“I’m very well-behaved,” Grant adds. Out of sight, Sykora gives his hamstring a light thwack with her palm.

Paxea’s little round nose wrinkles with her smile. “A very promising match, it’s clear. In a firmament as wide as ours, that’s such a gift.”

“A gift! Oh, hellfire. That reminds me. Grantyde.” A tug on his ring finger. He wiggles it. Sykora’s eyes flash. “Be a peach and retrieve that gift for our hostess that I so foolishly left in our shuttle, yes? No straying, now. Groom’s code.”

“Of course, dear.” He bends down and kisses the top of her head as she pulls a double-looped red cord from her wrist and ties it around his. The mark of a groom obeying his code, apparently.

Grant straightens up and adjusts his cravat. “Marquess, Marquis Consort. See you at dinner. By the way. Thror.” He winks. “Killer plumage, sir.”

Thror’s head cocks. “Killer?”

“It’s Maekyonite slang.” Grant shoots the Marquis Consort a finger gun. “For fabulous.”

Thror returns the gesture with evident delight. “Killer!”

Grant departs the hall, exchanging nods with an armor-clad guard on his way out. His steps echo across polished stone and bounce out of torch-lit sconces. Vast picture windows display the torpid sulfuric clouds, swirling like lava lamp liquid past the manor. He tries to remember who exactly their hostess is. Duchess Margrave… Argua? Arla?

You need to get better at names, Grantyde of the Black Pike. This is your vocation now.

He supposes Majordomo Vora can do the hard work there. Sykora certainly has faith in her. He always thought of himself as an introvert back on Maekyon. But he’s having more fun than he expected, chatting up these nobles, playing Watson to her Sherlock. Maybe he should feel nervous and endangered. Maybe he will, eventually. Right now he just feels useful, and important. And loved.

Are you going to say it back?

He should. He has never had this depth of feeling for someone before. Every time he sees the Princess, his spirit stretches out and purrs, a contented cat turning over into a sunny spot. He imagines the rest of their lives and it makes him smile involuntarily, hard enough his cheeks start to burn. She’s funny and clever and heart-shakingly beautiful, and she looks at him like he’s a god. Why hasn’t he?

Because she kills people for an Imperial tyrant, Grant. That’s why.

He’s bringing his Maekyonite sensibility to the Empire. He’s never let go of it, not really, but he needs to be more selective. Yes, she kills people. But they shot first.

It was pirates this morning. Who will it be in the future? What happens when those invulnerable cannons are turned on rebels, or separatists, or protestors?

The Grant of a few days ago would let this spiral. This Grant slams the brakes. He’s borrowing trouble. He has made the decision to trust Sykora. Unless and until that trust is betrayed, he’ll keep at it.

He still has an entire week to say it, anyway. They agreed to that. No need to rush.

He cuts through the gallery on his way back to the hangar bay. Sykora was right—the party is treating this as an excuse. He doesn’t see anyone else taking in what’s-his-name’s art. His voidship boots echo as he walks the floor. He was ready for this to be total pablum, the equivalent of putting your kid’s work up on the fridge.

But he finds his steps slowing and his eyes wandering across the work. One motif dominates throughout:

Red eyes.

They stare from paintings and panels. They hang from the ceiling and gaze from floor installations. He remembers the early days aboard the Pike. The way they all followed him. The moment on the lift that he realized that each pair of them is a loaded weapon, ready to strip the freedom from an unshielded mind, turning a free-thinking person into a helpless, speechless witness.

How must it feel, growing up under these eyes?

Goosebumps rise on his neck as he passes a great scarlet mural of them. He notices the cowering horned figures, pinned and suspended within the pupils like broken butterflies, matte black on shiny black.

“Well-rendered, aren’t they?”

A man is watching him, he realizes. A lime-green, semitranslucent man, around the five-foot height of a male Taiikari. Short tendrils flow down his crown and jawline, like a tentacular lion's mane. His pupils are square like a cephalapod’s. He extends a three-fingered hand. “Count Tikani of Korak. I’m Countess Wenzai’s husband. Your first Kovikan, I suppose?”

“Grantyde of Maekyon. Your first Maekyonite, I’m sure.” Grant takes Tikani’s hand. It’s cool and a little damp to the touch. “It’s very good, yes. I’m surprised.”

“I was, too. Can I show you my favorite?”

Grant gives him a sheepish grin. “Sorry, Count Tikani. I’m on-mission.” He taps his forehead. “Compelled.”

“Ah. Of course.” Tikani tilts his shoulders. “So am I. Wen has me choosing one for the foyer. I’ve never gotten used to being around so many Taiikari without anticomps on, you know. I understand it’s not the done thing at parties, and the groom’s code is handy, I suppose. But—“ He pauses and gives an apologetic smile. “Oh, but you’re the Void Princess’s husband. You’re never anticomped. So pigheaded of me, sire. I hope I haven’t upset you.”

“That’s all right,” Grant says. “No upset taken. It’s good to meet you, Count. I’ll see you back in the hall?”

“Yes, indeed, Prince Consort. Congratulations on the nuptials.” Tikani changes his grip on the handshake. Grant’s breath skips as the Kovikan pulls him close.

“Hang tough, Grantyde of Maekyon,” he murmurs. “You’ll find a way to feel all right again, if she’s good. You’ll feel like a person again, eventually.”

He squeezes Grant’s shoulder and disappears into the gallery’s forest of crimson.



Grant slips into the hangar. He looks around the catwalk and sees an idling guard who he favors with a brief wave. Two cameras, one on each end. He’s got some coverage behind that big green sloop-looking ship to get at Lorimare’s door. Once he’s back out he’ll act dumb, like he got aboard the wrong ship. These shuttles are all similar enough he thinks he can spin that story.

He positions his broad back between the guard and the little silver multitool in his palm (it’s the first time he’s thought of himself as broad, but he’s using a different measuring stick these days).

He slips the punched-out wafer into Lorimare’s shuttle handle and lines his palm up. He smirks. Light-years away from home and I’m breaking into someone’s car. If dad could see me now.

One slap, two, three, and he’s in. It’s only upon emerging into Lorimare’s leather-upholstered shuttle that he realizes how extensively his wife has refit their things. His head is scraping the ceiling in here.

He creeps to the cockpit and finds the flight computer. He slips the leech chip into the dashboard and waits. He glances out the window. The guard has moved. The way he’s looking around the floor—Grant’s pulse picks up as he watches the guard’s uncertain climb down the catwalk stairs. He’s looking for me.

He glances at the chip. His leg jiggles. How much fancy technology his wife has, and she can’t give him something that goes faster than dial-up?

A high chirp. He rips the chip and skitters scoop-necked to the shuttle door. Deep breath, Grant. Shut the door behind you. You were never aboard. You are a dumb trophy husband.

He wanders from the shuttle and plants himself in the middle of a row of ships with a gormless livestock look on his face.

“Sir.” The guard is power-walking over to him. “Are you all right?”

“Yeah. Yes, sorry.” He gives the man a vacant smile. “I’m compelled to get something out of our shuttle, but damned if I can find it. Uh, I’m Sykora’s.”

“The Princess’s shuttle is that Skyvault, sir.” The guard points across the row. “The red one.”

“Ah, of course. Of course. Red. She does love red.” Grant beams and shakes the reluctant guard’s hand. “Thank you, my guy.”

He puts some spring in his step as he walks to his wife’s shuttle, to burn off the giddy nerves in his limbs.

Grant returns to the party with Sykora’s gift—a bottle of something, by the feel of it—tucked under his arm. In his absence, a long blackwood dinner table has shouldered itself through the heart of the hall. The conversation has entered orbit around this new gravity well; people are finding their seats, chattering with their neighbors. He exchanges nods with Thror, who’s in the middle of an animated bit of storytelling to a graceful-looking woman who’s hiding her laugh behind the tuft of her tail. He sees the Kovikan Count he met in the gallery, smiling genially on the arm of a heavy-lidded woman with an audaciously sparse black dress and a spot of rouge accenting her upturned nose.

A young lady with bouncy ginger locks gives him a slinky smile and a little wave from the waist as he surveys the room. He sees the glint of a lilac horn poking through her bob. He recalls what Sykora told him when she was trying to seduce him. You don’t know what they say about Taiikari girls.

There are plain Taiikari women. Surely, they exist. They have to. But he hasn’t seen one yet. Every single one he’s seen so far has been—at minimum—cute as a button. Even scar-faced Brigadier Hyax has a sharp beauty to her frowning features.

None of them hold a candle to Sykora, of course. He glimpses her face, mid-conversation in a knot of nobles, and sweet electricity tingles his spine. He sidles up to the group. “Princess,” he says. “I’ve brought the, uh…”

He pauses as the man she was talking to steps aside. That’s not how short Sykora keeps her hair, he realizes. And that’s not the dress he picked for her.

And that’s not the way Sykora smiles when she sees him, not anymore. But he recognizes it. It’s how she looked at him the first time he was in her cabin. The smile of a circling predator.

“You’re the Prince Consort, aren’t you?” So uncanny how familiar her voice is. It was easy to mistake her at a distance, in a crowd. She looks just like her sister.

“Yes, milady.” Grant bows deep, to the one person at this party whose rank is equal to his wife’s.

“How nice,” says Princess Narika of the Glory Banner, “to finally meet my brother-in-law.”
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The Last Sin [A High Fantasy Spy Thriller]





NOTE: BOOK ONE IS COMPLETE.

In a land of sleeping spirits, an orphan escapes death by embracing Sin—now he must find a way out of her shadow.

In medieval Luskaine, the spirits of the dead sleep beneath the earth, and Jacob is about to join them. At the last moment, he’s saved, plucked from danger and poverty by his mysterious benefactor: the Lady Sin. Sin is many things: a mage, a warrior, and an unabashed murderer.

Hungry for power and desperate for control, Jacob devotes himself to following in her footsteps. After ten years of brutal training, he’s on the brink of achieving everything he’s ever dreamed of—until he uncovers a secret about Sin that shatters the foundations of his world.

Forced from his home and fleeing the very woman who made him, Jacob must learn to live without Sin before his past catches up with him.

Read Chapter One Go to the Fiction Page




A High Fantasy Spy Thriller: The Last Sin is a conventional fantasy story with light progression elements. Tropes from spy thrillers are incorporated, so expect mystery, intrigue and betrayal.

Unique Magic Systems: Magic works differently in the Abyssal Lands. As the series progresses, you will be introduced to the world's three distinct magic systems.

An Actual Anti-Hero: It takes a while for Jacob to come into his own as a hero. He starts off pragmatic and self-interested. His time with Sin brings out the worst in him.

Every Fight Scene a Story: Fight scenes are choreographed in detail, drawing inspiration from real-life armed and unarmed martial arts.

Dialogue Heavy: The Last Sin is written in the first person point of view. You learn about the world as Jacob does, and our point of view as readers is shaped by his biases for better or worse.

Romantic Suspense: The Last Sin contains romantic relationships that are complicated, messy, and drive character development.

Read Chapter One Go to the Fiction Page






"The writing is superb, the world building is perfectly balanced, and the plot advances at a smart pace." - Greblaks New

"The level of quality and care the author puts into his work is really top notch.  I often was so immersed I was surprised by the chapter’s end." - S.D. Huss

"This story packs a punch! I won't spoil the story, but so far it's a banger." - A. Stargazer

"So intense and cinematic every fight scene feels alive. Thank you for such an amazing story!" - loyalist

"You know you write well when I either love a character or hate them." - Dilla-Z
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2.8. Dinner


                “So Sykora finally buckled. Well, I can see why. You are quite beautiful.” Narika’s focus is so sharp he almost feels it pricking him. “But this is what I mean, gentlemen. You can profess that you don’t need it all you want, but you really ought to have a safeguard. The responsible thing is to take k-wort.”

“Responsible and humane.” One of the guys she’s talking to nods.

“No distractions, no drama, no indentured grooms. I didn’t think Sykora would—well. You look happy enough.” Narika pats his hand. “It’s quite magnanimous of you to forgive her. But we were just talking, the Barons and I, about how disappointed we were to see Sykora take a husband-of-the-void. I’d hoped she would take a more modern attitude. Kabira’s wort is available to Void Princesses for a reason.”

“We, uh…” Grant is scanning the crowd desperately for his wife. “We make it work. Excuse me, folks.”

“Settle something for me first. A little debate we were having.” Narika’s in his path. “What do you think about it? The void husbandry system? Speak freely.”

Grant clears his throat. “Well. Majesty. We make it work.”

“You’ve mentioned.” Narika smiles. “But that’s not what I asked.”

“Sister.” An identical voice cuts through the knot of people. Grant exhales a breath he wasn’t aware he was holding as Sykora’s hand lands protectively on his back. “It’s good to see you after all this time.”

Narika’s piercing gaze slides from Grant and downward to his wife. “Likewise, Majesty. You’ve found yourself a lovely new plaything.”

Sykora gives Narika a tight, unkind smile. “Perhaps if you get off the k-wort crutch, you’ll remember all that a marriage can be, besides play.”

Narika’s smile is equally unkind. “Perhaps if you get on it, you can free your sex slave.”

“You presume I am so unlovable that my man would gladly be freed from me. We are similar in many ways, sister, but not all.” Sykora tugs Grant’s jacket. “Our seats are over there, husband. Let me take you.”

The Princess of the Glory Banner’s eyes bore into them as Sykora extracts Grant.

“Did that feral woman maul you?” Sykora whispers.

He shakes his head. “You came just in time.” He hands her their gift-wrapped excuse. Pressed on the bottom of it is the leech chip. He lays it on her palm. “I got it.”

“What did I tell you? I knew you would.” She slips the chip into her purse as she tucks the gift under her arm. “We’ll make a cutthroat nobleman of you yet, Grantyde of the Black Pike.”

As they move to the table, Marquess Paxea falls in with Sykora. The two exchange low whispers. Grant tries not to be obvious as he leans lower, trying to listen in.

“Konia invited her directly,” Paxea murmurs. “It’s an open secret by now, her designs on Ptolek.”

“She hasn’t been so bold as to approach Garuna, surely,” Sykora says.

“No. But proxies are speaking with proxies. If a protestation is brought, she’s not solid. I wish I had better news.”

“It hasn’t happened yet.” Sykora pats Paxea’s shoulder. “Thank you, Marquess.”

Paxea breaks from Sykora’s side with a shallow bow. She puts a smile back on her angular face and waves jauntily to Grant as he replaces her. “See you at the table, Prince Consort. The nak fruit are mine, fresh from Amadar. I do hope you’ll sample them.”

He waves back. “I’ll make sure to.”

Sykora’s tail tickles his knuckle. “I saw you trying to snoop there, my lofty lover. Are you curious?”

“I admit it.”

She squeezes. He wiggles. Her eyes flash. “Duck into this alcove with me, dove. And kneel.” Grant obeys, tugging Sykora by the waist into one of the great chamber’s amber-lit pockets.

“I don’t want anyone overhearing me telling you this,” she whispers. “Pretend we’ve ducked in here to make out.”

He rests his hands on the swoop of her hips. “We haven’t?”

“One thing at a time.” She slides Grant’s hand up along her waist. As he kisses her neck, she murmurs into his ear:

“Ptolek is on the border between my sector’s and Narika’s. That makes a protestation quite easy to lodge. She could bring a case to the Core and steal the system from me. She’s done it before.”

He takes a deep breath of her hair. “How often?”

“Five times,” Sykora says. “Four unsuccessful, but she scooped a phlogiston system from me. A planet called Sotham. And I’ve taken one from her. We’re tied.”

“What did you take from her?”

“Ptolek, dove.” Sykora casts a dim glance back out to the party, where her sister circles, vulture-style. “I took Ptolek.”

***

“It’s all rabble-rousing,” Garuna says. “The refiners were perfectly happy with their generous benefits, and then the unionists rolled in and told them no, you’re actually discontent. Vociferously enough that they’ve gotten several sites to actually believe it.” She scoots her finely carved chair further into the table. “It’s such a turnaround every time you let them slip into the production line. I wouldn’t be surprised if they were using compulsion.”

“If only we could employ compulsion again.” This from the dark blue viscountess by her arm, whose name Grant hasn’t caught. “It would be better for everyone. The workers would have that nice, fuzzy feeling, reapplied on the hour, and we’d save so much on compliance enforcement. And it would be safer for everyone.”

“I think you overestimate the duration and pleasantness of the warmth, Viscountess.” The Taiikari duke Grant was speaking with earlier pipes up. “It fizzles out long before the order wears off.”

“Morek’s got the right of it.” Count Tikani the Kovikan is all joviality. He’s subsumed his solemnity from the gallery as though it was never there. “But there is, I have to say, a clarity-of-focus that must come in handy when handling hazardous machinery.” He gestures across the table to his wife, the sleepy-looking goth Grant saw earlier, who’s tucked her napkin into her unapologetically low neckline as the collective waits for the first course. “If Wenzai didn’t compel a half hour of writing out of me every day, I don’t know how I wouldn’t fall behind on publication.”

Wenzai winks a shadowed eyelid at her husband. “Not to mention all the hazardous machinery I got you handling.”

Tikani covers his laugh with the back of his hand.

Wenzai glances Grant’s way again. They make eye contact. Her glossy black lips pull into a smile, and she winks at him, too.

“There, you see?” Garuna replaces her wine glass and wipes her mouth. “Look at the accident reports before and after. We’re putting our men at risk.”

“I can’t imagine they’d all agree,” Marquess Paxea says. “And their right not to has been enshrined by the Zithran reforms. We tried something like this in the orchards, an elective compulsion, and then cancelled the program. There are unexpected inefficiencies that arise when some of your employees are compelled and some aren’t.”

“Why don’t we just include it in their contracts?” says the dark blue Viscountess. “Then it’s voluntary. You consent to compulsion when you consent to the job. If we all do it, then surely they’d accept it.”

“That’s coercion.”

The table turns to Grant. He suddenly wishes he weren’t quite so tall.

Easy, Grantyde. You’re here as Prince Consort. Sykora said just be yourself. This is you.

“Perhaps it’s my Maekyonite provincialism talking,” he says. “But if your life or livelihood depends on it, you’re not in a position to refuse. That’s just replicating compulsion without the flash.”

Paxea taps her fork against her plate. “Quite true, Prince Consort.”

The woman puts on an artificial smile. “Negotiation isn’t compulsion, sire.”

“I haven’t been a subject of the Empress long,” he says. “But I think you should consider her intent. And it seems clear to me in this case. Looking for loopholes might be legal, but it hardly seems loyal.”

The woman’s scarlet pupils dilate. Grant realizes that he may have hit a little harder than he intended. She gives Sykora, who’s sitting across from him, a pointed look. “Majesty?”

Sykora glances over with feigned inattention. “Yes, Viscountess Lorimare?”

So that’s the woman whose shuttle he broke into. “Do you agree with your husband?” she prompts.

“Are you suggesting the Prince Consort has overstepped?” Sykora’s an icy lake. Her tail settles protectively over Grant’s thigh under the table.

“Well, no, not as such. I mean, of course not.” Lorimare blanches. “Not if you don’t think so.”

“I don’t.” Sykora’s mien melts into a warm smile. “Never fear, dear cousin. I’d hate to see you upset on my account.”

“I’m just curious as to your thoughts. Being the Princess of our sector.”

“My thoughts.” Sykora rests her chin on her knuckles as she considers her words. Grant has put her on the back heel, he realizes. “I think my husband understands the way to be a loyal subject. I speak from firsthand experience.” She winks at Grant.

The table laughs at that. He joins in.

“He has us when it comes to the loopholes, though, doesn’t he?” Sykora pats Grant’s hand. “Considering her intent is such a crucial task, after all. Second only to enforcement. We ought to take care that in our dealings with the unionists we don’t grasp for advantages that our Empress doesn’t intend us to have.”

Garuna’s eyes narrow. “Is this a mandate from my Princess, or just a friendly suggestion?”

“Now, Garuna.” Sykora laughs as if the Governess had told a witty joke. “I couldn’t possibly mandate any sort of planetside stewardship. On Ptolek, your word carries. I’m only speaking as your fond cousin, whose fortunes are bound up with yours.” She sips her wine. “We have to remember, cousins, that from menial to Marquess, we’re servants of the same mistress. Best to take good care of our tools. Our lofty titles are contingent on the work we accomplish with them.”

A sniffing chuckle from across the table, from a violet woman in a coruscating sequined dress.

Sykora’s head snaps toward the sound. “I’m glad to amuse you, Marquess Reka, intentionally or otherwise, though I wonder if you might explain the humor.”

“It’s a lovely sentiment, Majesty, but I wonder at how you express it. So often I hear this sort of refrain from the civically minded noblewoman, as though the wellspring of your power were different, somehow.” Reka’s dress scintillates as she props her elbow by her empty plate. “But we don’t have to pretend here. Our blood gives us our titles, not our works. It isn’t pretty, but it’s true. Your ship, your sector. These are gifts you were given by the right of your birth. I mean no offense.”

Sykora smiles beneficently. “Gifts we were given, Marquess. Such is our good fortune, that every gift our Empress gives one of us may be made, by scrupulous duty, a gift for all of us. The Black Pike was a handsome gift to me. And in happy concordance it has passed forward to you. I keep your ships safe in the firmament, and your business prosperous on Tamion. It’s twenty cycles now, isn’t it, since I drove the Shacklemare clan from your border, as you implored of me with such commendable humility. Perhaps I’ll do so again next time they come knocking, since you so courteously mentioned you mean no offense.”

Reka’s knuckles are white where her hands fold.

Sykora’s smile has morphed into the same one he saw on her sister’s face. The shark one. “You, for your part, have brought this delicious ice wine to our good cousin’s party, if I remember right. How lovely, the extent to which our joys can be redoubled by sharing them among the peerage.” She holds up her glass in salutation. “As best as each of us is able.”

She takes another sip.

“It’s just so lovely, this wine. Don’t you think so, darling?”

Grant tries the wine. It tastes like wine. “Delicious. Thank you, Marquess.”

“You are most welcome,” Marquess Reka mutters.

“It seems rather unorthodox, doesn’t it. How eager our dear cousin is to air the opinions of her property.” Narika has her hands folded in her lap. “If I didn’t know better, Kora, I’d say you were boy-crazy.”

“What a delight to hear you know better.” Sykora returns Narika’s razor stare. “I’ve lived seven hectocycles comfortably unattached, dear sister. Without the use of Kabira’s wort. If I thought Grantyde was nothing more than a pretty face, I never would have taken him.”

The ginger who waved at him giggles. “Although it is such a pretty face.”

Narika does not relent. “It’s new from you, Sykora. This workers’ rights angle.”

“My angle is the dominion of my Empress. As always. That’s how I run the sector that’s so graciously hosting you. I should hope it’s how you run yours.”

“Really?” Narika dabs a bead of wine from the edge of her lip. It’s like a bloodstain on the napkin. “I hear there’s another matriarch carving out space in the Black Pike sector these days. Grounding your vessels on Aodok.”

“Scavengers always circle the greatest prizes,” Sykora says. “A little tip for you, dear sister, should you ever acquire one. But they circle wide, if you keep control.”

Narika smirks. “Perhaps you should ensure you can control the prize, first.”

“Control is what we are for, Narika.” Sykora turns her face to Grant. Her hand finds his under the table. Squeeze. Wiggle. Her eyes flash. She holds up her glass. “A little more wine.”

He stands and circles the table, plucking a cruet of wine from the place setting as he goes. He leans low as he fills her glass—low enough he feels the leash he’s been trying to ignore, on his neck.

“They’re testing us,” she whispers. “Forgive me, dove.”

He kisses her temple as he withdraws.

Their display has luckily coincided with the first course, and steered the table’s attention and conversation elsewhere.

Grant picks at the appetizer, a verdant seedpod salad, while Marquess Paxea holds forth about the fussy, labor-intensive particulars of growing something called stekkai. It’s that breakfast fruit he had, he realizes, the one that smeared like brie. He didn’t realize just how difficult and luxurious it was. Was giving it to him part of Sykora’s apology?

His wife has picked her fork up and put it down a few times, now. She’s standing it on its tongs at the edge of her napkin. But she hasn’t eaten yet. She keeps glancing over at him.

She catches his eye, and her vision darts to her plate, then back to his face. He realizes what she’s asking for and his throat goes dry.

He gives the Princess of the Black Pike a tiny nod of permission.

Instantly she takes a forkful and pops it into her mouth. A grateful little mmm as she chews. But her eyes, when they meet his again, are still full of hunger.
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Explorer of Edregon





The universe is dying. Thank God there’s a backup plan.

 

Randomly selected by some mysterious higher power, Vin went from dirt-poor vagabond to humanity's hope for survival in the blink of an eye. Now a member of the first wave of humans sent to colonize a planet that defies all logic, Vin is expected to leave his wanderlust behind him and focus on the greater good.

 

But when that same unknown power gives him the option to choose a class, Vin just can’t help himself from becoming an Explorer. 

 

In a patchwork world filled with impossible magic, deadly monsters, and powerful artifacts, it’s now Vin’s job to go out and discover the rules of this new world they need to survive on.

 

If only the System wasn’t already threatening to kill him.















                



2.9. Contradiction


                Grant’s got no idea how the tiny Taiikari women eat as much as their larger counterparts. The main course is a thick slab of gamey meat coated with pumpkin-orange chutney and Sykora eats hers faster than he does. The heat she’s always radiating makes sense, he supposes, if this is the metabolism Taiikari have.

As they decamp from the table, it coasts smoothly away from them on floor-bound casters, and the dance floor is left unoccupied. A polite cough draws Grant’s fascinated eye away.

A slim, black-clad servant is at his arm. “From the Baroness Konia, sir.” He presents Grant with a small burgundy envelope and departs.

Grant paces to the edge of the populating dance floor. At its center, the young man whose paintings he was admiring is being presented to polite society. A dour, slim Taiikari youth, whose spidery wire spectacles mark him as the only man in the hall with anticomps. Grant joins in the applause from the periphery, then opens the envelope.

The Baroness Arenta Konia kindly requests your presence at the Fifty-Eighth Ptolek Cloudsprint, in one tenday and three.

“What’s that?” Sykora’s followed him to the hexagonal rim of the floor. He passes her the invitation. He sees just a moment of elation cross her face, before a stormy expression bumps it away. She huffs in annoyance and gestures him down to a knee.

“You are my fucking hero and I would kiss you dizzy,” she murmurs, “but Konia’s surely got eyes on us. When you stand up, act like we’re fighting.”

He straightens up again, doing his best to look chastened and upset. Sykora’s got her arms crossed tight. “Horns,” he whispers.

She tosses her dark hair over the little blue nubs poking out of her scalp and pointedly avoids his eyes.

He watches the dancers gather on the floor. The music is a curious admixture of classical and electronic: legato string-instrument washes over an insistent rhythmic pulse of digital percussion. Grant wondered how a species with such a wide variance in height dances: the answer, it turns out, is “with great concentration.” The moves are acrobatic and precise, with husbands acting as platforms and bolsters for their wives. It’s all Grant can do not to gasp when, at the song’s swelling apex, a woman in flowing black is tossed into a twirling 720-degree spin and caught by her stonefaced beau.

“That’s Duchess Ixima. She never misses a chance to show off.” Sykora breaks her fake silent treatment.

“I’d ask you to dance,” he says out the corner of his mouth. “But I’d be terrified of dropping you.”

She glances his way. “Let’s not terrify you. I’ll teach you the steps sometime and we’ll be ready for the next one.” She steers him toward the ballroom doors. “How about we actually give that art gallery the time of day, hmm? And find a place to talk.”

He takes her arm and they leave the technicolor dance behind.

“I got you in hot water,” he says, keeping his voice quiet in the echoing hallway.

She shrugs. “You were confrontational. But it’s not as though you were wrong. I’ll come up with a way to smooth it over with Lorimare. A privately given gift ought to suffice. She knows she overstepped.”

“I worry I did, too.”

Sykora sighs. “I wouldn’t say so. Some people at that table would.” Her tail brushes him. “But fuck them.”

Grant smiles. But the guilt doesn’t fade. This no apologies thing is harder than he thought it would be.

“There are things you think about that very few in the Empire do. That I don’t,” Sykora says. “There are contradictions. Sometimes I hold two different things in my head at once. Sometimes I’m not… good. Not like you are.”

“I’m—”

“You are, Grant.” Her eyes burn. “You’re good and I’m not. I am ambitious and cruel and I subjugate planets, and it’s selfish of me to want your love anyway, but I do. I want you to promise me something.”

“Anything.”

“When I get too evil, when what I choose will make you think less of me, challenge me.” She holds his hand tight as they enter the gallery. “Please. It might not change what I do. Not if it’s my duty. But at least I’ll… I’ll try. To explain myself, or mitigate, or make recompense.”

Her shoulders are tense. She’s been thinking the same things he has, he realizes, about her job. In reverse.

Her tail wraps around his leg. “But do it when we’re alone. That’s all I ask. So that we don’t have to pretend in front of my crew or those n’vekai at the table.”

“I promise.” He takes a knee and folds her into an embrace.

“Thank you.” Her little fingers rub his beard. She kisses his jaw. “Thank you, dove.”

He stands up. “I didn’t get that last word, by the way. N’vekai?”

“An ugly little scavenger thing. I’ll show you a picture.” She snaps her fingers. “Picture! That’s reminded me. I promised I’d get you something from here. If you’d like.”

“I was looking at one earlier, actually.”

“Oh?” She takes his hand. “Which one?”

He leads her through the gallery. She looks warily around at the sea of eyes. “It’s very red.”

Grant points out the mural he was looking at earlier, the one with the black-on-black figures suspended within. “I love that big one, but I don’t know if we’ll get it to fit in the shuttle. What do you think of it?”

“It’s nice. I like the composition.” She tilts her head. “It’s a bit—abstract.”

“It is. But, uh. He captures it. The feeling. It doesn’t happen for me like it happens for the rest, of course, especially on the Pike, with the anticomps. But that’s the feeling.”

Sykora’s smile goes flat and contemplative at the edges. “It is?”

He nods. “Not with you, though.” His fingers glide through her hair and rub the choker on the back of her neck. “Not anymore.”

He sees the little nubs of her horns begin to poke out again. “How about I get you this painting,” she says. “And we’ll go back to the shuttle and see if we can make it fit.”

***

Sykora disengages the escape velocity thrusters. They float through silent firmament. “Was I cutthroat enough for you, Grantyde?”

Grant unbuckles from his seat. “You were downright merciless, Majesty.”

“I had a man to defend.” She punches the artificial gravity on and they settle into their seats. “Your first taste of the peerage, in full force. Well done getting through it.”

His wife’s tail is wagging. His wife. Grant grins. That amrita’s had its desired effect. He feels loose and lifted.

Sykora glances his way. “What are you looking at me like that for?”

“You are fascinating, do you know that? I watched you peel a woman apart in front of the entire Ptolek coterie, and then you asked for permission before you ate.”

“What, the food?” She reddens. He loves the shade she turns when she blushes. “That was nothing. I just wasn’t particularly hungry today.”

He quirks a brow.

“You’re imagining things.” Her horns are slowly rising further, parting her elegant hair. She coasts them slower, away from the holographically displayed route back to the Pike. Grant watches the speedometer zero out. “And you have a promise to keep, you know.”

“What’s that?”

She clicks herself free of her harness. “You said if I was cutthroat, you’d take me home and undress me.”

“We’re not all the way home yet.”

She pouts. “We’re on the shuttle. It’s my shuttle.” She pokes his knee. “The shuttle counts.”

“What about chasing those pirates off?”

“They can wait a half hour.” She crosses her arms. “I’ve chased thousands of pirates off. I’ve only gotten fucked once.”

“Twice.”

“Two rounds counts as one time.”

“Let’s make a deal.” Grant straightens his legs out and climbs from his seat. “I’ll give you what you’re looking for.” He pushes his thumbs lightly into her shoulders and watches her back arch. “But I won’t take that dress off you yet.”

“Deal.” She hops up so quick he needs to juke to avoid her horns bonking him. She scurries to the back of the shuttle. “Watch this.” She pushes two buttons on a console on the back seat. It folds down and rotates as it descends. A twin-sized mattress is now laying across the back of the shuttle.

“Pretty good, right?” Sykora bobs her eyebrows at him as she looks back. Her hips are wiggling. The frilly garters hugging her thighs peek into view. She cranes her neck up to him as he steps into the rear of the shuttle with her. “Well. Maybe it’s a little small, actually.”

He laughs. “It’s perfect. And we have the floor if we need it.” He sits at the edge of the bed. “Come here.”

With him sitting and her standing, she still needs to go on tiptoes to kiss him. His hands cup her heart-shaped butt over her satiny dress as she wiggles further into the space between his legs.

“Grant.” She pulls from the kiss and nuzzles against his scruff. “You’ll say if these little, uh… hijinks I’m doing unsettle you. Yes?”

“What, the submissive stuff? It’s new.” He braces himself. “But it’s hard to be upset when you’re being such a good girl.”

The little molten noise in her throat makes him chuckle. “Big pink smug bastard. I’m not a good girl. I’m a Princess. A Princess does not submit to a commoner.”

“My mistake.” He cups her cheek. “Do you want to try getting tied up?”

Her ears perk. “Yes.”

“Then get on your knees for me, Princess.”

She eagerly drops to the carpeted floor of the shuttle, smoothing the hem of her dress as she goes. Grant stands over her. His shadow looms across her face. He pauses in the middle of undoing his belt. “Uh. Maybe stand up again, actually. I forgot how short you are.”

She giggles. Her tail swats his thigh. “I’m not short. You’re too tall.”

“A majority opinion shared by you and half the doors. Hands behind your back, Majesty.”

She folds her arms back and lets him tie her wrists together. “I’m not submissive. I’m quite assertive. It’s just a matter of keeping things fair.”

“Uh huh.” He puts the buckle in her palm so she can undo it if she needs to. “Comfortable?”

“Very, thank you. On days we do what you want, I will be so dominant. You’ll see.”

With both of them standing, she’s at the perfect height for what he’s about to do to her. His hand rests on her cheek as he unbuttons his waistband. “I believe you.”

“I don’t want to owe debt. That’s all.”

His finger hooks under her choker and pulls her face gently forward. “Sure.”

“I’m a Princess, you know,” she says, and tugs down his fly with her teeth.
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I Became a Vtuber to Cope After My Husband Divorced Me





A comedy about digital chaos and finding yourself in 720p

At 28, Aoi thought she had her life figured out until her decade-long marriage ended with a handshake, a shared custody battle over a rice cooker, and her ex walking off with the cat.

Now freshly single, emotionally unstable, and armed with nothing but a janky webcam and a dream, Aoi reinvents herself as Ketsusaki, a demon-themed VTuber with a love for snacks, spite, and cursed karaoke streams.

Between tech disasters, bizarre fan interactions, and collaborations with VTubers who actually know what they’re doing, Aoi stumbles her way into internet fame and maybe even healing, one chaotic livestream at a time.

Because when life deletes your save file, sometimes you just have to reboot and become a demon.















                



2.10. Love


                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Dukerino
                        

                    

                    

This chapter has been censored to ensure the story remains consistent with Royalroad's content policy, and to cater to readers who would prefer a clean(er) version.

Areas where text has been removed are marked with a –content omitted–notice. Key dialogue and development has been included where possible, but much is inevitably missing from the censored version of the chapter.

For the uncensored version, which depicts explicit sex between two enthusiastically consenting adults, you can visit my Patreon, where it's been made public and released free of charge. No account or membership is required. Forgive the different chapter number; the patreon's subdivisions are different, since many chapters are early drafts which are later split or recombined.

Read the uncensored version here (18+ only)

If you're comfortable with explicit content, I encourage you to read the version beyond the link. It's the way the story was intended to be experienced. If not, the below version will give you the gist.

There's not very much here that could be presented in a censored version, I'm afraid, so there isn't a whole lot in the chapter that's available on Royal Road. In recognition of that, and in gratitude for a rising star run that is now on its way gracefully out after a really fantastic time on the main page, this is going to be a two-update day. A bonus chapter will be posted in two hours, at 11:20 EST.

 

Thank you all so much for reading PotV!






                

                Sykora nudges the band of Grant’s boxer briefs down and sighs happily. “Hello, handsome.” She kisses the head. “Want to see another Princess trick, Maekyonite?”

He laughs. “Sure.”

–content omitted–

A rasping grunt slips out between Grant’s gritted teeth. “Holy shit.” Sykora looks up at him, wry triumph clear on her face.

“Ta-daaa,” she sings. “Look what your wifey can do.”

“What the fuck.” Grant strokes her face. “Where’s your gag reflex?”

She kisses his stomach. “The trick for me is humming when it goes past the uvula. Humming and relaxing.”

“You are a fucking gift from God.”

“I told you. I spent a long time preparing to be a wife.” She licks upward along the base of his shaft. “And learning how to keep a husband happy. Do you know why I never took one? Even when I was dizzy with longing for touch? Do you know how I kept myself?”

“How?”

“I told myself that when I saw him, I’d know. That there’d be no doubt, no questioning of whether I’d made a mistake. I’d see a man and it would be clear the Gods of the Firmament had put him before me, and he’d be so right I’d just know.” She nudges the velvet skin of her cheek against his length; it leaves a shiny trail on her face. “And then they did, and you were, and I knew. I knew with all of me.”

Grant doesn’t trust himself to speak. You will not cry while receiving head, Grantyde. You’re domming right now. Doms don’t cry.

“My husband came to me in the deepest pit of despair I’ve ever been in. My bright day after six long cycles of night. My husband is the answer to a prayer I’ve whispered for my entire life.” The starscape burns in the reflections of Sykora’s cardinal eyes. “And now I want him to fuck my throat.”

He laughs as he comes down from his emotional plateau. “You want me to do the moving?”

“Yes.” She traces a vein with the tip of her tongue. “And, um.” She steels herself. “Hold my horns while you do it.” There’s a tremor in her voice. It was hard for her to say that.

“Well, yeah. Of course.” He strokes the top of her head. “I was always gonna do that.”

Her nose wrinkles. “You’re so weird.”

–content omitted–

He cups her cheek. “Are you okay, hon?”

A dizzy smile pushes against his palms. “Yeah,” she sighs. Her eyes refocus on his and he doesn’t see that tyrannical red. He sees eager, enraptured submission. “You taste like kavak.”

“What’s kavak?”

“It’s a flatbread that I just found out tastes like the most beautiful cock in the Empire.” She wipes her face on her shoulder. “Why did you stop?”

Because I was fucking you like I hated you. He nuzzles her hair. “Just making sure you’re okay.”

“You are a fucking beast, and I love you,” she says. “Use me. Cum in my throat.”

“Are you sure you’re okay? You gagged.”

She gives him a cheeky wink. “Gentlemen like it when you gag.”

“Let’s lie down, at least,” he says. “Break the bed in, right?”

“Okay.” Her tail wags. “But can I ask… this is weird.”

He shakes his head. “No, it’s not. Whatever you want.”

“Maybe you could call me... maybe you could say it again.” She blinks rapidly, trying maybe to keep the color from rising in her cheeks. “When you’re in me.”

“Say what?”

“What you called me,” she says.

“Honey?”

Her breath rattles. “The other one.”

“Good girl?”

A full-body shiver at the words. Her throat is so pinched it barely lets the reply out. “Uh huh.”

He laughs. A surge of heart-shaking affection for this woman washes away the last of the spite that ruled him. She is a good girl. The best. He’s done with this one-sided thing. He wants to make Sykora feel good.

–content omitted–

“Sykora.” He says it, before he can think it away: “I love you.”

“I love you,” she sobs, as her hands frame his face, as her eyes sparkle and flash like a thunderstorm, her heart hammering, her tight nipples brushing the fabric on his chest. “I love you so fucking much, Grant, I love you, I love you!” and she’s screaming it now as her brain breaks, the translation implant glitching out again, the words melting together while she comes apart beneath him, and as the pressure snaps, he knows he was right to say it, knows it’s true. Fuck the consequences. Fuck the uncertain future. Fuck the Empire. He doesn’t care. He’s fallen in love with the alien warlord who abducted him.

And when the night is done, and it’s time to rule the sector, she’ll wash him off of her and out of her, and take off her garters, and cover the bruises on her neck. She’ll return to the command deck of her massive battleship. And he’ll join her seven hundred other servants in faithful obedience. His little wife will be a Void Princess of the Taiikari again, and he’ll be Prince Consort. And if he doesn’t believe in the Empire, that’s okay, because he believes in her.

But in this crystallized moment, as his pressing weight pins her to the floor, and the tendons of her neck stand out below the choker he put on her as she cries his name to the stars, Sykora doesn’t belong to the Black Pike, or the sector, or the Empress.

Sykora is his.
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                Home again.

Grant lies in bed. Sykora curls on his chest like a cat. He’s still in his suit, though he had to fold his jacket in front of his crotch the whole way from the shuttle to the cabin. These pants are going to need some heavy-duty laundering. The Princess is wearing her choker, her stockings, and a smug grin, and that’s it. Prismatic light from the sweep to Aodok paints her in shifting jewel-tones.

“A construction worker,” Grant says. “Or a veterinarian. Or a… there was a Maekyonite word we used for spacefarers.” He remembers. “An astronaut.”

She giggles. “Rather indecisive of you.”

“Well, I grew up and worked on the oil sands, and went to space, and married a weird alien gremlin with a tail. In a way, I’ve done it all.”

“A gremlin.” Sykora’s heel gives his shin a play-fight kick. “I’m royalty, boy.”

“What about you?” he asks. “What did you want to be, if you hadn’t been a Void Princess?”

“Ballerina,” she says. “Ballerina or cybersurgeon. Something requiring precision. Oh!” She snaps her fingers. “Or pilot. So I suppose I’ve managed a piece of my list, too. But that was always idle fancy. They began work on the Pike as soon as they discovered I’d been born, you know. They took me from Inadama and gave me the finest instructors in the Empire. By the time I was two hectocycles old, it was finished and waiting for me. We were always destined for each other.”

“Would you tell me if I asked?”

“You want to know why,” she says. “Why I was born and why I ended up here.”

He nods. “I was an accident, y’know. I’m not ashamed of it.”

“There’s no way to have an accidental Taiikari. My siblings and I were an indiscretion. A secret my stupid, arrogant mother thought she could hide from the Empire. But there’s no hiding from the Empire.”

The steely contempt in her voice puts a shiver in Grant’s spine. “So she had you and Narika at the same time?”

“Uh-huh. We have litters. I’m one of three. Three too many. Marquess Palatine Inadama begged the Empress to spare me, and the Empress, in her wisdom, showed mercy. My brother Tymar took the cloth. My sister and I were made Void Princesses.” Sykora wriggles closer. “And here I am. And you shivered, dove.”

“What we’re doing, Batty,” he says. “We’re hiding from the Empire.”

“Not for long,” she says. “I told you, dearheart. We just need to time it right, and the Empress will free you.”

“What if she doesn’t?”

Sykora shakes her head. “She will, Grant. I know she will. I’m not just boy-crazy. You’re a man of quality. You deserve your freedom for so many reasons beyond that little abstinence competition we had. I’ll make sure she sees that.”

He’s still not sure how to talk to her about this. There’s this feeling in his gut. A bittersweetness he can’t identify.

He changes the subject. “What do you mean there’s no accidental Taiikari?”

“Have you ever wondered why I have these fangs, Grantyde?”

“To kill people who try to shoot me?”

She laughs and licks her lips. “Well, yes. But they don’t just kill. There’s something Taiikari do, when they’re ready. The breeding bite, it’s called. There’s a substance Taiikari women’s fangs can secrete. Something that helps their mates. To ensure they’re properly knocked up.”

Grant remembers what Drake told him. “The guys called it a neurotoxin. They thought maybe you sucked blood.”

“A neurotoxin.” She turns the word over. “So unromantic. I guess it is, if you want to be clinical. We don’t call it that.”

“What do you call it?”

She huddles her back against him. “Nectar.”

“And do you suck blood?”

“We do, but only during the breeding bite. And not for sustenance. It’s a very… Maekyonites have pair-bonds, yes? Marriage? That’s a familiar concept?”

“It is. It was a real shock, just showing up aboard and being told I was your husband out of nowhere. We have a lot more ceremony about it. A big party, rings and vows being exchanged… I think it’s a translator thing, probably. Husband and wife having different connotations.”

“Oh, Grantyde. I didn’t know that.” She strokes the hand he’s resting on her. “We can do all of that, if you’d like. It’s not orthodox, but so little about us is.”

“What’s the Taiikari equivalent?”

She displays her fangs. “The bite. Tradition says the first time, you make sure to let it scar. You should keep an eye on the necks of Taiikari couples, next time we’re around them. Some of them have the breedmate mark on them. Husbands mark wives, too, sometimes, or wives mark each other. Not that it does the same thing.”

“Breedmate, like…” He traces the line of her abdominals.

She quivers under his touch, and nods.

“You have kids by biting?”

She laughs. “We have kids the usual way, dummy. But the breeding bite is how you tell your body it’s time. The blood into you, the nectar into your breedmate. The blood quickens your womb. The nectar makes your mate, uh, enthusiastic. And energetic. You’re meant to set the night aside for it. And the whole day after, too, for recovery and… little things. Ceremonial things. To make it stick, and to rest. And to be together.”

“We’d do it the whole night?” Grant’s knees bump the back of Sykora’s legs. “I don’t know if I can do that.”

“That’s what the nectar’s for,” she says. “It’s very visceral. Compulsion barely works in the nectar heat. Even on Taiikari. Of course, with you and I, there would be no conception, but it’s still, uh, sacred. Sacred and crucial. A breedmate goes beyond husbands and wives. If…” Her voice goes small and shaky. “If you’d like to try it with me. I’ve heard it’s quite transcendent.”

“Do you want to?”

Her legs lace into his. “I’ve dreamt of being your breedmate since I met you, Grantyde. Of seeing my mark on your neck every morning. Of mine bearing yours, even.” Her hand strays to her belly. “I’ve dreamt—”

She falls silent. His heartbeat trips over itself.

When she speaks again it’s with a carefully constructed lightness of tone. “The days are so packed, right now, and I can’t take one for myself. But when things are settled. We can’t, uh. We can’t have children, of course. But we could have the bite and the night, at least.”

He’s about to tell her he doesn’t mind that. That he’s never even thought about kids. But he strokes the hand the Princess is holding over her tight little stomach, and the words won’t come.

Why do his eyes sting? He’s never wanted kids. He’s not dad material. He doesn’t even like kids.

You don’t like Maekyonite kids. You’ve never met a Taiikari one.

You’ve never met Sykora’s. And you never will.

“I’d like that,” he says. “We could have the night.” He folds her further into his arms and unhooks the choker from her throat. She makes a little satisfied humming noise as he strokes her newly freed neck.

“Are you religious?” he asks.

“How do you mean?”

“You said you prayed for me, and you talk about God and gods. On my world, we say stuff like that even if we don’t believe, a lot of us.”

“The Taiikari are the same way.”

“How about you, then?” He smooths the soft fur on the end of her tail. “Do you believe in them?

“I think I do.” Her foot nudges into the space between his knees. “I’m not observant, not much. The ship has a priory, but I’m hardly ever there, and my tithe is just some auto debit on a form somewhere. But when I’m with you, I feel it. I don’t know what to call it. God? I don’t know. But I sense a design at work.” Her tail drapes on his side. “Out of all the untold masses on all the infinite worlds in the firmament, we were brought together, Grantyde. You were given to me. And then I was given to you. It isn’t a coincidence. I can’t believe it is. It was too unlikely. And it means too much. When you’re inside me, it…” She searches for her words.

“It’s right.” He knows what she’s talking about. “It feels right.”

“Yes.” Her voice is thick with emotion. “Yes, exactly.” Her hips swivel as she burrows further into the sheets and up against him. “That can’t be how it always feels, can it?”

“Okay.” He props himself up on his arm. “You dodged it last time, Batty. But the way you keep talking. It’s okay either way, I swear it is. But were you a virgin when we met?”

“I—um.” She buries her reddening face into the crook of his elbow. “I was."

His stomach drops. He's been throwing this little blue maiden around like a goddamn caveman.

Sykora glances up from her face's shelter in his arm. "It isn’t obvious, is it? I did a lot of studying.”

“No. God, no. You’re incredible.” He pulls her closer, and feels a surge of love tighten his body around hers. "I would have been so much gentler, if I'd known."

She snickers the tension out. "Then I'm glad I didn't tell you."

Tradition never really mattered to Grant on Maekyon. He never stressed about body counts or old-school courtship-type stuff. Never attached that sort of value to it. He lost his virginity in a Prius parked a block from a Raising Cane’s and never gave it a second thought.

But it adds another log to this weird possessive bonfire in him, even if he doesn’t want to admit it. He’s the Princess’s first. Her only, if he’s the kind of husband he hopes to be. He’s the only person to have held her like this. The only one who’s felt the astonishing things she can do. That night they both lost control was already the best and most important of his life, but it’s becoming something even graver to him now. He remembers the desperation she had, trying to give him something she’d never given anyone else.

You're my last, she told him.

“What kept you from it?” he asks.

“I’m a Void Princess,” she says. “There are many expectations and few opportunities. And I don’t know. Before I saw you, it was a point of pride in me, my ability to stay uncoupled. It never felt… essential.” She squeezes his arm. “I suppose I had a Maekyonite fetish, and I didn’t realize it till I saw one. It wasn’t your first time, was it?” She looks over her shoulder.

He shakes his head. “I’ve been with people. But it’s never felt like this. Never anything close, even.” He strokes the tuft of her tail. “Nothing prepared me for you, that’s for sure.”

“I think everything did.” She’s hushed and serious. “That’s what I’m trying to say. I think all we’ve done was leading us to each other. The imprisonments, the fighting, it all had a reason. I think this—” She tucks his palm under her head and lays across it. “I think it means something. I don’t know what, yet. But I do.”

“I think you might be right.” He rubs her ear with his thumb and listens to the feline sound it draws out of her. “Now, if I recall correctly, you owe me a bunch of yapping about interceptors.”

Her throaty purr cuts off. “Oooh. I certainly do.” She perks up and tugs her stockings off. “So: the sim you grew so familiar with is patterned off the ZX-6. That’s most of our fleet. I learned on a 4. The ZX-5, actually, most of the frontier skipped on, the Pike included. I hear it’s still used in the Imperial Core, but it had these ghastly inefficiencies in effective range that made it a bad fit for service on a ZKZ. It was the first model with a double-chamber manifold for its membrane, you see, and it’s actually so fascinating how they addressed it for the 6…”

Grant caresses the curve of his wife’s hip and listens to her cheerful chatter, and he lets her warm skin and her smoky voice send his thoughts of sinister nobles and exo conspiracies and impossible children drifting away through the dark of the firmament.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Dukerino
                        

                    

                    


	


[image: image]


Cryptmother: Bride of the Dungeon Core





Necromancers are NOT bargain bin healers!

But that hasn’t stopped any of Graverra’s previous adventuring parties from making her try. After a lifetime of being horribly misunderstood by her peers - like it's her fault mage armor looks like that? - Graverra glitches into an undiscovered and under-leveled dungeon and is finally presented with a marvelous opportunity to shed her support role; all she has to do is make a pact with the enigmatic and infuriating dungeon core and spend her days in wedded dungeon mistress bliss…

Or has she only traded in one support role for another? 

Between an emotionally stunted dungeon core husband who still won’t swap out his avatar for a human body and some nagging celestial entity for a mother-in-law breathing down their necks, on top of all the usual worries of running a functional dungeon… What’s a girl to do?

This story is about...

- Dungeon Building & Domestic Spats: A sham marriage is one thing, but both your fates and the dungeon’s resting on it? While your pseudo-mother-in-law plots your demise?! 

- An Atypical Romance: She knows it’s not a real marriage... Or is it? Are dungeon cores even capable of love? Why won’t this one just let her in?!

- The Author’s Thinly Veiled Opinions: On MMOs, TTRPGs, and femininity (and probably some other things)
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2.12. Life


                “I’ve killed your corvette, Prince Consort.” Vora apologetically slides her voidship into place.

“What?” Grant squints at the board. “What did—oh, shit. The crossfire rule.”

“My least favorite.” Vora picks up Grant’s piece and slips it into the capture pile. “But you have to grasp every advantage you can.”

Good & Gathered is on the agro floor, that same stretch of artificial outdoors that he first discovered on the lift, alone and wary. Now that he’s anticomped and unafraid, Grant loves it here. Three-story vertical stacks of hydroponic crops on the walls, genetically enhanced rapid-gen fruits. A constant, comfy mist clings to the air here, condenses on the sweeping windows of the establishment like fog. It smells like sauteed aromatics and freshly turned earth.

The Pike picks up plenty of its provisions from Sykora’s tributary worlds, Vora told him, but if they ever needed to, they could survive for hectocycles off the food here. G&G serves almost exclusively void grown crops. If there’s a difference, he can’t taste it. His favorite is this sweet crunchy helix-shaped thing that his translator calls a radish but which he happily eats raw and crispy, like jicama.

He chews on one now as he fiddles with his capital ship. “Gravitas is hard.” He glances at the pair of coveralled girls two booths down from them, who have been monitoring the game as covertly as possible. “Do one of you want to sub in?”

The closest of them nearly jumps out of her skin at the direct address. “No no uh no thank you Prince Consort.” She plugs her mouth with a stuffed mushroom.

Grant turns his attention back to Vora. “Can I concede?”

“Oh, you don’t have to do that. You can bribe my center zone and take all these ships from me.” She takes a bite of her root veggie wrap and gestures to his tokens. “You’ve barely used half of your tribute.”

“I keep forgetting I have them. Could we start over?”

She hums as she wipes the sauce from her fingers. “Okay. Don’t be afraid to spend them this time. They should be mostly gone by the middle game.” She sets the board back up into its starting phase.

The best way Grant has managed to understand Gravitas is that it’s like chess but every piece starts on the same side. You build your army through an early-game series of bribes, threats, and conversions that he still barely understands, but he’s picking up enough to realize how incredibly Vora plays. She always knows the perfect time to switch her phases and start blasting Grant’s piddling army out of the sky.

“It’s based on the dynastic era,” she explains, as she clacks the pieces back into place. “Before the Empire. This was how the old lords did war. It’s at least a hundred kilocycles old, this game. Your wife is going to be so pleased you’re learning it.”

“I didn’t realize she was such a fan.”

“Oh, she isn’t. Not really. But she’ll be thrilled to have an opponent she can beat.”

“When I first saw you,” Grant says, “I thought I’d finally met a demure, courteous Taiikari woman. I should have known it was a pipe dream.”

Vora chuckles. “The Princess doesn’t want demure in her command group, I’m afraid. Or in her marriage, it seems.”

Grant’s communicator chirps. He checks it while Vora considers her response to his piss-poor first move.

 


grantyde!!!! just got out of a meeting with my intel analyst group and they said the data leech worked PERFECTLY

I’ve got them looking over nav logs, recordings, correspondence… if something is fishy with lorimare we’ll nail her to the wall. you did SO WELL my love mwah mwah mwah mwah

are you having fun with Vorakaia? is she thrashing you?

tell her to go easy on my man. that’s a command from her Princess



 

He grins and texts her back. Several people now have tried to teach him how to use this keyboard. All have had limited success.

she bit myass


she BIT your ASS?

that’s not her ass to bite.



imeann beat


ohh. well that’s to be expected. she’s evil.

where are you? i wanna steal you >:)



g+g. but ican meet u wehrever


cabin

now please



 

“Majesty. Madam.” Sukro is standing by their table. Grant’s glad he was in today—he’s the only server here who never gave him that mystified panicky look every Taiikari first has when they see themselves reflected in his anticomp goggles. He gestures to the linen-lined baskets their food came in. “Can I take these? And are we looking for anything else for game two? Another round?”

“Have to bow out, folks.” Grant holds up his communicator. “Duty calls. We’ll rain check my humiliating defeat, majordomo.”

Sukro bows himself away with the baskets as Vora packs the game up. “You really will get better, you know,” she says. “And it’s a useful game. Many of the nobles you and Sykora joust with have played it. They think in Gravitas terms. It’s worth putting in the time.”

“As soon as I get any time, I will.” Grant gives the majordomo a quarter bow and slings his crescent bag over his shoulder. “Thanks, Vora.”

“Tell her Majesty hello from me,” Vora says. “And that Oryn and I would love to host the two of you for some amrita and a movie, or something. Any time she wants to emerge from her love nest.”

“We’ll get it out of our systems by the cloudsprint. Promise.” He gives her a salute as he departs for the lift.

He hits the boost on his way up, and chases the butterflies in his stomach back to their cabin. He presses the seal and strolls inside.

“Hey, hon. Vora says—uh.” He looks around.

Empty room. He steps into the center.

“Sykora?” he tries.

Thin air slaps his butt. He squawks as his leg is snatched into the air and his boot is shucked from it.

“Shoes off, big boy.” The voice comes from his shoulder and then laughs musically as it scurries away from him.

Grant hops out of his other boot. “Okay. Shoes off. Where are you?”

“Wouldn’t you like to know.” A curtain billows.

“All right, Batty. Very funn—”

His last syllable turns into a gasp as a small, warm, invisible projectile lands cackling on his chest. He loses his footing and falls backward into bed. A sudden weight presses on his legs. His belt undoes itself.

A syrupy giggle in his ear. He lunges for it and Sykora lets out an eep as he catches her around the middle and rolls on top of her.

Her skin ripples back into the visible spectrum. She’s naked in his arms. “Hi, dove,” she says.

“Hi,” he says.

“Wanna fuck your wife?”

“Yes I do,” he says.

Her tail wraps around his midsection. With a sudden jerk it yanks him to one side, and she laughs light and loud as she kips up to her feet and ripples back into invisibility. “Catch me then, Maekyonite.”

He catches her, after a ridiculous chase that ends with her face-down on the kitchen table, her slim waist immobilized under his grip. He turns his wife’s impish laugh into a startled yelp, then an indulgent groan, then his name, repeated with increasing urgency for the next several minutes.



This is how they’ve been, for the past few days. It’s a little under a week before the cloudsprint, and they fill their days with their new life together. Sykora takes meetings and resolves minor disputes and keeps the Pike running. Grant familiarizes himself with the ship and gets back up to speed on his new guitar and learns what he can from the command group and the meetings he drops in on.

And then, the moment they’re alone, they tear each other's clothes off.

Grant has had more sex in the past week than in the previous three years. Now that the floodgates are open, he’s as desperate for the Princess as she’s been for him. Urgent, clutching quickies in closets and empty conference rooms, his hand clamped over her mouth, her tail lashing like a living thing. Giddy tussles like the one they just had, winding up with her pinned to the floor beneath him or riding him in the bath or squished up against the window, her sturdy little body framed by the dazzling firmament. Slow and sensuous lovemaking in their nested bed, staring awe-struck and infatuated into each other’s eyes, hearts beating against one another, fingers interlaced.

And every night, they lie together naked in the afterglow, talking about their lives and their love, their pasts and their dreams for the future, the Maekyonites who Grant used to know and the Taiikari who Sykora wrangles. And then Grant makes a cute face, or Sykora shifts in a way that makes the light fall sweetly along her chest, and the spark reignites, and they fuck again, into cuddling, loose-limbed exhaustion. She falls asleep curled in his arms, and he always knows when she starts dreaming because she does this cute little twitch.

And every morning, he wakes up to the sensation of her grainy tongue, or the arching grind of her hips, or her hands guiding his fingers to their warm, tight home between her thighs.

And every time, Grant waits to see if Sykora will take over once they start, and be as dominant as she claimed she can be, and instead she eagerly goes pliant and submissive at the first assertive touch. She’s happy to go on top, to show him more of the breathtaking tricks she trained herself to do, but it’s always at his request—and he’s learning that the more he makes that request sound like an order, the happier it makes her.

It’s not what he expected, after the way this marriage began. And outside of the bedroom, she’s as commanding a figure as ever, expecting—and receiving—immediate obedience from her crew. It’s so at odds with the giggly little imp he shares a cabin with, whose orders, when they come, are only to rile him up until he seizes her and bends her roughly over the nearest surface. He never thought of himself as a dominant person. But he never thought of himself as a Prince Consort aboard an alien spaceship, either. He’s learning how to be flexible with these definitions.

He’s not very good at dirty talk, but the nice thing about Princess is that beyond being kinky, it’s a simple statement of fact. He’s gotten her to agree not to call him master or sir, anyway. That skeeves him out. And he loves the way she says his name.

They finish in the kitchenette and bathe in each other’s arms. Sykora slips from the tub and brings a stack of scout reports with her to their nest, where she pulls on a set of silk PJs and perches a pair of reading glasses on her nose. She flips through packet after packet, occasionally pausing to tell him about some noteworthy planet or another that her surveyors have discovered. Grant stays in the suds a while longer, getting soggy marks on one of his father’s paperbacks, which they’ve stowed in a corner of the cabin along with Grant’s old go-bag.

“This has to be a typo. I refuse to believe there are this many crabs on Akmai-77.” Sykora turns the page. “Fucking hell. There are.” She holds up a planetary capture and taps a blob of orange on it. “That’s crabs, Grantyde.”

“Yum.”

“You eat them?”

“That’s right.” He underlines a word in his book. “Let’s honeymoon on Crab Planet.”

They use a lot of paper on the Pike. Grant appreciates it. He has a notepad next to him right now, upon which he’s carefully writing and arranging the symbols from one of his father’s old paperbacks. The upward arrow with the line through it. That’s a capital A. Like on guitar.

“What are you doing over there?” Sykora peers over her glasses.

“I’m trying to write the alphabet.” Grant puts the zigzag one at the end. “The English one. There were 26 letters. I remember that.” 27? No, 26 for sure.

“Don’t do too much of that, dove. Not until your new pathways are all-the-way carved. Otherwise, it could cause glitches. You don’t want cerebrolinguistic tangling.”

“Oh.” He fidgets his pen shut. “That does sound terrible.”

“We’ll hold onto them,” Sykora says. “Eventually, you’ll be able to teach yourself English again. We’ll learn it together.”

“You want to?”

“Sure. I got quite far last time. I’m fluent, basically.”

“Wanna give me a lesson?”

She gives him a smug nod. She points to the guitar. “Guitar.” She holds her palm up. “Hand.”

“Incredible.” Grant sets his pen and paper aside to give her a round of applause. “It’s like I never left.”

“I can do sentences, too. Watch this.” She sets her papers to one side. Her eyes flash. “Grantyde hand Batty.”

Grant grins and sloshes to his feet. He towels off as much as he can on the journey from the tub to the bed and flops down heavily next to his wife, who's starting to take her glasses off. He holds her hand in place and slips them back on with his forefinger.

She blinks coquettishly through the big owlish lenses. “You want me to keep them on?”

“Uh huh.” He slips his touch up her silk-sheathed body. “You look adorable right now, you know that?”

“What if they jostle off?”

“I won’t jostle you. I promise.” He hooks his thumb into her waistband and peels her pjs down her thick blue thighs. “Just gonna eat you out real quick.”

“Grant.” There’s urgency in his name.

He props himself up. “Yeah?”

“It’s okay, right? That I’m not…” Sykora bites her lip. “That I’m like this. When we’re together.”

“Like what?”

“Like…” She chews a nail. “Like how I always put you in charge.”

“Of course.” He goes up the line of her pajama top, unbuttoning to expand the beautiful cerulean crescent of skin. “Why wouldn’t it be?”

She squirms. “It’s not the way I was taught. That’s all. I’m supposed to compel and take the lead. The girl orders, the boy obeys. I’m meant to extract obedience and reward it with pleasure. But you tell me to do things. You tell me.” Her voice becomes gentle and quiet, like she’s telling a secret. “And it’s like I’m being compelled. I have that warmth when I do them. But that’s not… usual.”

“We’re not usual.”

Her horns are all the way out. “I don’t want to be a pillow princess. I can be more dominant. Really.”

“You don’t have to be, Sykora. You’re a badass, all right? I know you are. You can sub in bed. It’s fine.”

She blushes furiously. “I’m not a sub.”

He laughs. “Yes, you are.”

“I’m not!” Her little leg flails at him in a flustered kick. He catches it and tugs her across the bed. She lets out a sharp sigh as he lifts her hips into his lap. Her toes knead into the fabric of his uniform. “You said you wouldn’t jostle me. Traitor.”

“Okay,” he says. He places her back on the bed. “You’re not a sub.”

“That’s right.” She crosses her arms. “Pick me back up, though.”

“Yes, Majesty.” He slides her halfway into his lap again. “You keep taking care of me out there, and I’ll keep taking care of you in here. No labels required. Okay?”

“But you don’t think I’m a pillow princess, right?”

“Batty. I think you’re incredible. That thing you do? With your, uh.” He caresses her stomach. “With your muscles. Inside.”

She smiles and flexes. “You like that?”

He kisses her belly button. “I fucking love it.”

“And you don’t mind? That we’re—ah” She squeaks as his kisses trail lower. “That we’re unnatural?”

“Does it feel unnatural?”

“No. Not at all.” She swallows. “It feels perfect.”

“Good.” He gives her thigh a playful little nip and listens to that squeak, his favorite noise in the firmament. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I’m gonna get back to what I was doing before my wife distracted me.”

She folds her legs around the sides of his head. Her voice is muffled by the squishy squeeze of her thighs. “What’s that?”

He takes a deep, fragrant breath. Linen and citrus and Sykora. “Spelling the alphabet,” he says.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Dukerino
                        

                    

                    Hope you liked this little slice of life aboard the Pike.

Tomorrow: the Cloudsprint!
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Death is a Girl





Morrigan died as the unwilling sacrifice in a demonic ritual, but the Grim Reaper has another plan for this wayward soul—to make her his new apprentice!

Reaping isn't exactly her dream summer job, (long hours, crappy pay, no benefits) but with the alternative being banished to limbo, she's ready to give it a shot!

Will Morrigan embrace her new role as a bringer of death, or cling hopelessly to her lost humanity? Either way, she'll have to adapt to a world of spirits, hollows, black magic, and demons while completing her daily murder list is "just part of the job." 















                



2.13. Killing Machine


                “They’re going to swarm me, Grantyde. As soon as we’re at the party.” Sykora flicks a wireframe display across the front window, which shows the skeletons of other shuttles surprisingly close to them, hidden in Ptolek’s blood-red cloud cover. “Some of these magnates have waited hectocycles for Baroness Konia and I to bury the hatchet. Everyone will want a piece. You’ll need to act the dutiful husband at first, but after everyone gets some cocktails in them, you can leave me to the feeding frenzy and watch the racers.”

“Can I stay close?” Grant scratches his temple, where his anticomp straps aren’t. To keep the fake ownership up, he isn’t wearing them today. Whenever he doesn’t have them at hand, he’s started feeling overexposed and self-conscious. It gives him the same feeling as being shirtless in public.

“I worry they’re going to self-censor or dawdle if you’re around,” Sykora says. “And I’d prefer to keep them talking turkey. We can figure out a useful con with that if you like, but it might be easier to just split up for a while.”

“And we, uh.” He drops his voice and glances at the backseat of the shuttle, where Chief Engineer Waian is sitting and fiddling with something on her omnipresent tablet. “We’re sure we can talk about this right now?”

“The command group knows you’re free, dove.” Sykora squeezes his knee. “All three of them.”

Grant straightens in shock. “Did you tell them?”

Waian glances up from her tablet. “Educated guess. You told Hyax you weren’t fucking Her Majesty till you were free, and now that’s all you do.”

“Jesus.” He scoffs. “How many people know?”

Waian’s lazy demeanor drops away for a moment into a hardline determination. “Command group keeps its mistress’s secrets, kid. You, her, us. That’s it.”

“I trust the Chief Engineer with my life, Grantyde,” Sykora says. “You can, too.”

“Okay. Uh.” Grant examines Waian, who’s tucked back into her tablet. Of all the command group, he knows her the least. “I guess let’s split up, then. Maybe I can network with the other husbands.”

“Ooh.” Sykora clicks her tongue. “Boy talk. I like that.”

“Maybe some of them will know more about this Trimond thing,” he says. “How publicly should I be asking after her?”

“Keep it low-key, I would think,” Sykora says. “Frame it as trying to get a handle on the sector as a whole. The Trimonds are powerful players. They could come up organically. Our major goal here is to corner a Trimond and get some alone-time with them. The clan head is a stiff old biscuit named Yuka, and she’s surely in attendance. The fewer stooges at her back, the easier it’ll be to shake her down.”

“Any side objectives?”

“For you?” Sykora rubs his leg. “I want you to focus on acclimating. Make a friend or two. Let yourself be seen. Get used to these parties. We’ll be attending plenty of them.”

“But what should I do if I’m compelled? I play along, right?”

Sykora frowns. She clearly isn’t comfortable thinking about this. “If it’s something you’d be willing to do, yes. Play along until you get the chance to tell me. If they told you to forget, we’ll exact our revenge in a subtler way. But if they compel you to do something unacceptable, something that would hurt you, do not feel as though you have no choice. Overpower them if you can and run if you can’t. Get to me as quickly as possible. And I’ll kill them.”

He gives this an uncertain chuckle.

Waian clears her throat. “She’s not joking, boss.”

“No, I am not.” Sykora’s eyes darken. “One reprobate’s life isn’t worth the knowledge being circulated. We need to keep your secret. And even if we didn’t, I would enthusiastically murder anyone who’d do that to you.”

He feels a feathery anxiety rise in his chest. “Seriously?”

“Seriously. Adverse compulsion of a citizen is a grave crime. Adverse compulsion of the Prince Consort is an executable offense.”

“It is?”

“It is, because I say it is. I’m the Void Princess of this sector, and I say it’s treason. I’d be within my rights to sentence the offender to death and carry out their execution immediately, and I would. I’d kill them where they stood.” Her hand quests for his. He hesitantly gives it over. “You may not have your anticomps,” she says, “but remember that. I’m your shield. I have the power, the prowess, and the will. If anyone tries to hurt you, I’ll rip their fucking throat out, like I did to the last corpse who tried.”

“Sykora.” He rubs her palm, feels the tiny bones of her hand. “That spear fight, and the way you cleared out Archer West. I’ve wondered this before. Is every Taiikari that dangerous? Can I even overpower one?”

Waian laughs. “Goddamn, Grantyde. No wonder you were so skittish when you first showed up. No, man. Your wife’s a killing machine. Void Princesses are trained in combat as soon as they’re old enough to walk.”

His eyebrows nearly disappear into his hairline. “Oh.”

“A killing machine.” Sykora scoffs. “Really, Waian. How is that supposed to be a comfort to him?”

“What about the majordomo?” Grant asks. “And how she handled a spear?”

“Vora was a competition spear fighter as a kid,” Waian says. “She’s gotten onto the podium at planetary tournaments. Your wife clears her every time, with one hand tied behind her back.”

“Oh,” he says, again.

“Waian is gassing me up.” Sykora flicks the hailing light on and slows to a hover in the queue by the traffic tower. “We all have fangs, and we all have invisibility. But you have your size and your strength. Few of the ladies you’ll see learned to bite for anything beyond baby making. I give you a good chance against civilians.”

“Got it.” Grant’s only halfway paying attention. He’s looking at a tiny crescent of bruise poking out of Sykora’s collar from his thumb. He remembers giving that to her on top of the kitchen table, her neck encircled one-handed, her big wide eyes staring worshipfully up at him like she was helpless in his grasp.

Of course, she wasn’t. Of course, he’s known the whole time she could end him in seconds, whenever she wants. But it’s interesting to be reminded. His wife, the killing machine.

He examines the flutter in his stomach—is that fear? No. Well, a little. But it’s a piquant little spicing of fear on something larger and sweeter.

She glances over at him and responds to his stare with a soft smile. Hi, she mouths.

Hi, he mouths back.



Geometric clouds of lighter-than-air repulsorcraft hang at the edges of the starting line, floating metal sunflower-shaped drones that send rippling pulses across the sky to maintain the pocket of calm within Ptolek’s stormy atmosphere. Through the distant churn, the great span of the planet’s exo refinement ring provides the closest thing to a horizon. Barges land and take off from its great glittering arc like flitting gnats.

A flock of sky ships, linked by glittering bridge tunnels, hosts a raucous race-day festival. Through hermetically sealed halls and before frost-limned windows, exo magnates and pre-eminent Ptolekans rub shoulders with the Black Pike sector’s peerage. And every single one of them wants facetime with Grant’s wife.

Most of them, she cuts down to size. It’s bracing to see her in haughty villainess mode again, after getting to know her so intimately behind that cool mask. She’ll listen to some starry-eyed shipper hold forth breathlessly for a full minute about the opportunities presented by some experimental new form of exo storage, and then ask some probative question: “And when the first of these canisters detonates, how do you intend to prevent a chain reaction, Baroness?”

Grant knows her now; the only genuine enjoyment on her face is when a particularly noisome petitioner slinks away. He remembers when his wife was this merciless to him.

The fake smiles smear together through the weight of sheer volume (and the appreciably strong cocktails). Between hobnobbers, Sykora tugs Grant’s ear to her level and whispers: “I free you, you know. Again. If you’d like to make your escape.”

“I might do that.” Grant looks around at the windows, which are shaking in their cherub-lined frames with the thudding bass of the event outside. “It sounds like things are kicking off.”

“Would you go out for me? Find out what number our skybox is?” She looks around at Waian, who’s playing the spoiler to the next merchant trying to get her fawning in.

“Sure.”

“Can we—” She glances at the jockeying Taiikari. “Forgive me. But can I compel you? We have scads of witnesses.”

He smirks. “Sure.”

Her eyes flash. They are so beautiful when they do that. “Find our skybox, dove, and message me when you do. Yes?”

He kisses her forehead. “Yes.”

“I think Wenzai and Paxea’s husbands are already out there. See if you can find them. You want to take Waian?”

“She’s the only thing keeping you from being eaten alive. I’ll be all right.” He ruffles the top of her head and straightens up. “Love you.”

“Love you, dove.” Her smile transfers over to the next mingling mogul, going brittle as it travels. Grant slips away.

He glances over his shoulder at his wife, laughing artificially at her latest petitioner’s opening. That compulsion warmth, the one that all the other men talk about. Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad to get it from Sykora.

Easy, tiger. You’re a wife guy, now, but you’re not that much of a wife guy. Besides, she gives you plenty of other kinds of warmth that feel a lot better than a nice cup of tea.

He lowers his head at the lip of the skybridge and emerges into a hall branching into wide, balustraded boxes. He inches around the fascinated foot traffic and tries not to look at all the red eyes as he glances into each box, looking for one of the alien grooms he met at the gallery party.

“Prince Consort!”

He turns to see Count Tikani the Kovikan, dressed in a flowing linen tunic, strolling down the hall with a bottle and the stems of three glasses cluttered in his hand. His green head tendrils are decorated today with banded jewelry. An anticomp visor lays across his limpid eyes. His sleepy-looking purple wife is at his hip, her red eyes heavy-lidded, a long-stemmed cigarette holder in her lips. Just like at the gallery, the Countess of Korak is wearing all black, and not a lot of it. Grant is learning about the Taiikari every day: today’s fact is that they have fishnet tights, too.

“You looking for us, Prince Consort?” She points to a vaulted door. “That’s the box.”

“Thanks, Countess.” He kisses the signet on her finger.

She pats his arm. “Good to see you, sire. I’m gonna finish this outside so I don’t piss the box off, Tikky. ‘Kay?”

“Kay.” Tikani plucks the cigarette from her mouth and takes a drag. He kisses Wenzai and Grant sees the smoke billow out of her nose before he detaches. “They don’t know what they’re missing.”

Wenzai chuckles. “You’re gonna get me addicted to that.” She tips Tikani’s anticomps up to his forehead. On reflex, Grant turns from the flash. “Save a seat for me, handsome.”

Tikani gives her tail a playful bap as he heads into the box.

“Prince Consort.” Wenzai touches Grant’s hand as he goes to follow Tikani.

Grant pauses. “Countess?”

Wenzai looks him up and down, head tilted. The inky space buns she’s wearing her hair in shift a little with the motion, and he sees the half-extruded horns they’re concealing. She sees where his eyes are. She winks.

“Just wanted a better look at you, hot stuff,” she says. Then she sashays away down the hall.

Grant steps furrow-browed after Tikani into skybox 5H, texting Sykora their designation. The place is full of overstuffed seats arranged in his-and-hers pairs. Marquis Consort Thror, the four-armed Amadari, hails Grant with two of them. Like Tikani, he’s anticomped. “There he is. The cloudsprint virgin.”

Tikani passes Grant a glass full of effervescent crocus-colored wine. “You all right, Prince Consort?”

“Just, uh.” Grant blinks at his own reflection in Tikani’s visor. “Wishing I could have some anticomps, I guess.”

“Right.” Tikani grimaces. “My sympathies, Prince Consort.”

“Don’t worry, brother. Nobody’ll try any funny business. They know who your wife is.” Thror looks around. “Where is she, by the way?”

“Fending off the new money. You two mind babysitting me for a while?”

Thror chirrups a chuckle. “Not at all. We can be the alien husband squad.”

Grant grins as he surveys the panoramic crowd assembled around the starting line. “Tikani, Thror… I kind of wish I had a name that started with 𐑗.”

Above and between the well-heeled skyships, a ramshackle assortment of civilian craft and repurposed refinement barges have conglomerated. Aboard them, blasting music, dancing, and day-drinking to cheerful excess, are Grant’s first civilians. He leans out and tries to get a better look at them.

A tap at his shoulder. Tikani’s offering him a pair of binoculars. “Need a better look at the masses, sire?”

“Thanks.” Grant thinks about bringing up Wenzai’s brief flirtation and decides against it, for now. He’ll find a private spot. He holds the binoculars up. Lots of orange-striped boiler suits in evidence across those barges. He supposes those are the exo refiners. They’re sticking together in hard-partying clumps. Almost all of them are men.

“Oh. Look alive, gents. Racers forty below.” Thror smiles and throws a salute downward.

A rolling round of applause sounds throughout the stands as the racers troop past on a suspended catwalk, leading into a huge warty carrier parked at the center of the track.

Grant lowers his binoculars. The pilots are pausing by the skyboxes, waving and exchanging hellos with the lavish crowd. “Is there a reason it’s all women?”

“Half tradition,” Tikani says. “Half because nobody over four feet’d fit in the skimmers.”

Grant scans the lineup. He sees a familiar face. “The ginger in the first row, over there. I think I met her at the gallery.”

“That’s Lady Lakai. Tenth cloudsprint. She nearly exploded on her first. Cute, no?” Thror gives her a wave. She grins up at the assembled alien grooms and does a quarter-turn. Her tail smacks her butt.

“Honestly.” Grant shrugs. “They’re all cute.”

“Well, yes. Of course. But spend enough time around them and you develop an understanding of the degrees. Lakai’s an all-timer.” Thror elbows Grant. “And she has a taste for aliens. Bet you could have a taste back, if you wanted.”

Just like at the party, Lakai’s violet horns are visible through her ginger locks. Grant blinks his vision away from them. “Dude. I’m a married man.”

Thror’s brightly plumed brows raise. “You and Sykora are nme’kzai, then?”

“What?” Grant picks his drink up from his seat’s cupholder. “The implant didn’t catch that.”

“It’s slang. Means exclusive.”

“Oh.” Grant’s lips purse. “Yes.”

“Ahh.” Tikani scratches his tendriled head. “Shame. I mean, who could blame you. If I were Sykora’s, I’d go nme’kzai, too.”

Thror scoffs. “No, you wouldn’t.”

Grant feels his face heat up. “Is that, uh… unusual? On Maekyon it’s the default.”

Tikani pats his shoulder. “Not unusual, no. Much more usual than it used to be. Just not exactly the default. Wen and I were going to ask if you two were interested in a barter.”

“A barter being…”

“Exactly what you think it is,” Thror says. “Tik and the Countess are fiends for it.”

“We’re not fiends.” Tikani petulantly puts his hands on his hips. “Thror’s always talking like we’re harlots. We’re just a pair of naturally inquisitive people. And it’s not like you haven’t taken advantage, man.”

“Have you two, uh…” Grant forms a criss-cross with his fingers. “Bartered?”

“Sure,” Thror says. “But it’s not as if it’s a requirement. Illegal to do it without the husband’s consent, these days.”

These days.

“That said, we are going to have to change your name to Trantyde,” Tikani says. “You’re messing up the alliteration the alien husbands have going.”

“Hi, boys.” Waian of the Black Pike steps onto the balcony and taps Grant with her fake arm. “I have to take this one. Sykora’s orders. Excuse us.”

Grant drains his drink and salutes his fellow husbands with the empty glass as Waian herds him off with alacrity.

“You okay with dipping, boss?” she whispers. “We can pretend it was just for a quick conversation if you wanna go back. But Kora’s caught in a sparring match with the Governess and didn’t want to leave you defenseless any longer. And I could use your help.”

“Of course.” He lowers his voice to match hers: “Where are we going? Did Sykora get something from Garuna?”

“Better.” Waian points at the carrier. “We’re hitting the skimmer bay. Marquess Paxea heard it at the cocktail table and passed it along: Azkaii of Clan Trimond is in this race.”

Grant feels the hairs down the back of his neck prickle. “And this is the perfect place to pick another Trimond off.”

“Exactly.” Waian’s tail thumps on the ground. “We need to get to Azkaii’s skimmer before she does. Cause I’ll bet you anything we’ll find sabotage.”

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Dukerino
                        

                    

                    For those wondering or concerned—the nme’kzai thing is just worldbuilding. Grant and Sykora are exclusive and the story is staying a monoromance. Apologies to any reader who was hoping otherwise. Perhaps we’ll explore bartering in a different book set in the Princessverse.
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2.14. Sabotage


                “Pit crews’ll be down here soon. So we gotta be quick.” Waian leads Grant through a dazzling multicolored reef of skimmers, lit by the lustrous red sky of Ptolek on the other side of the hangar. The roaring wind, even muted by the hangar membrane, intermingles with the creak of the dark metal floor into a dull industrial roar. Compared to the balmy air of the pleasure yachts above, it’s starkly cold here.

Each bubble cockpit is decked out with stabilizing fins and garish paint jobs. They’re smaller than Grant expected. Take off the wings and they’d be no bigger than a Formula One car. “The clans splash their names on these,” Waian says. “Look for Trimond.”

They find Azkaii’s skimmer near the front of the flock. Its sharp, angular body and its stripes of gold and maroon put Grant in mind of a metallic wasp.

Waian lays under the chassis while Grant surveys it from above. “What should I be looking for?” he asks.

“Anything out-of-place. Could be a defect or an aftermarket addition. Don’t be shy. Shout it out.”

Grant squints and tries not to feel desperately out of his depth. He has no clue what’s out-of-place on a cloudskimmer. “There’s, uh, this line of rivets right here, maybe? One’s pushed out a bit, and the paint around it’s scraped. Is that anything at all?”

“Let me see.” Waian pops up and stands next to him. “Oh, shit. That is something.” Her prosthetic hand rotates to an impossible angle and folds into her arm. It re-emerges with a heavy cylinder replacing her middle finger, which she ratchets around the protruding rivet. A whirring whine sounds as the cylinder heats and spins, and Waian gives a firm tug. The rivet pulls out along with an ugly metal spike on the end, wrapped in a rat’s nest of wire.

“Fuckin’ hellfire.” She grins and holds the contraption up. “You know what this is?”

“Tell me.”

“This is an EMP spike. Looks like it’s triggered to a voltage delay. When the juice runs through whatever it’s drilled into, it does a countdown and then fries itself and whatever it’s stuck into. It’d wreck Azkaii’s steering, blow her engine, and drop her ass like a rock.” She draws a thumb across her neck. “Boom. Another dead Trimond. Look at you, Prince Consort. Good shit. Wanna hold it?”

He holds his hand out, and Waian drops the bolt into his palm. “So this is proof, right?” He feels the weight. “Of the assassinations.”

“All of them, I dunno. But this is more than enough for your wife to take the investigation over, and now we’ve saved a Trimond’s life. Gives us more of a hand on them. Goddamn, Grantyde. Good eye.” She slaps his back and takes the spike. “You know, first time I saw you, I thought: look at this poor trembly crane. But you’re all right.”

He grins. “I’m glad I graduated from trembly crane.”

“Yes sir. You keep this up, I might even let you date my Princess.”

“Gosh. That would be—”

“Excuse me. Hey.” A fuchsia woman with a shock of platinum hair and a helmet under her arm is storming across the hangar toward them. “What the fuck are you doing with my fucking skimmer?”

Waian spins round and hides the spike and her drill-bit hand behind her back. “Just, uh, just some last-minute checkovers. Official cloudsprint business, madam.”

“I don’t know you. I don’t even know what the fuck that one is.” Azkaii scowls at Grant as she digs a communicator out from her flight jacket. Her eyes flash. “Stay right there. Both of you.”

“Sire,” Waian whispers. Her tail prods his calf. “Grab her.”

“What?”

“Fucking grab her, man.”

Grant moves before his brain can slow the rest of him down, charging across the hangar deck. Azkaii lets out a sharp gasp. He seizes the pilot and boosts her into the air, restraining her arms.

“What the fuck,” she snarls, and he remembers the teeth just in time, snapping his arm behind her head instead of in front of it and saving his forearm from having a chunk torn out of it.

Azkaii thrashes in his grip. Her tail snaps around his neck and constricts tight. He grunts as his airway closes. He tries to yell Waian! but nothing comes out.

The Chief Engineer sprints to his side. Her prosthetic arm inverts; the hand slides into a groove that opens in the forearm and slides back out with a syringe stuck to its forefinger. She wrenches Azkaii’s head upward and slams the syringe into her neck. She gets in close to Azkaii’s ear. “Release him.” Her eyes flash.

Azkaii’s tail drops from Grant’s neck. Her eyes marble over. Her mouth droops open. “What—”

Another flash. “Stand still and don’t speak.” Waian looks at Grant, who’s coughing and rubbing his red-marked neck. “You can let go of her.”

Grant drops Azkaii to the floor. She lands lightly and stands stock-still. Her face is frozen in shock.

“What the fuck,” Grant says, “is this.”

Waian’s hand flips through her forearm again and comes back sans syringe.

“Did you just—”

“Prince Consort.” Waian makes laser-sharp eye contact with him. “No talking right now.” She looks back to Azkaii. Flash. “Come with us.”

Azkaii follows them in a slump-shouldered gait. Waian leads them out of the hangar and into a dingy corridor. She pulls her communicator out as she goes. “Boss,” she murmurs into it. “We have Azkaii. What’s the move? Sire, watch your head.”

Grant narrowly avoids thwacking his forehead on the entrance to a sweltering room that smells like ozone, dominated by a pyramidal wireframe pylon, its cables disappearing into the walls. Waian pulls open a panel on its widest strut to reveal a console keyboard, which she furtively starts tak-tak-takking on.

Grant peers into Azkaii’s filmy eyes. “How the hell are you compelling her?”

“There are things that members of the Imperial family and their trusted minions know about, which the rest of the firmament doesn’t, and aren’t ready to. A husband like you is one of those things. This is another.” Waian rapidly mashes a red button. “So zip it, Prince Consort. All right?”

“What are you doing?”

“Corrupting the camera log for the hangar,” she says. “Azkaii.” The dazed woman’s gaze shifts to Waian and catches the flash. “Do you have the keys to your skimmer?”

“Yes,” Azkaii mumbles.

Waian stretches her hand out. “Give those to me.”

Grant crouches and looks into Azkaii’s vacant eyes. “Couldn’t we just have explained what it is we’re doing?”

Waian’s tapping on her communicator keyboard. “Check your messages, man.”

Grant pulls it from his pocket. He barely noticed its chirp.

 

UNKNOWN CONTACT


Boss. We have Azkaii. What’s the move? Sire, watch your head.



MY BEAUTIFUL WIFE


lock her down somewhere. on my way to hangar

were taking her with us

whats wrong with my husbands head?????



UNKNOWN CONTACT


nothing he;s just tall



MY BEAUTIFUL WIFE


ah. he really is. be there soon

hi hubby!! ;*



 

“This was the plan,” he realizes.

“Yep. Sykora sent her down here on a pretense. She throws, we catch.” Waian flashes Azkaii again. “Stand there and do nothing unless ordered to.”

“You told me we were here looking for sabotage.”

“We were. And you found it. You did good.” Waian cracks the door and looks into the hallway. She slaps it shut again and locks it. “We were also here for Azkaii. Was kinda just hoping we could sneak up on her and tie her up or something, but it is what it is. If she knows something, we have to know it, too. And if she doesn’t, we have a Trimond, now, and we can exchange her for a conversation with someone who does.” Waian snaps the console shut and steps in front of Azkaii. “Take your pilot uniform off.”

“Okay,” Azkaii sing-songs, and unzips her flight jacket.

Waian takes each proffered article of clothing. She turns invisible and Grant watches her clothes lose their silhouette and drop to the floor, replaced by Azkaii’s flight suit.

Azkaii starts to lift her tank top off. Waian’s head slips back into view and flashes her again. “Keep your bottom layer on. You’re gonna scandalize the Prince Consort.” A pair of pants wiggle themselves onto an invisible rump. “Can you stay with her, sire? I’ll send Sykora your way.”

Grant blinks his sweat away. “Where are you going?”

Waian’s skin, now sequestered in Azkaii’s uniform, filters back to its violet visibility. “Someone needs to fly that thing, or everyone’ll be clued in early that Azkaii’s missing. We don’t want that until she’s secure on the Pike.” She zips the jacket up. “Tell the truth, I always wanted to do a cloudsprint. Don’t tell Kora I said that.”

As she tugs her driving gloves on, Waian looks every inch a badass. Grant is reminded, by the way she fills out Azkaii's uniform, of the unlikely beauty every Taiikari seems to possess. The flinty chief engineer might talk like a brassy old grease monkey, and age might have given her some eye bags and gray at the temples. But now that she's zipped into a hugging leather flight suit, it’s doubly clear that she's as gracefully hewn as the younger members of the command group.

“What if they have a backup plan?" Grant asks. "Shooters, or something?”

Waian buckles her helmet on. “Then I’ll avoid them.”

“Are you ready for a death race?”

She pauses her prep. “Who taught you to fly, boss?”

“Sykora.”

“I taught Sykora.” Waian winks, and then clacks her visor down. Her face is totally hidden. “Be right back. Lock the door behind me, all right?”

She hurries from the room, leaving Grant alone with a humming pylon and a zonked-out Trimond heiress.

They stare at each other. Azkaii’s forehead and face muscles twitch as whatever psychic war is happening in her brain rages. Grant turns away. He can’t look at this.

A rapid knock on the door. Sykora’s voice: “Grantyde? Are you in there?”

He unlocks the door, and Sykora hurries inside, folding him into a quick embrace. “Well done, dove. Excellently done.” She looks up at him. “Oh God, Grant. Your neck.”

“I’m fine,” he says.

Sykora shoots a glare Azkaii’s way. “Is Waian off to replace her?”

“She is.”

Sykora rolls her eyes. “She insisted on it. For operational security, she said. Ridiculous woman.”

“Was it her idea to keep me in the dark? About what I was here to do?”

Sykora looks close at Grant for the first time since she arrived. She sees the tension in him, the fists his hands have balled into. “Um.” Her posture tightens and shrinks. “No. It was mine.”

He crosses his arms.

“We have to move.” Sykora turns to Azkaii and bathes her brain in the compulsion flash. “Turn invisible, undress the rest of the way, and follow us.”

Grant and Sykora maneuver through the party, the invisible Trimond close to their heels. The partygoers they pass occasionally glance or shift with surprise when the phantom touch of an unseen foot or tail brushes them. Grant’s pulse stays drumming in his throat until they reach the unpopulated skybridge to the shuttles.

“You and Waian should have told me,” he whispers, as the crowd thins out.

“I—” Sykora grits her teeth. “I should have. Yes. I feared you’d want answers and an explanation before you agreed to help, and we were improvising with a ticking clock. It was wrong of me.”

“Is it okay for us to just take her?”

“We’ll release her, eventually. But Clan Trimond owes me answers.” Her shoulders stiffen. “The Comet Queen hit another route this morning. The same corvettes we chased, all the way across the sector. They boarded a barge and left it floating empty. Empty but for five corpses. Fifty kilos of rhodium and five broken families. All day the magnates have been peppering me with questions about what I’m doing about this. This is my answer.”

“But what if she hasn’t done anything?”

“I’m not taking her because she’s done anything. I’m taking her as leverage.” They pass close by a conversation circle of revelers and Sykora silences. She resumes once they break into the skybridge to the boxes. “This isn’t an arrest. Not unless we’re caught and I have to drum up charges.”

“We’re kidnapping her.”

Her thumb kneads his wrist. “We can talk about this when we’re back on the Pike, all right?”

“But—that thing Waian put in her. Was that—”

“I wish I could answer all of your questions now. As soon as we’re securely aboard the Pike again, I will. I promise, love.”

His knuckles go white in her hand. “Would that stuff work on me?”

She stiffens like she wants to tell him to be quiet, then exhales the thought out. “I don’t know,” she whispers. “I don’t want to know. Please, Grant. Later.”

She opens the shuttle door. The air rustles as their invisible hostage passes between them. She flashes her eyes at the air. “Azkaii. Turn visible again.”

Azkaii of clan Trimond shimmers back into reality. Grant turns his head from her bare body.

“There are cuffs in the back seat console.” Sykora points. “Take them out and secure yourself to the zero-g rail.”

The metallic click of the cuffs closing.

“Forget everything that happened in the past ten minutes,” Sykora says. “Sleep.” The Trimond heiress crumples into unconsciousness. Sykora pulls the shuttle door closed. “Shall we find our seats, Grantyde?”

She reaches for his hand again. He hesitates before he takes it.

They return to the thinning party and navigate to their skybox in tense silence. Sykora’s smile is hollow as she greets Paxea and gives her the customary double-kiss on the cheeks. “All’s well with the goro bean shipment, I hope? Have we gotten it moving?”

“Still stuck at the border, I’m afraid,” Paxea says. She’s in another brightly-colored pantsuit, picking absently at the ribbon tie accentuating her slender neck. Judging by the threadbare edge she’s been doing this a lot. “It’s the Comet Queen. Everyone’s shaky about issuing release permits on shipments that might get hit. There’s a mandate for escorts for all incoming shipments, and not enough security to cover more than a trickle of the lanes. But at least they’ll keep.”

Sykora pats her bony shoulder. “I’ll see about getting that inspection prioritized, yes? And an escort. Just kick a couple of kilos back my way. My quartermaster makes the most incredible goro dumplings. We’ll send you some.”

“Oh, now I must.” Paxea clinks her glass against Sykora’s. “If I have the opportunity for a Kymai confection, I’ll take it every time.”

They find their seats. The skybox has filled up with perhaps a half dozen other Imperial pairs. Curious, covetous looks follow them to their seats up front.

Sykora’s fingers are laced together, her arms tight by her sides. Her eyes dart to his and then flicker back to their view of Waian. She’s afraid he’s angry with her. Perhaps he ought to be.

He leans into her ear. “You know what I just realized?”

“What?”

“Saving her life, then kidnapping her?” He nudges his wife.

“Grant, shush,” she hisses.

“I know how you flirt. Someone’s got a crush.”

Her lips twitch. “Grantyde.”

“You sure you’re not trying to pick up another consort or two?”

“Oh my God, dove, be quiet.” But there’s a little quake of laughter along with it, and her shoulders are losing their tension. “Insufferable Maekyonite.”

Sykora warned him she’d do wicked things for her Empress. Kidnapping this woman surely qualifies as one. But the sight of the Princess relaxing into his touch, her smile becoming genuine again, satisfies him far more than the abduction of the Trimond heiress upsets him. His wife's smile banishes the memory of that twitching, furious confusion in Azkaii's eyes.

Should that concern him? Or is this how he ought to be, now, in this new life? She’s experimenting with Maekyonite ethics. Maybe he should adopt some Taiikari wickedness. Maybe there’s a cozy little place for them in the middle.

“Do you want to make a deal?” he whispers.

She glances his way and nods.

“If you ever need me, and there’s no time to explain, just command me, and I’ll do it.” He gives her tail a little squeeze. “And I’ll handwring later.”

Her tail gives him a little squeeze back. “All right.”

The tidal-wave roar of the crowd and a blaring horn. From the hulking carrier, a roaring rainbow of skimmers stream into the sky. Sixty women, taking their lives into their own hands. Death-defying firmament bravos, gritty veteran racers, brash royal daughters. And somewhere in the flock, the Chief Engineer of the Black Pike.

The cloudsprint has begun.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Dukerino
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2.15. Cloudsprint


                The thunderous roars of the engines and the crowd intermingle for only a moment as the skimmers streak away across the coral sky. Then a dozen dueling soundtracks kick back in from the raucous underclass celebrations. The upper half of the skybox window has become a readout of progress and positions, with a rotating view of the skimmers as they tear through the clouds, darting around one another and the derelict industrial exo rings through which they fly.

A rippling chorus of oohs as a skimmer flies so close to a rusty cargo bay wall it leaves a rent in the flaking paint. He hears his wife’s voice in the choir and grins at her. “You hated this, I thought.”

“I do,” she says. “It’s an extravagant waste of life.”

His toe prods hers. “But you love when ships go fast.”

Sykora flushes. “Silence, Maekyonite.” She taps a few buttons on her armrest and pulls up a smaller holographic display by their seats, a dedicated nose-cam feed. There’s a cockpit view, too. Grant thinks he recognizes the frosted-glass helmet within, the figure beneath it stiff with concentration.

“That’s our girl?” he asks.

Sykora nods. “She’s only doing the half-race. That’s five laps. It’s where most of the noble scions drop out, except for the real daredevils. Which she has assured me she isn’t.”

Marquess Paxea takes her seat in the row behind them. Her tail baps gently into Sykora’s. “You haven’t seen my husband, have you? He’s getting us a round of those krittan spritzes that everyone’s drinking.”

“There was a line,” Sykora says. “Well worth the wait, I assure you.”

Grant gets Sykora’s attention and her ear. “She should look for him in the pit crew. He and Lady Lakai were ogling each other.”

“That’s Lady Lakai for you.” Sykora rolls her eyes. “I used to find her flagrant xenophilia a touch overbearing, but I suppose I don’t have the room to judge her anymore.”

“Sykora.” He hesitates. “You and me are nme’kzai, right?”

“I, uh.” Her brows furrow. “I had intended us to be exclusive, yes. But that is a mutual decision, now.”

He blows a relieved exhale. “Yes,” he says. “We are.”

Her face breaks into a gratified grin. Her thumb kneads his knuckle. “You spooked me there for a moment, dove.”

“Never considered otherwise. You hit the jackpot the first time, you cash out and enjoy your winnings.”

Her laugh rests across Grant like a sunbeam. “Still so smug about winning our little contest. Big jerk.” She shifts in her seat so she can stretch one of her legs onto his. She slips a shoe off with her opposite toe cap and rests her bare foot on top of his boot, so it nudges his calf. “I’m going to hazard a guess that you’ve been talking to Wenzai’s husband.”

“You guess right.” Grant waves at Tikani over her shoulder. “Apparently, you should expect a proposition from the Countess.”

Sykora pulls a face. “I’m getting used to it. At the gallery I wished I had my fencing spear, the way I was fending off barter offers. The tradeoff of a man like you on my arm.”

“How common is the, uh, barter system?”

“These days?” Sykora rubs her chin. “I’d say about half of all couples you’ll see do some bartering now and again. It used to be that it was expected, or you were a tightwad and a prude. But that’s gone away, mostly. Credit to Lakai, she took the turndown with grace.”

“She…?”

“Uh huh. Propositioned us at the gallery. Like I said: flagrant xenophile.” She switches the screen to Lakai’s view. The Lady is weaving between two jockeying opponents. A skimmer ahead cants and its fin kicks out sparks as it bumps Lakai’s.

The cockpit camera captures Lakai angrily slapping her dash and shooting a horns gesture out to the skimmer she scraped. Her tinny voice through the compressed mic: “Fucking dumbfuck!”

“I’ve thought, now and then, about inviting the Lady to be a pilot on the Pike. It would be a way for her to improve her station.” Sykora shakes her head. “She’s just cruising the firmament on her house’s funds right now. A sad waste of a talented pilot.”

Grant replicates the horns gesture. “What’s this mean?”

“Oh Grant don’t—” Sykora pushes his hand down with a nervous giggle. “Don’t go flashing that one around unprovoked, dove.”

“You two watching Lakai?” Tikani’s brushing past with a fresh cocktail and his wife on his arm, returning to their seats. “I had to turn her feed off. Too nerve-wracking.”

Wenzai’s wearing her sleepy grin. “Tik’s got such a shine for the Lady. Well, who doesn’t, right?” She pokes her husband’s side. “I might have to challenge her to a duel over you, mister.”

Grant lets that concern him for a moment until he remembers what duelist is slang for among the Taiikari.

“We’re hoping, Majesty, to host you and the Prince Consort on our estate at Korak,” Wenzai says. “I hear you’re a pilot. We’ve got some truly prime kilometers for flying. And some skimmers that are much safer than these.”

“Nothing like a skim,” Tikani adds. “The turbulence makes it so much more visceral than zero-G.”

“And I can try and bribe you,” Wenzai says. “I’ve been looking to bribe you for quite some time now.”

Sykora favors them with a laugh at fifty percent sincerity. “A thoughtful and tempting offer, Countess. My schedule is packed at the moment. But as soon as there’s time.”

“As you say, Majesty.” Wenzai kisses her wrist and withdraws back to her seat.

“Was that the proposition, do you think?” Grant sips his drink.

“I doubt it.” Sykora tilts his arm lower and takes her own pull from his glass. “I think she just wants to bribe me.”

A surge of cheering draws Grant’s attention to the main monitor. The leading skimmers are careening toward the lap marker. They scream past to roars and stomps of approval from the civilian craft and genteel applause from the skyboxes, some of whose residents resort to golf claps so as not to disturb the brightly-colored drinks in their hands.

“How are they, the other alien gentlemen?” Sykora murmurs. “I know Paxea and Thror well enough, but those two are new to me. Countess Wenzai only recently inherited her position from her mother. Her and the Count are hard-partying, I hear, but the helium and the water flow well enough from Korak.”

“They’re friendly. I think they’re eager to get to know me, considering who my wife is.”

“You’ll get used to that. You can’t get too hung up on why your friendships develop, when you have what everyone wants. Looks, money, influence. It’s all transactional, at least a little. Eventually, you get a sense of how much is pretense, and who actually enjoys you.”

They flit through the racer perspectives offered by their seat-embedded holograms, and Sykora tells him what she knows of them. For a self-professed hater of the Cloudsprint, she seems to have an encyclopedic knowledge. “Know your enemy, Grantyde,” she tells him, when he points this out.

“That’d be Baroness-in-waiting Vandya. She’s here to scare the hell out of her parents, but you can tell she’s intimidated, too. Look how carefully she takes her corners.”

“That’s Torina of clan Rinnok there, in the purple-and-green. A brute. Nobody’s getting near her because of how eager she is to lock fins with you.”

“Second place right now is Zimia Kaikam. Dishonorably discharged interceptor ace. I loved watching her footage growing up. Then she got blackout drunk on amrita and blew up a satellite over Ramex on a dare.”

The fourth lap is when it happens. A great hue and cry from the barges, and the stereos pump into a rollicking song played in raucous unison. The communal displays the crowd watches the race on all flicker to a loop that ends in a brilliant ball of fire.

Sykora grunts and turns her head away. “First fatality,” she says. “That song’s an upbeat version of a traditional funeral dirge.”

The rest of the skybox have gathered around one of the seat displays. A Taiikari man shakes his glass-masked head. “It’s Torina,” he says. “Picked a fight with Kaikam down the cargo straight and got clipped by a radar array.”

“The mad bitch.” Sykora sighs. “That was always going to happen, eventually.” She stands up. “I’ll be right back, dove. You want another of these?” She plucks his empty glass from the holder on his armrest.

“Sure.” Seated, he’s at the perfect height to exchange a quick kiss with the Princess. His hand lingers on the small of her back.

He feels her touch on his ring finger. He wiggles it.

“No getting into trouble while I’m gone, yes?” Sykora’s eyes flash. She winks.

He returns it.

Outside, the festivity is leveling off again. Paxea leans over and taps Grant’s shoulder. “If it was one of us who’d gone down, they’d still be celebrating,” she says. “They love to see a noblewoman explode. You see that woman down there, the one with the refiners? The one looking up at us. Blue sash.”

Grant follows her pointing finger to a still island in the sea of frivolity. A Taiikari woman in a refiner’s jumpsuit underneath a braided blue sash, her dark chestnut hair bleached in uneven, sandy highlights, a bright safety helmet under her arm, stands and stares up at the grandly appointed skyship in which they sit. Her expression is as cold and remote as a mountain peak.

“That’s a refinery unionist,” Paxea says. “They’re always recruiting at places like this.”

The sashed woman’s gaze slides to him and the Marquess, pulling them into eye contact with her. An unkind smile crosses her face. Across the wide patch of raceway sky, she throws the horns.

Grant chews his lip. He tries to gauge Paxea’s expression. “What do you think of her? Of people like her?”

The look Paxea gives Grant strikes him as equally appraising. “I think,” she says, “that your wife is a clever woman. And Ptolek could use some clever women working at its cures.”

“I worked in energy refining,” Grant says. He isn’t sure why. “A place on Maekyon called Alberta, in its icy north. We weren’t floating above a gas giant, but it still felt like another planet up there. Nothing around for many miles. You’d get the feeling sometimes that you’d been stuck up there so the world wouldn’t have to think about you.”

“It’s difficult, I think,” Paxea says. “To look at them in the face and remember the lives we’ve imposed on them. Difficult for many of us. I’m glad you’re here.” She chuckles. “A refiner Sykora certainly doesn’t want to turn away from.”

“I don’t know if I qualify any longer.”

“Perhaps not. But you don’t forget how it is, working in places like that. Being somewhere like down there. Looking up at somewhere like here.”

“Do you speak from experience?”

“Me? No, no. I’m as lacy-collared as anyone else in this skybox. But Thror. He wasn’t a refinery worker, exactly.” Paxea has a wistful smile on his face. “He was a farmer. Worked alongside the harvest crawlers. I used to sneak out of my family’s compound after hours to be with him.” She leans further into his airspace like she’s telling a secret. “You wonder why he’s a Marquis Consort and Tikani’s a Count?”

“I did.”

“My family refused him their title, is why,” she says. “In their eyes he’ll never be truly a nobleman. Never truly my husband. The titles and rights that ought to be his aren’t. An alien farmboy stole their little Marquess-in-waiting. I was nearly disowned.”

“I’m—” No sorries, Grant. “That’s troubling to me.”

“To me, too.” Paxea settles back. “Though I forget myself, Prince Consort. I shouldn’t be spinning his sob story to you. Thror has his freedom, at least.”

Grant weighs whether he should say this, but it seems Paxea might be a friend. “So many people I’ve talked to see this as wrong, this husband-of-the-void thing. And yet nobody seems to be in a hurry to change it. It’s just a fact of life. Like the rain or hangovers.”

“Well, you have three mistaken suppositions at play.” Paxea holds up three fingers. “The first is that the people you talk to see it as wrong. They say it is, to you. See and say, that’s two different things.” She drops a finger. “The second is the idea that nobody is doing anything to change it.”

“Is there some kind of groundswell I’m not privy to?”

Paxea drops the next. “You might be surprised. You talked to Wen earlier, yes? She’s always been a quiet opponent.”

Grant eyes her third uplifted digit. “What’s the third one?”

“That hangovers are a fact of life. We’ve got a pill for that now, you know. Ask your wife about it.”

“I would,” Grant says. “But none of these Taiikari drinks seem to give me more than a buzz.”

“The tragedy of your height, I suppose.”

“That and the doors, milady.”

The first few skimmers on the fifth lap go rocketing past, some of them trailing exhaust or bearing the marks of their hard-fought first half. As the pilots flying the full race continue their mad dashes, about a third of the field are coasting in. Pit crews come sprinting across the closed skybridges on either side of the vast track, bundled in parkas and re-breathers, opening hatches to the sulfurous Ptolek atmosphere to let in the conservative-minded pilots.

This is where most of the noblewomen get out, his wife said, and the parallel reactions bear that out. Aboard the luxury liners, the reception is enthusiastic and euphoric. On the refiner side, jeers and epithets ring out to the racers.

Sykora slips into the row as the pilots emerge onto the skybridges, basking in the adulation side of the equation. “Hi, hubby. Miss me?”

“Terribly.”

She drops a refreshed glass into his cupholder and kisses his cheek. She whispers: “Sixty degrees starboard. You see her?”

Grant looks past his wife’s big bat ear and sees the pilots promenading past, helmets under arms and big smiles on their faces. There’s one in gold and maroon stripes with her helmet still on, waving out at the crowd. “There she is. In one piece.”

“Mmhmm.” She shimmies back into her seat. “Thank the Gods of Ptolek.”

“I had an interesting conversation with Paxea,” he murmurs, hand resting on her thigh. “I’ll fill you in.” He glances over at the Marquess and sees the vacant seat still next to her. “Thror’s still not back. Did you see him?”

She frowns. “No, I didn’t. The line was long, but not that long.”

As if their conversation summoned him, Grant sees the Marquis Consort stepping into the skybox, by Sykora’s shoulder. The Amadari walks past their row and keeps walking.

Grant waves. “Thror. Over here, man. Hey.”

Thror glances toward him and keeps going.

Grant blinks. “Thror?”

His pulse skips. He realizes what’s wrong as Thror arrives at the front balustrade.

The Marquis Consort doesn’t have any anticomps on. He doesn’t have any drinks in his hands, either.

And Grant sees what Thror does have, gleaming as it emerges into the red light of the Ptolek sky, pointing out from their box toward the skybridge before them and its parade of pilots.

Before he has a moment to think he’s on his feet, yanking his wife from her seat and twisting her behind his body. He charges, his forgotten drink spraying into the sky. The gun’s barrel zeroes in on Waian of the Black Pike.
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2.16. The Best Prize


                Grant slams into Thror’s chest hard enough to fling the hypnotized groom off his feet. The gun flies upward. A bright blue flash. A piercing scream. The human bears the smaller Amadari to the ground and slams him flat onto his back. Four sets of claws dig into him, his chest and his arms. Grant hisses in pain and loses his grip on Thror’s arm, and the pistol swings upward to Thror’s throat. The man’s face is a mask of terror. He’s about to blow his own head off.

Sykora’s tail wraps and yanks and the shot goes wide, punching another hole in the skybox ceiling. “Drop the gun,” she barks, and her eyes flare. Thror’s hand opens and the pistol jitters from his shaking fingers.

“Oh God,” he whimpers. “Oh God.” His wide, trembling eyes land on Grant’s. “I’m so sorry.”

Grant hasn’t lived in this sorry-averse civilization long, but the word still hits him like an uppercut. He finds Thror’s trembling hand and squeezes it. “It’s okay, man. Just stay put. We’re all okay.”

The first bullet lanced out the box window and into the skybridge before it. The second drilled through the glass ceiling. An icy eddy of freezing air is jetting through the breaks. A moment of panic fills Grant and he looks out to the bridge—is Waian okay? But he sees her, seemingly unharmed, sprinting with her fellow pilots away from the bullet’s impact site.

“Is anyone hit?” Someone’s yelling it, over and over.

“The gun! Who’s got the gun?”

“Caza. Where are you?”

Panicky voices join the choir.

“Silence.” Sykora’s voice cuts through like a clarion horn.

The world freezes.

“I need the Guard captain for this deck, and I need a patch kit.” She points at the bullet hole in the window. “I need the attempted victim secured. And for God’s sake, I need you all to let the Marquess through.”

“Thror!” Paxea shoves through the thinning huddle, skidding to her knees next to her husband. “Birdy. Who did this to you?”

“I can’t—” Thror’s feathers have flattened across his head. “I can’t—there’s nothing. I was coming back with—” His jaw snaps open. “The spritzes. I didn’t bring back the drinks.”

Paxea scoffs through her cascade of tears. “You goof. I don’t care about the drinks.”

“Grantyde.” Sykora’s hand is tight on his arm. “Are you injured, dove?”

He rolls his sleeve up. Angry red welts from Thror’s claws, but nothing that broke the skin. “I’m all right.”

“Thank God.” She’s snapping the backing off a thick adhesive tile. “I need your height, love. Can you reach the hole in the ceiling? We’re venting.”

Grant inhales. The air is thin and sulfurous and colder by the moment. He takes the tile from Sykora and stands on tiptoes, pressing it against the bullet hole in the ceiling with his outstretched fingertips.

Sykora gawks. “My God, you’re tall.” She turns as the skybox entrance fills with armored and anticomped men, their boxy rifles raised.

“Majesty.” A guard in the back thumps a quick salute. “Have you apprehended the shooter?”

“Apprehended.” Sykora scoffs. “Lower your goddamn weapons. The man was compelled. Who’s the captain here?”

The line sheepishly breaks and a tall Taiikari steps forward, a chevron of red stripes on one shoulderpad. “Majesty.”

“Task a section to keep Azkaii of Trimond secure until I send for her. We need to ensure her safety. This was not a bullet, do you understand?” Sykora’s eyes narrow. “It was a stray firework set off by overenthusiastic revelers. God knows the refiners have enough of those on their tugs. Find the bullet, patch the glass, reveal this to nobody. That is a command from your sector’s Princess.”

“Immediately, Majesty.” The man falls into a murmured conference with his soldiers.

“I wasn’t finished, soldier.” Sykora’s words snap the entire squad back to attention. “I need to speak with Governess Garuna and Baroness Yuka Trimond. Locate them and find me a space where we won’t be disturbed.” She gives them an icy look. “Now you’re dismissed.”

The patches meld into the skybox glass and go translucent, leaving a lumpy minor defect that Grant wouldn’t have noticed if it wasn’t a spiderwebbing bullet hole a moment ago. And just like that, the shooting didn’t happen.

Sykora’s sitting with Paxea and her trembling husband, speaking in a low, comforting tone to them. Grant stands nearby, watching the race and trying to focus on something other than his racing pulse.

“Poor Thror.” Tikani leans on the balustrade next to him and takes a drink of expensive wine, right from a bottle’s slim, gilded neck. “Owes you his life now, you know. Amadari don’t take that lightly.”

Grant sighs. “I hope he’ll make an exception for me.”

Tikani laughs wanly. “He’s never been properly paranoid about it. The compulsion. It’s lucky that it happened this way, in the end. Could have been a much ruder awakening. He grew up around it, and that has a way of blinding you to it, making you careless. You and I have an advantage there.”

He passes Grant the bottle of wine. The Prince Consort pours himself a glass. “Where did you grow up?”

“Born and raised on Kovik.” Tikani wipes his mouth. “Never thought I’d leave. I lived in a sleepy little suburb, and the city it fed into was hosting some kind of conference on lighter-than-air refiner vessels. There were Taiikari there, but you don’t get them outside the big cities, really. We certainly never saw any on my street. And then one day, out of the blue, this Taiikari girl walked into my coffeehouse—and God, I was terrified. I didn’t own a pair of anticomps. Never needed them before. And there she was.”

“What’d she do?”

“She bought a mudslide cookie and a vola-foam latte, tipped me 60% on top, and left,” Tikani says. “And then the next day she was back, and I’d bought some anticomps, and she laughed and told me I looked like a weird bug, and then she sat in my cafe and we talked for two hours.”

“What about?”

Tikani shrugs. “Nothing, really. Life. How it was to be a Kovikan, how it was to be a Taiikari. And coffee. She was the first person who I could jabber to for as long as I liked, and she never seemed bored. And she was back again the next day. And the day after that. And on the fifth day, she told me the conference was over and she was leaving, but she’d decided she wanted my vola-foam lattes every morning. And she said: my name’s Wenzai and I’m a Countess, and I have a shuttle parked outside to take you home with me. And I said okay.”

“Just like that?”

“The only thing that scared me more than saying yes was saying no,” Tikani says. “There aren’t many ways off of a vassal world. I had this feeling—it was the huge tips, I suppose, and the appreciation for coffee. Not a lot of Taiikari ladies have the taste. I had this feeling she was one of the good ones. The kind of woman who’d protect me. And I wanted to be protected.”

“And were you right?”

Tikani smiles. “So far. I make her coffee, and she keeps me safe, and we write each other embarrassing poetry and raise our kids. And I’m lucky and happy.” He taps his anticomps. “But I’ve never forgotten what’s up here. What they can do to us. And now I suppose Thror won’t either.”

The air’s warming back up, now that the holes are patched. But Grant can’t stop his shiver.

Tikani offers the wine. “You want the rest of this, Prince Consort?”

“I’m all right.” Grant nudges the sloshing bottle away. “Think I’ve had enough for the day.”

“All right. Smart.” Tikani looks over his shoulder, and bows at the waist to the approaching Princess. “Majesty.”

“Count Tikani. Good evening.” Sykora inclines her head. “Thank you for keeping my husband company. Attend, Grantyde.”

Grant gives his brief goodbyes and shadows Sykora. She pauses by the Marquess and her pallid husband for an encouraging embrace. She straightens and gestures a guard over. “Get the Marquis Consort a flash scan. See if we can lift an optic shadow.”

“Does that work?” Grant bends below the doorway as they depart the box. “The flash scan? Is that a way to tell who did it?”

“With just one incident?” She shakes her head. “Optic shadows take scores of compulsions to build up enough for a usable print. But it’ll be a minor comfort for them. That’s something, at least. We’re going to have to find out who compelled Thror in some other way. Whoever it was, they did it on this skyship.” She tugs his collar in the way she does when it’s time to share a secret. He lowers his head.

“It’s ugly and selfish of me, dove,” she whispers, “but all I can focus on is how grateful I am that something like this will never happen to you.”

He clasps her hand tight and tries not to think about what he saw today with Azkaii. “I feel like a bit of an idiot, picking you up and throwing you behind me like that. I wasn’t thinking. The gun wasn’t even pointed at you.”

“Prince Consort Grantyde.” She plants her hands on either side of his head. “Never call yourself an idiot. My safety was your first thought. That takes my breath away. You acted before anyone else. Before I did, even. You saved the life of Paxea’s husband. You probably saved Waian. You have been my hero today, twice now. And I will express my admiration in an unspeakably explicit manner as soon as we’re alone.” She kisses his forehead. “Call that an IOU. I’ll do the rest once we get this rendezvous finished.”

“Where are we going?”

“I’ve isolated a break room in the guts of this place for a private chat with the Trimond matriarch and the Governess of Ptolek,” Sykora says. “Trimond’s been giving me the runaround. Garuna’s been giving me excuses and deceptions. Both scrambling to ensure the eyes of the Empress don’t fall upon whatever conspiratorial killings are happening here. But there is no more hiding.” She scowls. “I am feeling far from charitable with these Ptolek noblewomen, Grantyde. I warn you in advance. Your presence would give me strength, but I won’t demand it of you.”

His palm nests between her shoulder blades. “It’s yours, Majesty.”

She sighs. “You’re affecting me, you know. Before I’d be so full of anticipation to rip someone’s head off. I’d relish a chance like this. Now I just want to go home and seal us into our cabin and climb around on you like a little cliff monkey.”

“I’m sure you’ll recapture the feeling when you’re chewing the Governess out.”

She giggles. “Let’s hope so.” He feels her spine straighten under his hand. “Lady Lakai and Baroness Konia. Coming from the right. Big smiles, nothing’s wrong. Yes?”

He kisses the top of her head. “Yes.”

“Hi, gals.” Lakai gives them a big, shiny grin on her approach, the leather of her flight suit squeaking. “Guess who got in third?”

By the frilly bouquet couched in an ornate cloud-etched trophy, Grant guesses Lakai.

“Majesty.” The Lady bows. “Such a lovely surprise to see you here. Not a fan of the race, I thought.”

“I’m not so stubborn as to deny the thrill of it,” Sykora says. “And I hear we had just one fatality this decacycle, yes?”

“Yep. Just the one in the first heat.” Lakai shrugs. “And it was that dickbreath Torina Rinnok. Good riddance.”

Baroness Konia chuckles. “So flinty of you, Lady. Of course, any loss is regrettable.”

“It was a good straightaway this year,” Lakai says. “Low therm. And they redesigned the drydock bit, so you’re not flying between the struts anymore. The refiners will be pissed. Their favorite part is when some cocky noblewoman blows herself up.”

Konia’s tail prods Lakai’s back, hard. “Our competitors, of course, take their lives into their own hands when they begin the sprint. But we’ll take every pain to see that number brought down to nil by the next decacycle. Which I do so hope we’ll see you and your husband at again.”

“Perhaps you will.” Sykora gives a short bow. “With any luck, the swarm of sycophants will have gotten it out of their system.”

Konia’s laugh is loud and artificial.

“Well raced, Lady Lakai,” Grant says. “Have you gotten onto the podium before?”

“Nope. This is my first time. The cup and the bouquet are nice.” Lakai clicks her tongue. “But your wife didn’t even race, and she has the best prize in the place.”

At some point, Grant’s sure he’ll recalibrate, and tire of this species of pint-sized beauties drooling over him. But it hasn’t happened yet. “Very charitable of you to say, Lady.”

“Ohmigod, his little blush is so pink.” Lakai sighs. “I wish I had a Maekyonite.”

They take as gracious a leave as the Princess will provide, and depart the main skyship floor, into its unadorned service depths where another set of armed guards wait to take them further in.

“All right. Now I’m ready to get vicious.” Sykora mutters to Grant. “Kudos to the lecherous Lady for that.”

Grant tousles her hair. “None of them compare to you. You know that.”

She gives him an affectionate little bump with her hip.

They follow the guards past a line of shining food service carts and folded umber table settings, into a piercingly fluorescent chamber with a sputtering holoprojector and a threadbare pink couch, occupied by a woman in a swaddling sea of taupe silk dress, and the Governess Garuna, dressed to the nines and in a level-ten fury. She surges to her feet as the guards enter. “I am your planetary Governess,” she snaps. “And I require an explanation immediately for this detainment. Who the hell do you think—”

“Hello, Governess.” Sykora steps from behind the carapaced curtain of her escort and Garuna’s mouth snaps shut like a bear trap.

“So funny you should mention an explanation, Garuna.” The Princess folds her arms. “It appears we’re all here for the same thing.” She smiles past Garuna’s frilly-gowned shoulder. “Baroness. Thank you for finally putting aside time to see me.”

“Where is Azkaii?” Baroness Trimond is quaking with barely-contained emotion—rage? fear? Grant’s not sure. “What is this, Majesty?”

“This is the meeting,” Sykora says, perching on a kitchen stool and crossing her legs, “where I tell you how to get your daughter back.”
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Death is a Girl





Morrigan died as the unwilling sacrifice in a demonic ritual, but the Grim Reaper has another plan for this wayward soul—to make her his new apprentice!

Reaping isn't exactly her dream summer job, (long hours, crappy pay, no benefits) but with the alternative being banished to limbo, she's ready to give it a shot!

Will Morrigan embrace her new role as a bringer of death, or cling hopelessly to her lost humanity? Either way, she'll have to adapt to a world of spirits, hollows, black magic, and demons while completing her daily murder list is "just part of the job." 















                



2.17. Nothing Like Them


                In a corner of the break room, a stolid Taiikari man in tactical black is wiring a boxy gray device to the wall, high in an overwatching corner. A diode on it flickers and flashes red, then blue.

“Infrascope painter,” Sykora murmurs to Grant, when his eyes go quizzically from the device down to her. “Anyone who tries to enter our little conversation unseen will set off an alarm and be painted by a beam.”

“Why haven’t I seen one? Does our cabin not have one?”

“We conceal them when we can,” Sykora says. “My subdermal pattern is registered to the Pike's. They recognize my signature and keep me hidden. Suitable for husband-pranking purposes.”

“You and your cyborg attachments. I keep forgetting.”

Sykora gives him an encouraging little squeeze. Then she turns to her interviewees and raises her voice. “Right. I won’t waste anyone’s time. An individual in my skybox was compelled into an attempt on the life of Azkaii Trimond. I’m now firmly convinced that the deaths within the Trimond clan are assassinations, and have been for some time. I want to know how much both of you were aware of this.”

Glowering silence from the Governess and Baroness.

“Don’t stand on ceremony, now.” Sykora cracks the cap on an oblong water bottle from the break room’s pill-shaped fridge. “Speak freely.”

“This was clearly a premeditated attempt,” Garuna says. “Nobody is denying that. But the other deaths? Orwen of Trimond was in the middle of his sixth kilocycle. Penta of Trimond’s accident was in front of a score of witnesses. Nobody reported foul play.”

“Before you expound on the other half-score dead Trimonds,” Sykora says, “I’d like to hear from the Baroness.”

“I will tell you nothing,” Baroness Yuka Trimond says, pacing the yellowy tile floor, “until Azkaii is returned.”

Sykora takes a deep gulp of water that clears half the bottle as she stands. “It’s clear to me that both of you need time to absorb these new circumstances. In the absence of a convincing argument otherwise, I’ve made my decision: the situation is a threat to the exo production in the Black Pike sector, which makes it a sector-wide issue, which makes it mine. I’m stepping in.”

Garuna sputters. “Oh—Majesty—”

Sykora bulldozes through her. “I am stepping in, Governess. Take what security measures you deem sufficient to bring order back to your world. Use your judgment. I don’t want martial law. From now until this matter is closed, your proposals come to me before they’re implemented.”

“Majesty.” Garuna’s hands twist into her dress. “You really needn’t—”

“I am taking this investigation over,” Sykora snaps. “If you are having trouble understanding that, I have ways of making it quite clear.”

Garuna’s expression goes cold and brittle. “Yes, Majesty.”

“Good. Send me a liaison to work aboard the Pike for the duration. And prioritize the interview list you were going to send me. Any suspect you have, I want to meet.”

“I have one for you now,” Garuna says. “Today and now. I saw her in the crowd. It was that unionist woman. Corska Ondai. Guard captain, I need you to dispatch some people to that union barge—”

“Belay that.” Sykora raises her hand. “We’re not arresting a union officer in front of a horde of exo refiners, Governess. If this Ondai character is a person of interest, put her on the list and I’ll investigate her.”

“Majesty, if you truly suspect ongoing foul play, the unionists are a stark frontrunner. Especially considering the links you proclaim to piracy.”

Baroness Trimond’s ears twitch at piracy; her eyes dart away from the Governess. Grant tries not to make his intrigue obvious.

“You may conduct your own investigation into whether unionists infiltrated this vessel, Governess,” Sykora says. “Only see that it doesn’t take priority over mine.”

“Where’s Azkaii? Where is my daughter?” Trimond pauses her perambulations and fixes Sykora with a glare. “If you’ve arrested her, I demand to know the charge and gain visitation.”

“Baroness.” Sykora inclines her head to the woman. “Your daughter is in my protective custody.”

“What?” Trimond bristles. “Did she volunteer for this?”

“This is not voluntary. This is for her safety.” Sykora hands Grant her half-drained bottle. “Once we’re satisfied that her security against these attacks is assured, we’ll return her home. Until then, she will be our guest aboard the Black Pike.”

The Baroness’s eyes flare. “How dare you.”

A shift in Sykora’s mien. “How dare I?” The three foot tall woman seems suddenly to fill the room. “I dare a great deal, when I judge I am being lied to.”

“I—” Trimond shrinks back, but her glare is still affixed. “You go too far, Princess.”

Sykora takes a step forward. “This is in your analysis, Trimond?”

“Yes, Majesty. And I want my protest clearly recorded.”

“Lodge it with the clerks of the Imperial Core. If it’s ratified, your complaint will show up on the official record and a Core investigator will determine whether to issue an Imperial reprimand by next cycle. But there’s no need for patience. I heard you just now, quite clearly.” Sykora taps her forehead. The smile she wears reminds Grant of her sister. “And I’ll keep what you have said at the very front of my mind.”

She turns on her heels and strolls to the door.

“While you wait,” she says, “my suggestion is to cooperate fully with my investigation. The sooner I know exactly what is happening to the Trimonds, the sooner I can be assured of Azkaii’s safety, and my conscience can allow her to depart my protection. I am always reachable whenever you are ready to speak with me, ladies.”

Garuna seems about to speak; she changes her mind when Sykora pauses in the doorway and turns, leaning back into the sparse chamber. The Princess’s voice is leaden and uncompromising:

“I trust that my mushroom’s growing on your logs.”

A chorus of “Yes, Majesty.”

“Splendid.” Her back straightens. Her eyes flicker at Grant. “Come, husband.”

“What the hell did you just tell them?” he whispers, under the tromping tread of their security escort leading them out. “Mushroom on their logs?”

“It means,” she replies, “that they know I’ve got them by the short-and-curlies. Did that one translate?”

“Crystal-clear, Majesty.”

They re-emerge into the festivities and dismiss their armor-clad escort. As Grant turns to return to the skybox, Sykora’s tail tugs his pant leg. “Not yet,” she murmurs. “I think we have one more port of call.”

“What’s that?”

She gestures out the wide glass wall, where the bedecked feast hall has a view of the raceway and the barges on the other side of it. “I told the Governess otherwise. But I want to meet this unionist she despises.”

Grant eyes the hard-bitten crowd aboard the barge and the retreating backs of their security detail. “Are you sure we should go there without security?”

“I am not the sort of Princess who fears her own subjects,” Sykora says. “And besides. None of them protected me today.” Her tail tightens. “You did.”

He adjusts his collar as they move to the sky bridge. “I, uh, I don’t know if I’m ready for a repeat performance.”

“You don’t need to be. Just look confident and huge.” She pinches his butt. “You’re halfway there.”

The skimmer cabbie Sykora orders to ferry them across does so with silent, obedient terror, glancing back in disbelief a few times at the Princess in her backseat, squeezed in what space isn’t taken by her massive, curled-up husband.

They’re dropped into a weatherbeaten and graffiti’d airlock that opens onto a freezing skybridge. The temperature here is low enough that Grant can see his own breath—the refiners clearly lack the insulation he was taking for granted in the noble skyboxes.

Sykora strides through the ramshackle hall as if she’s aboard her own warship, and slams the door open onto the barge roof with enough of a clang that a full third of the rowdy crowd atop it look her way. A wave of shock and nudging elbows silence the festivities.

“Citizens.” Sykora folds her hands behind her back and stands at a fearless parade rest. “I’d like to speak to your union representative. Is Corska Ondai present, please?”

Whispered conference. The crowd parts. At the other end of the barge is a long table covered in a steaming row of hot-plated foods. The unionist Grant saw from his box—the dirty blonde one who threw him the horns—leans against it. “That would be me.”

Sykora taps her foot. “Mind the rank, Ondai. I’m not your enemy. I can help you if you give me the deference I’m due.”

Ondai smirks and delivers a quarter-bow. Like she’s only a few ranks below the Princess, not a commoner. “Your Majesty,” she says.

The look on Sykora’s face isn’t thrilled, but she inclines her head back as she steps into the corridor formed by the refiners. “Better.”

“Didn’t expect to see you here, Majesty.” Ondai turns from the Princess back to the plate she’s preparing. “Thought this gig was for the exo clique.”

“I was overdue for an appearance,” Sykora says. “A diverting race this year. My husband and I appreciated the soundtrack your barge supplied.”

“You a fan of Tremorlocc, then?”

“It was enjoyably bottom-heavy.” Sykora moves to Ondai’s side. A brawny union enforcer steps toward her. Grant steps in front of him, and dwarfs him by a full head. He’s never thought of himself as a heavy-duty bruiser type dude. But he never tackled a man with a gun before today. And by sheer height, he seems to have the guy cowed, at least for the moment.

“I am opening an investigation into the Trimond case,” Sykora says. “The Governess pointed me your way as a person of interest.”

Ondai piles greasy pulled-protein from a tureen onto her clean-sliced roll. “What’s the Trimond case?”

“Someone’s killing Trimonds.”

“Shit.” Ondai chuckles and licks orange brine from her thumb. “And the Governess thinks it’s us.”

“It doesn’t matter what she thinks,” Sykora says. “She’ll accuse you. You’ve been unsubtle in antagonizing her, and this is her opportunity to hurt you.”

“Unsubtle.” Ondai’s grin drops a few degrees. “A riot cop’s unsubtle. A waiver promising you won’t blame the corroded catwalks and the machines from last kilocycle if they cripple you for life. That’s unsubtle. Just a conversation, that’s subtle as hell. You wouldn’t think it, the way your noblewomen treat it.”

The crowd is tightening around them.

“I’m not here to discuss ideology, Representative Ondai.” Sykora makes no sign she notices anything but the woman she’s talking to. “I’m here to warn you. The Governess has a ripe excuse to crack down on gatherings and activism. She’s going to take advantage. Things will get worse for you, from this moment until the moment it’s solved. Whatever aid you can tender, you should.”

Ondai puts her plate on the table with a clack. She gives the Princess her full, frowning attention. Sykora puts her hands on her hips.

The two women stare at one another across the yawning gap between their stations.

Ondai’s tail twitches as she makes her decision. “You want Trimond West.” She picks her plate back up and slides a grainy-looking sandwich roll onto it.

Sykora follows her down the table. “Trimond West? What’s special about it?”

“That’s the scab refinery. Only offworlders. Mercenaries, like. They don’t let normal folk in. If there’s something below the level happening, it’s happening on Trimond West.”

Sykora presses. “Below the level how?”

One of Ondai’s blue-sashed minions speaks up in a rebreather rasp. “You’d know more than we do, Majesty. You figure it out.”

Sykora turns her head on a smooth swivel to the man who spoke; she’s making sure to keep the entire crowd in her peripherals. “The pay irregularities you’d expect from a workforce like that don’t show up on my ledgers.”

Ondai shrugs as she parcels wilting vegetables onto her sandwich. “You gonna tell me exo baronesses never cook the books?”

“And this is all known and accommodated? By Governess Garuna?”

“Why not? It’s her dream come true. No unions, no Ptolek citizens, no drama.”

Sykora rubs her chin. “If word reaches the Governess of this meeting, it would be wise of you to refrain from informing her what we spoke of.”

Ondai shuts the roll over the sweating meat and takes a high-gravity bite. She asks around the mouthful: “You gonna try and ratfuck her, then?”

“I am going to ensure that the agents of the Empress are acting with the best interests of her Empire at heart,” Sykora says. “And if I find out that they haven’t, I will ratfuck them.”

A ripple of low-voiced laughter from the assembled refiners.

“Your cooperation is appreciated, Citizen Ondai. If you have been honest with me today, I doubt we’ll meet again.” Sykora looks over her shoulder at Grant, who’s trading mean mugs with Ondai’s enforcer. “Come, Prince Consort.”

He doesn’t take his eyes off their dusty hosts until they’ve returned to the skybridge.

"Your first taste of the working class," Sykora murmurs, looking back at the barge where it floats in the rusty air. "I hope it didn’t put too much ash in your mouth."

"All good. It was familiar, actually. Reminded me of the crowd from Alberta back on Maekyon." Grant rubs warmth into his hands. "I guess, in a way, I was one of them once."

Sykora purses her lips as she looks from Grant to the roof they’ve departed. “I find that difficult to imagine.”

“It’s true, Majesty. You married a lowborn energy refiner.”

She chuckles. “You are nothing like them, dove.”

He stops in his tracks. Her tail yanks a moment before she does, too, and looks quizzically back at him.

“Yes, I am,” he says.

She observes the look on his face. “I didn’t—” She flushes. “That was boorish of me, Grantyde.”

“It’s okay.” He puts a hand on her back. “You’re working on their behalf.”

She sighs. “It seems I could use reminding of that sometimes.”

He steps with her onto the cab platform. “I’ll be here to remind you, whenever you need me.” He folds an arm around her shoulders. “Promise.”

“I’m counting on it.” She smiles as they hail the same doe-eyed pilot who brought them over. “Insufferable Maekyonite.”
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I Am Not The Only Monster In This Story!!





MONSTORY is a dark, character-driven dystopian fantasy set in a fractured future Seattle, where Alucards, winged beings bred in captivity, have never known freedom. Engineered for labor, silenced by law, and bound by control collars, they serve without rights, their wings bound and identities erased.

Igor, once a slave in a coal mine and now a servant in the estate of a powerful human family, survives by suppressing who he truly is. But as fragments of memory return and his conditioning begins to fail, the cracks in his obedience widen. Haunted by a name he wasn’t allowed to keep, and a violence he was trained to deliver, Igor teeters between the roles of monster and man.

As old power structures begin to fracture, MONSTORY explores the cost of survival in a world built on inherited cruelty. With themes of captivity, trauma, rebellion, and the aching need to be seen as human, this is a story about one enslaved Alucard's quiet war for autonomy, and the fire that might burn everything down to get it.

What to Expect:

🩸 A brainwashed vampire-like weapon who might kill you... Or just spiral into an identity crisis first.

🧠 Mind games, manipulation, and memory wipes, because therapy is illegal and cults are trendy.

🔥 Slow-burn character drama where trauma is the main currency and no one gets out clean.

🕊️ Rebellion run by morally bankrupt idealists. You’ll root for them. You’ll regret it.

🫀 Found family, lost family, broken family, pick your flavor of pain.

💀 Beautiful prose with teeth. Think poetry, but it bites back.

🌒 A dark, tangled web of secrets that punishes you for trusting anyone, including the narrator.

😵‍💫 Emotional devastation with the occasional flash of tenderness, like a knife glinting in moonlight.

What Not to Expect:

❌ OP wish-fulfillment MCs who level up by chapter 3. This isn’t that kind of grind.

❌ A harem. Unless you count trauma bonding with your enemies.

❌ Quirky comic relief characters. We have one guy who tells jokes. He’s not okay.

❌ Morality that’s easy to swallow. It’s more like choking on holy water.

❌ Fluffy romance. It’s complicated, possibly cursed, and not approved by HR.

❌ Adults who fix things. The adults are the problem.

NEW Updates: Tuesdays and Thursdays at 4:05 pm PST. 

 















                



2.18. Detonator


                “I’ve got Waian’s team examining the gun and the spike for any hints at manufacture. No high hopes for the piece, but the EMP? That’s specialized equipment, and it looks quite jury-rigged. You and Waian have my undying appreciation for finding it.” Sykora's returned to the easy, feline stride with which she walks the Pike. She takes a proffered tablet from a bowing engineer who's waiting for them at the exit from the shuttle bay. “Let’s double check that route with the navigatrix, shall we, Ensign? New lanes just opened up by Corwan. I don’t want to cause a pile-up.”

“Right away, Majesty.” The engineer scurries off.

“You have any suspects as to whose EMP it was?” Grant asks.

“There’s a chance we’ll trace it to some clan forge or another,” Sykora says. “But that link you made. Yellow Comets flush with exo, exo family dying off. There’s something ripe there. Makes my nose itch.”

Grant nods. “I mean they have to have something to do with it, right? And it’s a piratical method, killing families off.”

“Piratical, sure.” Sykora taps the side of her nose. “But don’t underestimate political.”

He raises a brow. “What’s that mean?”

“The great threat on Ptolek isn’t this assassin plot,” Sykora says. “It’s protestation. The process by which a Governess may proclaim her Void Princess unfit, and demand to secede from one sector to another. It’s how I won Ptolek from Narika. And now Narika has the chance to seize it back from me the same way. One reason I’m keeping everything as quiet as I can.”

“Do you think it’ll work?”

“What I think,” Sykora says, “is that there are pieces moving into place. Quiet deaths, loud pirates. Something is brewing. All working fabulously in Narika’s favor. To a suspect degree.”

Grant tries to zoom out like Sykora is, to witness everything from her view. But he just doesn’t have the training for it, he thinks. “We stopped one piece from falling, anyway,” he says. “Where’s Azkaii?”

“Azkaii I have in your old cell,” Sykora says. “Doubtless she’s going to wake up and wonder why the bed is so high, but we didn’t have time to refit. After this command group debrief, I’d like you with me when we visit her. The only experience she’s had of you is as muscle, and I want your reputation as my kindness to keep growing. Just be your friendly self, yes?”

“I can do that,” Grant says. The lift chimes gently as they arrive on the command group floor. “Gives me a chance to banish some of this kidnapping guilt, maybe.”

“She’s got a reputation as a brat.” Sykora pats his thigh. “So try not to get too righteously upset if she’s haughty at you. I know how you can get.”

“What? How can I get?” He follows her out.

“You have a rebellious streak when you’re talked down to,” she says. “I imagine she’ll test it.”

“Hey, now,” he says. “I’m only rebellious to the people in charge of me.”

She laughs. “Don’t I know it.”

“What about the Lorimare thing?” he asks. “Has the leech chip—”

A loud metallic CLONK. A dull throb. Grant has just brained himself on the command deck door. He staggers backward, clapping his hand to his forehead. “Fucking hell.”

“Oh God. Oh my God, Grantyde.” The Princess is immediately at his side, pulling on the hem of his shirt. There’s raw panic in her voice. “Darling. Let me look.”

Grant grunts out a laugh around the ache and kneels. “This was inevitable, I guess. I was ducking every time on that one.” He moves his hand out of the way.

Sykora issues a horrified gasp. “Grant, it’s swollen.”

Grant gives his forehead an experimental poke and immediately feels a tender twinge. “Ooh, yeah. That’s gonna be a goose egg.”

“I’m taking you to the medtech.” She tugs his arm. “We’re getting that looked at.”

“Majesty, it’s fine. Just a bonk on the head.”

“You don’t know that. We’re going.”

“The command group’s gonna be here in five minutes.”

“They can wait.”

“I’m honestly—”

“Grantyde, we are going to the medtech. Now.” Her eyes flash. She gasps and covers them. “Oh, no, I just rage-compelled. Oh, God.”

“That’s okay.”

“No, it isn’t.” Her teary eye peeks out between her fingers. “Accidental compulsion, like I’m a goddamn toddler.”

“Baby. Baby.” He tries not to laugh—this morning he helped this woman kidnap someone and witnessed her terrify half the Ptolek court into submission, and now she’s tearful over a bump on his noggin. “It’s really fine. It doesn’t even work on me, remember?”

She nods.

He takes her hand. “Let’s go to the medtech, right?”

“Okay.” His wife executes a thunderous sniff as she tries to get her emotions under control. “I’m being a baby. I know I am.”

“We ought to go anyway to get my longevity… what did you call them? Spinal doo-dads?”

“Yes.” She laughs wetly at that. “Let’s get your doo-dads.”



Technician Malo snaps the pen light off. It leaves a blob in Grant’s vision that asserts itself over the poster on the clinic wall of healthy Taiikari physiology. There’s a brightly colored maglev train game whizzing in the office's corner, for pediatric patients, which makes the whole thing feel even more infantilizing. “Simple hematoma,” Malo says. “Just some blood under the skin of the forehead. Nothing that won’t go away on its own.”

“There, you see?” Grant smiles at Sykora. “We’re fine. Thanks, Malo.”

The fastidiously dressed Taiikari tech nods and polishes the telescopic lens on his minimalist chrome anticomps. “I’ll prescribe something to make the swelling go down faster.”

Sykora’s got her sleeve up in front of her face. “I feel like such a dumb overreactive idiot.”

“It was good that you came, Majesty. These things can be deceptively damaging.” Malo hands Grant a velcro’d black cuff. “And it gives me the chance to take those old Maekyonite tracking chips out of you, and draw some blood from your husband. Hold that on your biceps, please, Prince Consort. There’s a good lad.”

Grant obeys. “What do you need my blood for?”

“Three reasons.” Malo steps behind him and straps the cuff shut. “The first is so we can replicate it and have it on-hand in case you ever need a transfusion.”

“You can do that?”

“We can. And the second is we’d like to make sure there won’t be any adverse reactions to the longevity serum or the panacea.”

“And the third?”

“Check-up, Prince Consort.” Malo gives him a squeeze on the forearm. “We’ll run a full panel. Make sure there’s nothing affecting you adversely in the Pike’s environment.”

“Surely we’d know by now.” Sykora’s fingers are tight around Grant’s wrist. “Wouldn’t we?”

“I doubt there’s anything to fear, Majesty. His physiology is strikingly similar to ours.”

Grant sits back on the plastic-lined examination chair. “Why is that?”

“One for the philosophers, Prince Consort.” Malo slips a tube into the cuff. “Perhaps it’s just what works.”

Grant nods. “Like the crab planet.”

“If you say so, sire.” Malo flips a switch on a nearby console. The tube turns red. Grant’s brow furrows.

“Is that my blood?”

“Yes, sire.”

“I didn’t feel a thing.”

“That’s the phlebotomy tube’s job, sire.” Malo unstraps the cuff. The only evidence that anything happened beneath it is a tiny freckle of dried blood on Grant’s arm. “We’ll have a liquid longevity suite ready in a tenday or two. We’ll follow up on the panacea then. Start him on a low dose to ease him in. He’ll probably need some replacement injections after his next kilocycle.”

“That’s fine, Technician Malo.” Sykora’s recovered her regal bearing. “Thank you.”

“A Kilocycle?” Grant counts in his head. “That’s what, fifty or sixty years. I’ll be a senior citizen at that point.”

“No, you won’t.” Sykora lays her hand across his on the armrest. “You’re on a longevity program now, remember?”

Grant glances at Malo. “How long are we talking, here?”

“If your physiology adapts to the implants like your indicators are showing, sire, I’d wager you’ll have parity with the average Taiikari. Roughly five kilocycles, discounting any additional advances that emerge in the interim.”

“Five kilocycles…” Grant’s head gives a plaintive throb as he tries to add this all up. “Jesus, I’m gonna live to three hundred?””

Malo shrugs. “If you say so.”

Sykora’s head leans on his arm. “We have so much ahead of us, dove. A whole firmament to explore and a whole life to share. I just got you. Nothing’s allowed to happen to you. Okay?”

He rests his chin on her scalp. “Okay.”

“I took the liberty of giving your implants a quick scan as well, Majesty.” Malo taps the console as Grant and Sykora stand. “All looks well, but you might have cause to go to the Imperial core in a hectocycle or two to get your cranial detonator serviced. We don’t want any of those threads detaching.”

“Excuse me.” Grant pauses at the clinic exit. “Her cranial what?”

“ThankYouMaloThatWillBeAll.” Sykora practically drags Grant out the clinic door.

They return along the wide thoroughfare of the topmost hab level, which is a strange combination of cozy small town main street with sleek space station. Ivy spills from silvery holders, framing nebular views of the deep firmament. A fragrant-scented bakery abuts the spacesuit depot. There has to be some kind of gravitational weirdness happening, because the view of the firmament is across the ceiling and there’s a perceptible downward curve. The level must be ring-shaped; they’re walking along the wall.

““I’m getting all the doors raised. Every single one. We’ll go floor by floor.” Sykora cringes as she eyeballs the low overhang at the lift door. “It was a dereliction of me to delay it. My poor man.”

“Sykora.” Grant halts as she tries to pull him into the lift. “I need you to tell me what your cranial detonator is. Tell me that’s not what it sounds like.”

“It’s—” Sykora takes a deep breath. “You will not like this. But it is really very truly nothing. All right? Come into the lift, please. We’re going back to the command deck.”

Grant steps inside and feels a pulling flutter as they rise and gravity reorients itself. “Go on.”

“I have a little implant right here.” Sykora taps the back of her head. “The Empress, and the Empress alone, knows a phrase that, if she were to say it to me, would cause it to…” She bites her lip as she hunts for a way to say it.

“Detonate,” Grant says.

Sykora nods. “Quick and painless.”

“Your Empress put a fucking bomb in your head.”

“Our Empress.” Her eyes flare. “I didn’t mean to sound sharp. But she is. She’s your Empress, too, Grantyde. She was your Empress before you even knew what the Taiikari were. Next one, comrade, please.” This she says to a gobsmacked functionary who’s standing before the slid-open lift door.

“Yes Majesty of course Majesty I regret delaying you Majesty.” The poor woman genuflects so rigorously Grant wonders if she’s the next head trauma case.

The lift slides shut and resumes its rise. Sykora leans on the door close button.

“You were right.” Grant folds his arms. “I don’t like it.”

“I am in charge of a world-killer, Grantyde.” Sykora gestures out the lift window as they pass a deck full of towering piers, each containing racks of cannon. “Of a ship that cannot be destroyed. This needs to be in place, for every Void Princess. It would be far too dangerous to give the voidships to us with no safeguard.”

“There have to be better answers than this,” he says. “Better ways. Everything I learn about how you became a Void Princess—it feels so unjust.”

“Grantyde.” Sykora puts on a hardline voice. She isn’t turning her full commander high-beams on him, but he hears a thread of that steel. “I’m a royal bastard. My existence was a direct threat to the Imperial line. A grave insult and mistake from Marquess Inadama. Her reputation has only begun to recover from it. I shouldn’t be alive. I should have been disposed of. And instead I am one of the most powerful women on the frontier. And that is thanks to the Empress.” The lift coasts to a stop. Sykora keeps the button held and the doors stay shut while she finishes. “She legitimized me. She gave me a life I wasn’t supposed to have. Her having the power to take it back is correct.” She releases the button and the lift doors hiss open.

“I’m trying hard to temper my reaction to this.” Grant follows her out. “But you know how you felt when I bumped my head? I just found out there’s a goddamn bomb in yours.”

“I—” She sighs and halts in the carpeted hallway. “Yes. I understand. It’s not as though I’m thrilled about it. But it’s the trade I made for the Pike, and I’d willingly do it again. And nothing will ever come of it, because it’s for emergencies, for Void Princesses who go mad, who try to destroy Imperial worlds or overthrow the Empress. And I will never do that, because I am loyal, and she rewards loyalty with benevolence. Come down here, okay?”

She tugs at his shirt, and he takes a knee. She embraces him, and after a moment of hesitation, he holds her back, tight.

“Let’s both of us just take a moment and breathe, all right?” She strokes the downy hairs on the back of his neck. “You’re fine and I’m fine. No concussions, no explosions. We’re fine. And we are going to have a long, beautiful life together, you and me.”

Grant wants to argue more. Wants to say that a bump on the head is nowhere near same thing. Instead, he takes a deep breath with her and vents it out across her back.

“Retirement age is late sixties back on Maekyon, you know,” he says. “Guess that’s not in the cards.”

“You can declare yourself retired whenever you want, dove.” She scratches his hair. “My entire ambition for you was to have you lounge around and look pretty. Remember? Everything else has been above and beyond.”

“When I’m two hundred, maybe,” he says. “I’ll buy some motorcycles, get into fly-fishing. That sort of thing.”

He feels the vibration of her giggle along her back. “Motorcycles are cool. What’s fly-fishing? Does it involve interceptors?”

He hums. “Maybe it will, how we do it.”

He returns to his feet and holds his wife’s hand, light but sure, as she leads him to the command deck. His hand strays to give a shallow scritch to the back of her head, where below her long, silky hair, her Empress’s unrealized wrath sleeps.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Dukerino
                        

                    

                    
[image: Lord of the Seas Animated Cover]

LORD OF THE SEAS

by RYU




The sea does not bow… it judges.

"Dying in the ring was supposed to be his grand exit. A warrior’s death. But instead, it became his second chance." Julien Fronterra, had everything—fame, legacy, and a shot at immortality in the world of combat sports. But in his moment of triumph, his body betrayed him. As his vision faded and regret swallowed him whole, he made one final plea—to live again, to find his own people, to carve out a life worth more than just titles. The gods listened.

Now reborn in Hireath, a world of magic, war, and gods, he is no longer just a man—he is Lukas Drakos, a Dragon, one of the last descendants of a nearly extinct race. He sets out on a journey not for revenge, but for freedom—to break the chains binding his kin and challenge the very god who seeks to control this world. This is not just a battle for survival. This is a fight for his people, his future, and his soul. He will not let this second chance go to waste.

“A saga with mythic depth and tidal stakes.”

Chapters being posted 3-4 times a week: Wednesdays, Thursdays, Saturdays and Sundays.



 🌊 Read the Lord of the Seas now! 




                



2.19. Our Guest


                “Thank you for your patience, ladies.” Sykora strides onto the deck. Her command group rises to their feet (except for Waian, who’s texting someone). “The Prince Consort and I had an emergency we needed to address.”

“I banged my head on the door,” Grant adds.

Hyax smirks. “We can tell, Prince Consort.”

“Hellfire. Poor Grantyde.” Waian looks up from her tablet and tuts. “Looks like you have a damn acorn buried in there.”

“Apparently Maekyonites have a lot of blood in their forehead,” Grant says. “Who knew?”

“It’s not as bad as it looks, according to the medtech.” Sykora plops onto her high-backed throne. Grant takes his seat next to her. “So. Onward to the situation that’s worse than it appears. What do you have for me?”

“My team’s finished taking apart that spike the Prince Consort discovered,” Waian says. “Going by the design and the parts used, they have something like a 90% confidence it’s Yellow Comet make.”

“Considering our prior run-ins with them, I’ll take those odds,” Sykora says. “So we have our proof and we have our culprits. Now we need to prove our why. Any word yet from the Baroness?”

Vora shakes her head. “Not to us. She’s mustering her allies, Majesty. Finding surrogates. If I had to guess, she’s going to fight you on this instead of coming to the table.”

Sykora’s brows lower. “She wouldn’t.”

“She wouldn’t twenty cycles ago, Majesty,” Hyax says. “She would now.”

“I’ve returned as capable as I ever was, Brigadier.”

“None of us doubt it, Sykora.” That’s the first time Hyax has used his wife’s name to her face. “But the firmament at large will be seeking any diminishment they can in you.”

“There’s a narrative here, Majesty,” Vora says. “I’m loath to admit it, but there is. Gone for six cycles, and now the famously detached princess is back with a husband she’s very public with, throwing her weight around. There are stories that can be spun. Viciousness made to look like desperation. Vulnerability, volatility… with the Governess on her side, she can do damage. It’s hard to ignore the possibility of a protestation. Garuna and Trimond, leading the exo baronesses into Narika’s arms.”

One thing Grant’s gotten used to spotting in his wife by now: the moments where she looks like she’s about to snap at someone, then forces herself to take a breath and a moment. Every time she does it there’s a little swivel in her right ear.

“We need another piece, then,” she says. “Something that terrifies her enough to knock her off her war footing and bring her into our grip, before she can marshall enough allies to force Azkaii loose. Tell me about what Grantyde’s subterfuge at the gallery lifted from Lorimare.”

“My little forensic goblins are still poring the thing over,” Waian says. “But we’ve found an early gift for you. Majordomo?”

Vora snaps a panel open on the table and punches a few buttons. A shimmering star chart flowers into being in the air above their heads. Ptolek pulses scarlet in the thicket of systems.

“A trace, Majesty,” Vora says. “Five separate times in the last decacycle we’ve observed this pattern. A datacrypt ping, which our code corps can’t translate into anything but gibberish. And then soon after, sometimes within hours, Lorimare flies to this world.” The map zooms out. A golden thread traces from Ptolek, arcs across the firmament, and connects with another crimson blot. “It’s a Class-C industrial planet called Tangrai. Five trips. After the second, her import manifests started showing this, every cycle.”

The stars flicker out, replaced by a scrolling list of data in Taiikari glyphs. Vora highlights an entry on an imports table.

TANGRAI - MISCELLANEOUS - REFINEMENT EQUIPMENT

“Two or three shipping containers each delivery,” the majordomo says. “Coming in on the commerce sweep lane. And every time she’s paying dirt-cheap scrap metal prices on it. These are long trips for a Viscountess to take. The exo costs just don’t match up to the goods being moved. Not for a woman of Lorimare’s means.”

Sykora squints. “That’s an out-of-sector import. What do the customs inspections tell us?”

Vora scrolls further down, to a sparse all clear inscribed on a form entry sized for a significantly larger record. “The inspections always come up clean and minimal.”

“Too clean, I’d say.” Hyax folds her arms. “I smell tariza.”

Grant raises his hand. “Tariza?”

“It’s a kind of lube, Prince Consort,” Waian says. “And a turn of phrase. Hyax is thinking bribery.”

Sykora lips thin. “Tangrai is in the Glory Banner sector. That’s one of Narika’s worlds.”

Her command group exchanges nervous glances.

“A pirate clan is flush with exo they shouldn’t have and they’re killing off Trimonds.” Sykora steps to her feet and paces to the deck’s edge, looking out into the firmament. “A petty noblewoman is taking secret meetings in the sector of my bitterest rival, with the knowledge of Garuna’s mother, and almost certainly Garuna herself. Theories?”

“A trade of some kind, perhaps,” Hyax says. “Lorimare is importing something of value in Garuna’s name, in exchange for the Governess keeping the Trimond situation under wraps.”

“If this is a play from Narika, surely she wouldn’t want it under wraps. She’d want chaos in the sector.” Vora scratches her nose. “And we don’t know that this is endorsed by the Governess. She might be looking for a way to pin Lorimare to the wall.”

“It could be early days,” Hyax says. “Glory Banner might be biding her time, building some greater public catastrophe.”

Waian shakes her head. “We don’t even know who she’s meeting out there. Might be Narika, might just be the neutral ground for her to meet the Comet Queen, maybe. Lorimare’s on the Trimond board. This might be a shareholder conspiracy. Exo kickbacks for contract killings.”

“The only sure thing is that we need more. This.” Sykora turns around, eyes bearing the light of the stars she was gazing at. “This is the thread we pull to unravel Trimond.” She nods to the Chief Engineer. “Waian. I’m putting you in charge of this. Take that signal, reverse-engineer it, and broadcast it to Lorimare. Time to set up a meeting with her mystery supplier.”

Waian stands. “On it, boss.”

“Hyax, I need you to put together a plan to intercept her. We lure her out into demimonde space, we hold her up, and we get our answers.”

Hyax stands. “I’ll see it done, Majesty.”

“Vora. Once word is out that Lorimare’s taken, her contacts are sure to go to ground, and the Baroness will move if she can. I need you to come up with a way to keep this from erupting in the time it takes for us to lock Trimond down. Disrupt this growing faction in whatever way you can. Use whatever extortion you require. I’m not afraid to get my hands dirty on this.”

Vora stands. “Of course, Majesty.”

“Grantyde.”

Grant’s head jerks around from the floating file.

“You and me are going to introduce ourselves to Azkaii Trimond. And then we’re going to the agro floor for some ingredients.” Sykora’s tail wags. “I’m making you dinner tonight. Thank you, command group. Let’s be about it.”

“You don’t have to do that,” Grant says, as he follows her out.

“Yes, I do, dove. I was an absolute beast to you at the cloudsprint, and I’m about to be a harridan at this Azkaii introduction.” Sykora is scribbling a list of ingredients on a notepad she’s taken from the command deck. “I need her to be afraid of me. I’m going to play the tyrant with you. Is a compulsion all right?”

“Sure.” Grant can’t help but smile. “You’re always so anxious when you ask me to pretend at compulsion. It’s cute.”

A flustered blush spreads across her face. “It’s not. It’s cruel of me.”

“Whatever you say, Majesty.” But Grant’s grin deepens. It was only a cycle or so ago that Sykora of the Black Pike never would have thought such things.



“I should have guessed you were the Princess’s giant when I first saw you. But they all said you were handsome.” Azkaii paces the length of her cell. Her haughtiness is diminished by all the Maekyonite-sized furniture still within it from when it held Grant. “No tail, pallid pink, moss growing on your face. I don’t see it.”

“I’ve been where you are right now,” Grant says. “I got out, and you will too. We just have to make sure you’re safe.”

“Sure you do.” Azkaii folds her arms. “They say you’re commonborn. That you were a night guard. Soooo romantic, they say. Not me. I can still see it clinging to you.”

“You really needn’t try to get yourself in deeper trouble, Azkaii,” Sykora says. “I’m happy to persecute you, if you wish.”

Azkaii thrusts her chin up into the air. “I understand you’re here to preen and intimidate me. Why did you bring your dildo?”

Sykora’s laugh sounds genuine. “You’re not going to get under his skin, Azkaii. Believe me. I’ve tried. You’re afraid, and you think that if you act as though you aren’t, it will help.” She taps her chin. “You’re hoping I’ll be vicious with you, I think. You understand viciousness. That will give you a measure of control over me. But I have no bone to pick with you, Azkaii. What you must accept is that you have no control. None. Your mother will decide your fate. I’m sure that’s difficult for you.”

Azkaii snorts. “My mother is going to bite your head off. You picked the wrong clan, Majesty. We all know Ptolek is on the brink of slipping out of your grasp and into Glory Banner’s. What’ll a work stoppage do to that? What’ll happen when the clans organize?”

“You have such a high estimation of the value your mother places on you.” Sykora picks a slim crescent from her pinky nail. “But she’s rewarded the fealty of your family with meaningless death. If she had come to me, if she’d been honest about whatever is happening, I could have saved them. Your aunt, your grandfather, your cousin. Who else would be there for you, coming to your defense with such outrage? Who else, if the Baroness were loyal? To me, and to you?”

“Baseless accusation,” Azkaii says. “That’s all you have.”

“No. It’s not. I have you, milady. If her love for you is what you say it is, I’ll have her, too, soon enough. And if not… oh well. One fewer spoiled heiress who fancied herself a Cloudsprint bravo. An inexhaustible resource.”

Grant takes a tenuous step forward. “Sykora—”

Sykora’s eyes snap to his. “No protests now, Grantyde.” The compulsion flash bathes him in red. “My husband, bless him, is my kindness. But one must be firm sometimes with those in one’s care. Give me your hand, dove.” Flash.

Grant’s always so self-conscious when he needs to pretend to be hypnotized. How much slack in the jaw is too much? He takes Sykora’s hand as ordered. She grins up at him, then turns the smile back around to Azkaii.

“I am off to eat dinner with the Prince Consort,” she says. “Think about what I’ve said. The guards will bring you whatever you require, within reason. You’ll be safe here, as our guest.” She pivots on her heel. “Until you aren’t.”

The marines around the brig entrance snap a salute as they pass.

Grant catches up with Sykora in the dim red glow of the detention level hallway. Her shoulders shiver as he touches them. “What a rotbreath that little Trimond is,” she says. “Why did you bring your dildo. I should space her.”

“It was kind of funny.”

“Kind of,” she allows. “But you don’t talk that way to your Void Princess. Well, you do. She doesn’t. Still, I think we made our point. With any luck she’ll be somewhat more fearful of me once the conversation with the Baroness comes around. I’d love a tear or two.”

“Are you sure she won’t just stay cocksure?”

“I’ll ensure it.” Sykora glares over her shoulder at the brig they’ve left behind. “Let’s go back to the cabin so I can give you my recompense.”

“I’ll happily take whatever you give me,” Grant says. “But I don’t feel owed.”

“You ought to. I put you in front of that little strumpet back there. And I’m asking you to keep yet another secret for me. Two secrets, even.”

“The needle thing, and what?”

“That I’m cooking.” She exhales. “It’d give Kymai a heart attack.”
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There are a lot of things wrong with Liv Brodbeck.

She’s too small, for one thing. When she works in the castle kitchens with her mother, she can’t carry a sack of flour or roll a keg of ale. 

Baron Summerset’s chirurgeon says that she has brittle bones, so she isn’t allowed to wrestle or sword fight with the other children. Even sledding downhill in the winter brings the risk of breaking an arm or a leg if she falls. 

Everyone says that she ruined her mother’s life when she was born. Not when they think Liv is in the room, of course, but she overhears all the same. In the kitchen of a less kind lord, a cook bearing a bastard child would have been more than cause enough for both of them to be out on the street. 

No, a child like Liv doesn’t have much hope. But when she accidentally unleashes a surge of wild magic, she takes her first step on a journey which will lead her from the kitchens of Castle Whitehill, to the cold palaces of the Eld, and beyond, to the graves of gods...
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2.20. Comfort


                The Princess of the Black Pike crushes a golden herb under her knife. Its verdant scent wafts above the rich earthiness of the dumpling filling that simmers on the stovetop.

“That smells heavenly,” Grant says from his seat at the kitchen table. He’s offered to help, but Sykora wouldn’t hear of it. Instead he’s been flying a skimmer through the cloudsprint on a spindly countertop sim. He’s died seven times so far.

“Thank you, dove.” Sykora wiggles her butt at him from across the kitchen. “I’d originally planned for a kinky little just-the-apron thing, but I’m frightfully out of practice and can’t brook the distraction.” She cracks the oven and slides a rack of saffron-colored pastry rounds inside. “So on a scale of one to twenty, how evil would you say I was today? This’ll be a handy measuring stick.”

“Well, the family seems like a bunch of dicks, but we did kidnap a woman. And I suppose I have to knock a few points off for how we did it. I don’t know.” Grant pauses the race as his doomed skimmer spirals once more into Ptolek’s hydrogen tomb. “How much are you willing to tell me about the juice Waian put in Azkaii?”

“That was Compound Seventy. Which doesn’t exist. I know very little about how it’s made and we have an incredibly limited supply of it, shipped from the Core under the strictest secrecy.” Sykora stirs the filling and takes a taste.

“Okay. Weird black site mind control drug.” He rubs his chin. “That maybe costs another few points. I’d call it… a five.”

“Five?” Her ears perk.

“Ten, I mean. Halfway.” He levels his hand and waggles it demonstratively. “Kind of evil, not so evil I resent you for it.”

“Ah.” She sighs. “That’s what I expected, more or less. We’ll keep this warm while the wrappers bake.” She clacks a lid onto the heavy-bottom skillet atop the oven. Grant quietly stands from the table as she chatters. “Don’t you worry, dove. It’s going to be delicious. We’ll get that number down to a six at the most. You’ll see.”

She squeaks in surprise as his hands land on her shoulders. “I’m sure,” he says.

“But, uh.” She tilts her head up as his shadow falls across her. A quiver runs through her body as his fingers knead into the fabric of her uniform. “Maybe I owe you a little more than dinner.”

He rubs the back of her neck. “What did you have in mind?”

“I have a little time while we’re baking.” The Princess slips an elastic off her wrist and pins her hair back into a long, slender ponytail. The cute little peaks of her horns poke out from the shifting locks. “For repentance.”



“Sykora. Baby. Wait wait. One second.” Grant’s nose wrinkles.

Sykora shakes her head, as well as she’s able to with her ponytail wrapped around Grant’s fist. “Mm-mm.”

“Lonesome.” Grant releases his grip on his wife’s hair. “Do you smell that?”

Sykora heaves a breath as she wipes her mouth. “What—oh, hellfire.”

“Is that how it’s supposed to smell?

“No. Shit.” Sykora shrugs the straps of her dress back on as she scrambles to her feet. “Shit, shit. I forgot to set the timer. I’m such a ditz. This is why I didn’t go just-the-apron.”

“My bad, Majesty.” Grant zips himself back up. “I shouldn’t have distracted you.”

“Not your fault. I just need to cocoon you in bubble wrap next time I cook, so I’m not tempted.” Sykora turns the fume hood on and tugs the tray out of the oven.

“May my tail rise up and strangle me.” She clatters the tray onto the stove. The wrappers atop it have hardened into blackened pucks. “That’s the dumplings fucked, I’m afraid. I’ll bet Kymai’s horns are tingling.” She looks over her shoulder. “How do you feel about eating this with a spoon?”

Sykora digs a loaf of crusty bread out of the pantry to soak up the peppery gravy. They ladle out the filling into bowls and settle across the kitchen table.

“One day.” Sykora pledges it as she saws him a thick slab of bread. “One day I will get you to cum in my mouth. This is my most sacred mission.”

“Well now I definitely can’t, if you’re gonna make it a rivalry thing,” he says.

“Don’t you dare.” She points her spoon at him as she blows a billow of steam off the surface of her bowl. “We can call this a curry, right? This is curry-like.”

“Sure we can.”

They tuck in, and Sykora’s little hum of pleasure as she takes her first taste warms Grant as much as the aroma rising from his bowl. He ventures a bite and takes a breath through his nose as the bright citrusy broth coats the roof of his mouth, resolving into a rich gamey barbecue flavor.

Sykora swallows her spoonful. “What do we think?”

“It’s good.” A ripe berry, savory and saucy as a cherry tomato, pops between his teeth. “Shit. It’s really good.”

Sykora beams. “I had a great many tutors, but cooking I figured out by myself, more or less. Trial and error and the occasional recipe I badgered out of my quartermaster. It’s not exactly a feminine art, traditionally. As the lingering scent of charred pastry can attest.”

“On my planet, y’know, a lot of this stuff was reversed.” He surreptitiously removes a long dark hair from his bowl. “For a long time, it was women cooking and cleaning and men in the positions of authority. It was still leveling out when you swiped me.”

“How fascinating. A bunch of little lady homemakers? I rather think I could fit right in, if you got me a stepstool and I stopped burning the hell out of things.” She gives him a robotic Stepford Wife smile. “Ooh, husband. Welcome home from the, uh, the guitar factory.”

He snorts. He puts on a deep ‘50s era mid-atlantic voice. “Thanks, sweet cheeks.”

“Let me take your coat and give you your slippers. Do they do that on Maekyon?”

“They used to.”

She does a goofy little curtsey. “Look at me, I’m a submissive little Maekyonite. I’m gonna rub your shoulders and make you dinner and put the babies to bed.” As she says this latter part, the laugh coasting alongside her falls away.

Her smile grows somber. She takes another bite.

Grant reaches his hand across the table. Sykora takes it tightly. Her thumb rubs little circles on his palm.

The way she’s blinking, the little grimace on her face. He won’t ask her. That’ll just hurt her. But he knows. She doesn’t need to say it. The sorrow she has at the center of their whirlwind romance. The vacancy.

The lump rises in his chest as he silently acknowledges the truth.

She wants kids.

He wants kids.

God help him. He wants kids with Sykora.

He’d give her as many as she wanted. If he could, he would. He’d do every ceremonial breedmate thing she asked for. He’d shelter her in his arms every night as their family grew inside her. He’d love them with her. Their strong, safe children, with her smile, he hopes, and her laugh. He’d be there every moment. He and Sykora could protect them from the fear and pain of the Empire, could help them become whatever they wanted to become. He knows they could, somehow. With a sudden, rock-solid certainty.

He’d be everything his father wasn’t. If he could. If it was possible. But it isn’t.

What if it is? a voice in the back of his head whispers. You don’t know what kind of technology the Empire has. Who knows what they could do?

Stop giving yourself this false hope, Grant. Even if there is some Taiikari medical miracle, it won’t be given to them. The Empress would never allow them to live. Lady Frelle told him that, and then commanded him to forget it. But he didn’t.

The little hole grows.

“We have us,” she murmurs. “It’s all right. It is.”

His foot tucks under hers beneath the table. He tears a piece of bread off and lifts a cube of marinated meat with it. “Have you ever thought about one of those—what do you call it? A kindek? We could become crazy kindek ladies.”

Sykora laughs. “Oh, God. Pass. Vora and Oryn have two and I’ve seen how they act.” She points her spoon at him. “If I’m going to be cleaning poop, it better be from someone who’ll learn how to do it themselves someday. And besides.” She nudges his hand with the top of her head. “You already have a pet.”

She sighs as he scratches around the horns that are slipping into view.

“May I ask you something about that Compound Seventy stuff?”

“You may,” she says. “I can’t promise I’ll answer.”

“You told me you don’t know how you ended up on Maekyon. And you told me it had to be someone within the Imperial family.”

Her nose wrinkles. “My clever Maekyonite.”

“You think it was the Compound, don’t you? Someone drugged you, strapped you into that rocket, commanded you to forget, and sent you on a one-way trip to Maekyon.”

“I do,” she says. “One moment I was at a dull state dinner, the next I was plummeting through the firmament, terrified.”

“And you reckon it’s Narika?”

“She’s my foremost suspect. I have many enemies, but none quite so personal.” Sykora nudges further into his scratching hand. “Whoever it was made a dire mistake when they didn’t shoot me into a sun. They should have sent me to my death.”

She takes hold of his wrist and stills his hand. She lowers it to her mouth. She kisses his knuckle.

“Instead,” she says, “they sent me to my hero.”



They’re slow that night, with none of the usual playful submission. Slow and snug and deep, trying to fit as much of their mismatched bodies together as they can, her little frame and her plump curves to his oversized angles. The great glow of Ptolek colors Sykora’s skin a rich lavender. The void stretches infinitely around them. His tiny wife gyrates in his lap, her sweet sabsum scent filling his mind.

Sykora’s body is so hot and soft and clinging, it’s like she’s melting in his embrace. He’s melting, too.

“I love you,” she whispers, trembling in his arms. “I’ll love you forever.” Quiet and close, as if it were the momentous secret that keeps the firmament intact. Perhaps it is.

He feels her little fangs light on his neck. He imagines how they’ll feel when they puncture his skin and sink into him, how he’ll look with the scar that will mark him as hers for the rest of his life.

They stay connected after, her tired body laid across his, pulsing like one heartbeat. He’s half-asleep when she finally stirs and slides off him to go to the bathroom.

She opens the door for him once she’s done, and they brush their teeth together, both looking blearily into the mirror, her head leaning back against his stomach. Taiikari toothbrushes are thicker-bristled than he’s used to. He’s learning to use a light touch with them. She wipes her makeup off; he shaves with a softly droning razor (with a guard on it to maintain the stubble his wife likes so much).

“I’m thinking of saying yes to Wenzai,” she says, daubing her eyeshadow away. “That invitation she gave us. Marquess Paxea’s going to visit them to recover from the cloudsprint, and she’s wondering if we’d like to share a shuttle to Ptolek.”

“They live on a gas giant?”

“They have a vacation home there,” she says. “In a repulsor bubble. It’s rather gorgeous. And I think Wenzai will make a useful ally. We need more of them on Ptolek, God knows. I’ve leaned on poor Pax too much lately. It threatens her reputation as an independent. What do you think of a weekend on Ptolek?”

“I’m down,” Grant says. “Think she’ll try to put the moves on us?”

Sykora grins. “Her husband talked her out of it, I gather. Apparently, at the race, my husband told him we’re exclusive.”

He spits into the sink. “That’s right,” he says, and kisses her.

They return to bed and bundle into the sheets and pillows. Sykora keeps it cool in the cabin, and the temperature’s programmed to lower further as the night goes on. It bothered Grant when he had his own cot, but now whenever he sleeps, he’s clung to by a little purring pillow with a furnace in her chest. It would almost be too much, the heat that his wife radiates, if she wasn’t so small.

Sykora’s breath goes low and deep, and he wonders if she’s already asleep. Her whisper catches him off-guard.

“Grant.”

“Hmm?”

“I’m sorry.”

He raises his head from his pillow. “What?”

She sounds on the edge of sleep. “You deserve a family, someday. And If we could—“ Her voice breaks. “I’m sorry.”

His stomach drops. “You have nothing to be sorry for. Nothing.”

Grant’s arm wraps around her. Her waist fits perfectly in the crook of his elbow.

“They’d be beautiful,” she whispers. “Like their father.”

He nods into her hair. She moves his hand up onto her heart.

“During our early days, when you were first teaching me to fly, I had the thought,” he says, “and it was the first sign, in retrospect, that I was falling for you—I had the thought that you’d be a really amazing mother. I don’t know if this is a comfort or not, but I hope it is.”

Her eyes find his in the dark. “It is.”

She wiggles closer and tugs him by the shoulder partway on top of her, like he’s a weighted blanket. He feels the swell and fall of her chest.

“I think,” she whispers, “that you are going to be the great comfort of my life, Grant Hyde.”
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Listen up, shitling, because I'm only gonna tell you once.

You want to go back home? Then grow a spine and pay attention. Danger lurks around every corner, and it doesn’t give a shit that you’re scared. Take it from me.

I escaped a torture chamber, killed my sadistic jailor, and fought the zombified remnants of a forgotten city. Enough to make fate herself cringe, really.

Still, it all pales in comparison to receiving a “blessing” with the slight side effect of my humanity rotting away. But don’t you worry, and hand me that bullet. Working it out is on my to-do-list. Right after burning this place to the ground.



What to expect:


	Dark, mythos and pop culture inspired themes

	Slow start, then fast paced action, and lots of it

	Skills that grow with the characters

	Slowburn progression

	Creepy monsters and lore shrouded in mystery



First book written. Releasing 5 times a week, M–F.
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2.21. Breach


                The breach pod drops from sweep with a fizzing splash of radiance that smears the firmament like pastel. Its corkscrew sail, sprouted from its prow like a unicorn horn, folds and rebounds into its bulk as it coasts on mad momentum into Viscountess Lorimare’s voidliner.

The membranes of both vessels splash like paperwhite pyrotechnics; the pod’s, concentrated as it was to the prow like a battering ram, stays in one piece. The liner membrane cracks like an eggshell, shattering out into dazzling rainbow refractions. Thick filament cables spring from the breach pod. Its coil guns pivot and shred the liner’s sails to twirling tatters as they extend.

The cables winch taut and yank the pod with terrifying speed into the side of the stilled voidliner.

Sergeant Ajax unbuckles himself from the seat kitty-corner to the pilot’s; his tail tugs him into the away deck. “Ears,” he calls to his marines. “Ears up.”

The world muffles. The pod’s breacher array sounds a metal screech and then a triple-tap series of concussive blasts. Gravity reasserts itself and drops the invaders into two stacked-up rows.

At the fore of the righthand one, one spiky black battlesuit is head-and-shoulders shorter than the rest. Brigadier Hyax’s distorted voice clicks through their radio: “Breach.”

The pod door opens into a jagged vacuum-sealed hole where a door-sized chunk of the voidliner has been sawn away. Canister guns skitter their payloads into the hallway beyond. Billowing plumes of blood-colored smoke trail into Lorimare’s vessel. Eight Taiikari in tactical black follow, threading through the scarlet like phantoms.

The bridge crew of the Black Pike watches silently. The video feed splashes movie-theater wide across the window into the firmament. Sykora has quietly moved from her throne to Grant’s seat. Her body in his lap is stiff with tension. He lays a stabilizing palm on the dip of her spine.

Movement in the mist—the feed snaps to it, sending a jolt and a murmur through the viewers. The silhouette of a scrawny Taiikari man stumbles from a corridor, coughing violently. The view blurs with motion. The coughing man’s face slams to the deck underneath Sergeant Ajax’s knee, and the shotgun’s angular barrel swings up into view like a first-person shooter, nudging against the back of his head to keep him still as one of Ajax’s squadmates slaps cuffs onto his wrists and ankles.

A loud whistle in the bridge pit kicks off a round of scattered applause. Sykora glances their way, but her expression stays frosty.

Gauntleted hands pry the man’s anticomps off and flip him onto his back. The shortest of the marines crouches in front of him and raises her visor to reveal Brigadier Hyax’s scar-pitted face. The bright compulsion membrane slides across her eyes. “Sit up and don’t move.”

The man’s gritted jaw loosens; his eyes go wide and placid. Ajax lowers his shotgun. Their captive rolls over and props himself to a seated position against the wall. The smoke is clearing to reveal the marines fanned out, rifles up and trained around doors and corners.

Hyax stands before the man, who gazes up at her with dumb cattle obedience. She flashes him again. Her compulsion-flash is much more staccato than his wife’s, he notices. An insistent boot on the door of the mind rather than Sykora’s beguiling lockpick. “How many on this vessel?”

“Five.”

Flash. “Are they armed?”

“The boss has two bodyguards. Both of them have guns, I think.”

Flash. “Stay still and stay silent.” She turns back to her team. “Move.”

A motion-sickness jerk on the feed as Ajax stacks up again with his group along a gleaming wall. Grant knows the taciturn Taiikari as a dry-witted babysitter. It sobers him somehow to watch through Ajax’s helmet camera as the marine moves through the vessel with tactical ferocity.

They kick down doors and set breach charges on bulkheads. Grant witnesses another civilian takedown from Ajax’s perspective, performed with the same immediate, unhesitant violence as the first time.

They find Lorimare in the compact hangar of her vessel, hurrying through the takeoff protocols on a sleek chrome outrunner skip. The rest of the crew, bodyguards included, have already surrendered, and now huddle at the business end of a wall of high-tech firepower. Ajax drags her from the outrunner and throws her in with the rest. Gone is the haughty woman who imagined compelling her workers. Lorimare’s dark blue face is ashy and crestfallen.

“You’re from the Princess,” she says to the man binding her into cuffs. He doesn’t reply.

Hyax steps in front of her. “It’s time for the truth, Viscountess.”

Lorimare leans forward with abject eagerness. “It was all Trimond. I’m working for Trimond and I have what you want. You listening, Majesty? Give me guarantees of lenience and I’ll sing like a Tek’ka.”

The Brigadier cracks her knuckles and grins. “You ever been a hostage before, Viscountess? You’re good at it.”

The soldiers return to the boarding pod, shepherding their new prisoners with them. Hyax stays in the doorway. She thuds a fist into each of their chests as they come.

“Your hands don’t shake on that gun anymore, Loras. I noticed.”

“Thank you, Brigadier.”

“Faster around those corners next time, Pella. You’re squad second, now. They’re following you.”

“Yes, Brigadier.”

Ajax is the last in. Hyax nods at him. “Excellent direction tonight, sergeant.”

“Thank you, ma’am.”

“Thought you might have gone soft on me, guarding the Princess’s boy toy.”

“I’m, uh—” Ajax’s finger rises into frame and taps the camera on his helmet, vibrating the view. “I’m the one casting to them, ma’am.”

She smirks. “I know you are.”

Sykora scoffs at the screen. “Old battleaxe.” But she says it with a smile.

“I didn’t realize how much there was to her, when I first met her,” Grant says. “Under the scars and the fearsomeness. There’s caring in there.”

“There is.” Sykora keeps it down under the steady undercurrent of chatter from the bridge and the command group. “Hyax and Waian practically raised me. The command group is my family. Waian’s my fun aunt, Hyax is my tough older sister, Vora’s my littermate. They were only supposed to train me on the Pike, and all it needed from me. Instead, they taught me… everything. More or less. Everything my other instructors didn’t.”

“That’s beautiful,” he says. “Kind of sad, too. But I’m glad they were there for you.”

Sykora nods. Then she hesitates. “Not the, uh, betrothal bed stuff,” she murmurs. “I had holovids for that.”

“I figured.”

A slender Taiikari woman, her hair in two tight pigtails, calls up from the bridge. “Hail from the breach pod, Majesty.”

“That’d be Hyax.” Sykora climbs out of Grant’s lap. “Main screen, Monitor.”

Ajax’s helmet cam dissolves into static. A ten-foot tall projection of the Brigadier fuzzes into being from the primordial noise. She’s seated in the copilot seat, running her hand through her matted platinum pixie cut.

“Brigadier.” Sykora salutes her. “Excellently executed.”

“Nothing but a civilian shakedown, majesty.” Hyax loosens her shoulders out. “But it was a pretty enough piece of work, I suppose. We’re preparing to put the voidliner on scuttle trajectory and sweep back.”

Sykora holds a hand up. “Before you go. Record a confession for me. She seemed eager enough. Then send it on the datacrypt line.”

“So fast?” Hyax purses her lips. “You usually love to be around the prisoners when they finally break and confess.”

“Hyax. You make me sound like a movie villain.” Sykora casts Grant a guilty glance. “We need to move quickly, yes? I want the Baroness destabilized and unaware. It’s the middle of the night for her estate on Ptolek. Perfect timing.”

Hyax salutes. “By your command, Majesty. Won’t take long.” She leans forward, reaching out of frame, and the feed zeroes out.

Sykora turns to one of the silent, omnipresent marines guarding the bridge lift. “Gefreiter Sarel. Get me Azkaii. Bring her to the upper command deck.”

The marine snaps a salute and hails the lift.

Sykora gestures to Grant. “Take a knee, darling.”

He kneels before his wife. He’s done a lot of kneeling lately. But so has the Princess, behind closed doors.

She lays her chin on his shoulder. “It’s time for me to be bad,” she whispers into his ear. Behind her, Majordomo Vora flips the lever to raise the command deck back up to its private quarters. “We have Trimond locked in orbit, now, but she doesn’t feel the spin. I’m going to snap her out of it. If you stand over there—” She points to a corner of the deck—”you’ll be off-camera. Remember what we talked about. Just give me a shake of your head if I need to tamp it back.”

“I’ll be fine, Majesty.” He fluffs the bristles on her tufted tail. “You don’t have to do that.”

She kisses his cheek. “Yes, I do.”

“We need this confession.”

“We do. But I need you more, dove. You’re my kindness.” Her warm fingers run along the brocade on his uniform. “If you step on the brake, I brake. Okay?”

He cups her jaw and rubs a thumb on the softness of her earlobe. “Okay.”

Her eyes drift shut. That feline purr rises in her chest at his touch. “You can’t do that to me,” she murmurs. “I need to go be an evil bitch.”

He chuckles and stands. “Go be evil, babe.”

Sykora gives him a parting peck and returns to her throne. Vora sidles up next to her and shows her something on that little silver tablet of hers. The Princess of the Black Pike gives a grim-faced nod.

Grant looks over her shoulder and wishes he hadn’t. Photos of a floating derelict, in a cloud of shrapnel. Interiors splashed with dark violet blood. Zipped-up body bags.

“Another trade lane hit,” Sykora says. “The Comet Queen ping-ponging across the firmament, engorged on exo. Killing and looting. And Garuna is taking the emergency powers I gave her and doing fuck-all with it to find the piracy pipeline. Just furloughing unionists en masse. Daring them to strike so she can crack some skulls.”

“She’s itching for an excuse to round them up,” Vora says. “I’m afraid the security measures you’ve been signing are being misused.”

“I’m not giving her these powers because I think she’ll use them right,” Sykora says. “I’m giving her enough rope to hang herself.”

“What about the workers whose skulls are gonna get cracked?” Grant asks.

“It won’t get that far,” Sykora says. “They only need to endure her a little longer, until I find the real culprit and leave her with her tits flapping in the firmament. The more she oversteps, the easier it’ll be to pluck her out like a thorn once the real culprit is found. And then the union’s greatest foe is gone. That’s a trade Ondai and her officers would take every time.” She rolls her shoulders back, adopting a brooding slouch across the throne just as the lift chimes and two marines shove Azkaii of Trimond into the chamber.

“Thank you, Gefreiter.” Sykora waves a hand toward her minions. “You may go.”

They salute with a clatter of ceramic armor and depart. Azkaii is left standing, hands bound, eyes narrow and burning like coals.

Sykora returns her look with chilly indifference. “Chief Engineer. Get me a line to Baroness Trimond. Inform her that the Princess of the Black Pike is waiting with her daughter to discuss terms.”

The first hail goes unanswered. The second connects. Baroness Trimond is sitting in a teak-paneled drawing room, her body bound up in a thick shearling robe. The windows behind her show a maroon Ptolek night. “Speak quickly,” she says. “I have no will to chat, Majesty.”

“Baroness.” Sykora crosses her legs and deepens her contemptuous lounge. “I hate to wake you. But new information has come to light in your case. And I thought you might like to see Azkaii, healthy and unharmed. Come here, young lady.”

Azkaii stands rooted to the spot.

“Come here,” Sykora barks, and the sheer noisy surprise of it animates Azkaii’s feet, propelling her into frame.

“There we are.” Sykora beams at Trimond. “Proof of my beneficence. Let’s talk, shall we?”

The Baroness is blinking the sleep away. “I have precious little to say to you at the moment, Majesty. When I’m ready to speak, you’ll know it.”

“Now, Yuka. I think you’ll be quite interested in what I have for you.” Sykora nods at Waian. “I’d like to show you a conversation we just recorded with a friend of yours. Do we have that, Waian?”

“Aye, Majesty. Just in.” Waian punches a few keys on her tablet. “Putting it up on the throne cam.”

Sykora stands aside from her seat. Its armrest holo projector buzzes its emergence and flicks on.

“My name is Viscountess Ruana of Lorimare.” Their prisoner speaks in a firm, clear voice. “At the order of Baroness Yuka of Trimond, I’ve been illegally transporting weaponry into the Black Pike sector, with the goal of helping Trimond Enterprises defend itself and its shipping against the Yellow Comets. I’m aware of five deep-void skirmishes fought so far. There may be more. The Trimond deaths are all assassinations. Cover-ups.”

Hyax’s rough-hewn voice from one side. “Does the Governess know about this?”

“I don’t know. She might. I know she’s been meeting with Trimond behind closed doors.” Lorimare’s frantic gaze returns to the camera in front of her as her countenance dissolves. “Please—if I knew anything more, I swear, Majesty, I’d—”

Sykora stops the video.

“Now, then,” she says. “Would anyone like to say anything?”

The Baroness’s knuckle rose to press against her mouth during the confession. She lowers it now to her chin. Her lips open briefly and shut again.

“Take your time,” Sykora says. “I want you to be very sure of your words.”

The Baroness’s mask of foreboding cracks into a scowl. “Even if this wasn’t clearly a forced confession, it’s only Lorimare’s word against mine—”

Sykora unholsters her gun and thumbs the activator. She pushes the barrel into the side of Azkaii’s head, hard enough to shove the young woman to one side.

“Tell me what’s going on and give your full confession to any misdeeds you’re hiding from me,” Sykora says, “or I‘ll blow your daughter’s brains out in front of you.”
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2.22. Treason


                The silence stretches following Sykora’s pronouncement.

When the Baroness finally speaks, her words are tight and strained with anger. “You’re bluffing.”

“I have evidence of treason,” Sykora says. “Lies and smuggling. Treason not only to the Empire and the Empress but to me. Me, you mad bitch. Did you think I’d allow that? It will take a little time to prove, but I’m confident I will. Confident enough to accuse you. And your daughter, I’m afraid, faithful defender of your family’s honor that she is, will be furious at such an accusation.” She reaches out and brushes Azkaii’s hair with the hand that isn’t holding the gun to the girl. “Furious to the degree that her valor will take the better part of her wisdom, leading to a physical altercation with one of my guards. And in the process—regrettably and accidentally—she’ll lose her life, Baroness.”

“You wouldn’t dare.”

“Mother, don’t say that.” Azkaii is looking frantically from Sykora to the Baroness. “She—”

“I wouldn’t dare?” Sykora sneers as she cuts Azkaii off. “I wouldn’t fucking dare? I’ve heard that so often lately. I am coming to understand the degree to which the sector has forgotten me in my absence. I am not some pliant administrator to be cowed and browbeaten. I am Sykora. I am the Princess of the Black Pike.”

Azkaii’s breath is shallow and frantic. “Majesty, I don’t know anything. I’m not part of this.”

Sykora puts a finger to her lips. “Shhh. Quiet, now, milady. Your mother needs to decide whether you’ll live.”

“You will regret pulling that trigger for the rest of your life,” Baroness Trimond snarls. “You suppose yourself untouchable? You have no idea how readily the peerage will fight back against these overreaches.”

“Spare me the bluster.” Sykora puts the hand that isn’t full of iron on her hip. “You may fight and fight and fight. She’ll still be dead, and I’ll still win. My story will be the official story.”

“Nobody will believe it. Your ego has blinded you.”

“I don’t care if they believe it, you dumb hen,” Sykora says. “I want them afraid. You may rail at your injustice to the coterie, while I take pieces of you, bit by bit. That’s fine. The louder you cry out, the clearer my message will be.” She circles behind Azkaii, keeping the barrel of her gun trained on her captive’s cranium.

Tears are welling up in Azkaii’s eyes. Suddenly, she looks very young.

“I’ll find you guilty of treason,” Sykora says, “and take your life from you in the slowest, most painful manner my executioners can discover. I’ll seize your refineries for the Empress. I’ll make penniless beggars of your surviving clan, pleading for stale crusts of bread from the same workers they once domineered. I’ll pry your signs from the walls and bulldoze your estate. This weakness you imagine in me—I will make you an object lesson, to ensure the next proud fool isn’t as blind as you are. One way or the other, Baroness, you will be of use to me.”

“What happened to you on Maekyon?” The Baroness leans forward until her face is taking up the whole camera. “What fires were you harrowed in to turn you like this?”

“I was always like this, Baroness,” Sykora says. “You benefitted from it. From the safety my nature afforded you. Now you find yourself on the other side of it. But perhaps I’m wasting my time.” She takes a step away from Azkaii and tilts one volcanic eye down the gun’s sights. “The blood of your clan is thick on your hands already. What’s one more?”

“Mom.” Azkaii’s syllable comes out as a sob.

“Enough.” The Baroness’s high-backed chair scrapes a loud complaint across the teak tile as she stands. “You heartless whore. Fine. Enough.” She doesn’t so much sit back down as deflate. Her face returns to the frame, a mask of resentful exhaustion.

Sykora inclines her head. “Go on.”

“The Yellow Comets are targeting my interests and my people. I am importing weaponry to defend myself.” An indignant flicker sparks in Trimond’s dulled eyes. “There, my confession, damn your ears.”

Sykora’s all cold, stately patience, now, like she’s sussing out whose baseball broke a window. “Why are they targeting you, Baroness?”

“Azkaii was unaware of this. I will not have this stain fall on Azkaii. Give me your word. And promise you’ll free her.”

Sykora shakes her head and keeps the firearm trained on the Baroness’s daughter, who’s shaking with half-suppressed sobs. “I give you nothing until I know what you’ve already taken.”

“At least lower the gun, for pity’s sake.” The Baroness is purple-faced and desperate.

Sykora’s attention detaches from the screen. It flits to Grant, with that same question-mark look she gave him at the gallery party when she was waiting for permission to eat. The frozen mask of cruelty slips, for an imperceptible moment. Beneath it, he sees the woman he loves.

He checks with himself. Is Sykora going too far? He isn’t sure. Azkaii’s terrified, of course, but she’s alive because of them. And it’s working, after all, Sykora’s intimidation. But he has a suspicion about his wife. She wants him to stop her. She wants the excuse for mercy. She’s externalized it onto him.

He’s certain he’s off-camera, but he tries to keep the placating shake of his head as subtle as he can, regardless. Sykora holsters her pistol. She crosses her arms over her chest. “Her life remains in your hands, Baroness. Tell me what I need to know.”

Trimond forces the words from her like she’s keeping a trembling temple door open to let them out, Indiana Jones-style. “The Yellow Comets have been extorting my family for decacycles now. We’ve been… we have supplied them with exo.”

“How much exo?” Sykora prompts.

“Enough to keep them out of the Imperial dragnets. I put my foot down and cut the flow. And ever since, they’ve been at my throat. Deep void raids. Assassinations. I have been fighting your battles for you, Majesty.”

“Extorting you with what, Baroness?” Sykora asks. “Why have you been fighting my battles? Why did you never come to me, or to Garuna?”

“Have I not paid penance enough, Princess? Have my mistakes not been washed away in the blood of my family and my servants?”

Sykora sneers. “Your early deliveries to them weren’t extorted, were they? When they first came to you, you were a willing saleswoman. You made a deal with the devil and you blinked. And you blinked again, just now. When I said the Governess’s name.”

“When I feared your wrath,” the Baroness says, “I knew I could depend on her friendship. She was there when you weren’t. You ask me why I didn’t come to you? How could I have, when you weren’t there?”

“Excuse your shame in whatever way your ego demands,” Sykora says. “Only have sense. Every piece you give me stretches my mercy further, and leaves more of you and your clan intact once this crisis ends. Where have you been holding these weapons?”

“They’re at Trimond West, aren’t they?” Grant steps into the frame. “The scab refinery.”

“They are. In the exo warehouses.” Trimond scoffs. “Scab refinery. You talk like a commoner.”

“I am a commoner, Baroness.” Grant straightens his back and tries to project the same sort of imperious chill his wife does. “Maybe once your mansion’s repossessed, I can give you some tips on apartment hunting.”

Sykora’s tail nudges his calf. “In your dealings with the Comets, did you meet the Comet Queen?”

The Baroness’s voice is ash and lead, now that her fire’s gone out. “I only ever dealt with intermediaries. Never the Queen herself.”

Sykora narrows her eyes, but doesn’t press. “What about Garuna? Give me something on the Governess and you have a chance at my mercy.”

“Garuna’s only crime is in trusting a friend. I’ve never involved her beyond the request for funds, which she gave in the understanding I was using them to solve my clan’s issues internally and discreetly, without relying on the toadies of the Imperial Core.”

Sykora’s rigid posture clues Grant in to how she feels about being called a toady of the Imperial Core.

“I don’t believe you,” she says. “And if I learn you’ve lied, it will come down harshly on you. But you’ve given me enough to spare your daughter, at least. Send me your datacrypted confession. Reproduce all you have admitted to today. If it satisfies, Azkaii will be released. For appearances’ sake, you will remain at your estate until the conclusion of my investigation, at which time I’ll render my final judgment upon you. If I learn you’ve spoken publicly about this, or if you make any attempt to flee, I’ll strip your citizenship from you and call for your head.”

Trimond’s eyes glow under the dark shelf of her brow as she fans what embers remain. “I won’t go anywhere. I’ll stay right where I am and watch your hubris eat holes in your imperious little delusions. Narika is going to take everything from you. And you’ll deserve every hurt. Devil.”

Sykora turns to Waian. “Cut this call off.”

The Baroness’s face disappears like a wrathful ghost’s.

Azkaii’s trembling knees finally give way. She sits heavily on the floor. Sykora’s icy mien develops a few spiderweb fractures. “Put her back in her cell,” she says to one of the marines. “Charter a flight to Ptolek for her.”

He looks to his partner. “Are we not waiting for—”

Sykora’s tail lashes the air. “I gave you an order, corporal. I want a ship ready as soon as that confession is in.”

He snaps a chastened salute. The marines help a benumbed Azkaii to her feet and toward the lift.

“I want a detachment stationed at Trimond’s manor.” Sykora dictates this to Vora, who tak-taks away on her tablet. “Keep them incognito. I don’t want anyone to understand the degree to which we’re on top of this, and I don’t want to prevent any further attempts against them. I’d love to capture a would-be assassin. We’ll use the Trimonds as bait. We need to understand why the Comets have gone from extortion to attack, without simply exposing the Trimonds.”

Vora nods. “Prudent, Majesty.”

“Will we raid Trimond West?” Waian asks.

Sykora shakes her head. “Too early. Our grip on Ptolek is weaker than I’d like, for all the bluster I sent at the Baroness. I hate to say it, but she’s partially right. I wasn’t there. I was gone for half a decacycle.”

Waian blows a raspberry. “That old harpy wouldn’t have come to you, anyway.”

“No, she wouldn’t have. But these are narratives they can trot out when it’s time for protestation.” Sykora fidgets with Grant’s fingers, tracing the knuckles. “The Consort and I are already intending a visit to Ptolek. We can give this Trimond West facility a surprise inspection—no raid required. Between the confession and the weaponry, I’ll have all I need to sell this to the coterie.”

Vora nods. “And Lorimare?”

“Lorimare we’ll keep captive. She’s too self-serving to be allowed freedom of movement. One prisoner for another.” Sykora scratches her chin. “I’ve been merciless enough today, I think. We’ll levy penalties and ensure her fear and compliance, but I don’t imagine after stripping her assets from her she needs to see us in blood-and-thunder mode. Cruelty is wasted on women like her; you turn them by making them understand you’re their last hope. I’ll save the withering stuff for nobles like the Baroness.”

Waian raises her mechanical hand. “Lorimare was breaking the fuck out of the law, Majesty.”

“Well, yes. But so was I, technically.” Sykora smirks. “And if she’s one of Narika’s contacts, I want to turn her. Use her.”

She triggers the command deck to slide back down to the bridge. The ambient chatter of her crew crescendoes.

“I’ll leave Lorimare’s intake to you, majordomo,” she says. “Be courteous but uncompromising. A little sympathy, maybe. Act as though you fear my displeasure. She mentioned deep void combat sites. I need those found.”

Vora bows. “Right away, Majesty.”

“What are we going to do with them?” Grant asks. “You reckon we’ll find evidence from them?”

“Evidence and shrapnel,” Waian says. “Who knows what kind of bulkheads have been left to drift? Ships like the Pike can just plow through unlogged obstacles. Smaller vessels have to rely on their pathfinder sensors and permeable membranes, and those can both fail.”

“The tributary lanes are lined with repulsorcraft to ensure that no space trash punches a hole in your membrane,” Sykora says, “but there are always unscrupulous citizens attempting to take deep-void shortcuts. Not legal, by any stretch, but not something we can just let them explode over, especially if the wreckage they leave turns the entire thing exponential.”

“Yup.” Waian strolls toward the unfolding stairs as the command deck settles back onto the bridge. “Some days you threaten noblewomen and decide the fate of worlds. Some days you clean up garbage.”

“If Vora’s handling intake, what are we doing?” Grant glances at the departing majordomo.

“We are going to ensure Hyax and the marines arrive safely, then go back to the cabin.” Sykora’s tail twines around Grant’s calf. “It has been a long and difficult day, and I need a tall, beautiful alien to squash me flat. If you know anyone who’d be up for the job.”

“Hmm.” He follows her to the lift. “Maybe I’ll remember someone on the way.”



He makes out in zero gravity for the first time, as the lift zips them through the ship. It’s a fun, feathery sensation, but the saliva acts oddly when there’s nothing to make it drip. When they get too hot and heavy, it becomes a bit like kissing in a spit-flavored jelly.

The lift dings and the little mist they’ve made around them drops onto their skin.

“That was nasty,” Grant says, as he follows the Princess to their cabin.

Sykora wipes her face. “Told you, dove.”

“But I’m still curious about zero-G sex. Like—we have to at least try it, right?”

“Vora’s done it. She tells me it’s a rather unpleasant disappointment. But I’m game if you are.”

“Sykora.” Grant pauses as they reach the cabin door. He needs to ask, he decides. “Would you have shot Azkaii? If the Baroness had still said no?”

“She was never going to say no. We had her.” Sykora’s grin fades when she meets Grant’s eyes and sees the need in there for an answer.

She sighs.

“But the old Sykora, the Sykora who hadn’t met you yet, would have, yes,” she says. “She believed—believes—that a Princess must carry out her threats, or she loses them as a tool. I would have been dismayed at my failure of judgment, but I would have accepted the outcome and killed her. Yes.”

“What about this Sykora?”

She presses the seal; when the door opens, she takes both his hands. Her eyes shine like carnelians as she backs into the bedroom, pulling him in with her. “This Sykora would have looked into the corner,” she says, “where my kindness was watching me.”
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2.23. Kids


                “So how did it compare, sire?” Tikani sips his ale. “Skimmers to interceptors.”

“I think I’m staying an interceptor guy,” Grant says. “I’m too used to being able to stick to whatever orientation I want indefinitely. Gravity is a drag, no pun intended.”

They’re drinking together on a grassy bluff overlooking the Wenzai estate’s artificial cliff edge. It’s one of a few opulent homes within a repulsorcraft bubble above the rolling, sulfurous clouds of Ptolek. Their main home is on Ptolek II, Tikani told him, but now that there’s a surplus of repulsorcraft, having a gas giant bungalow is all the rage.

They stand barefoot on the red turf, watching the clouds curl. The skimmers they took out—much larger and slower than the Cloudsprint racers—wave their dorsals in the breeze, racked along a dock at the bottom of a limestone-carved stairwell just outside the repulsor field.

The Princess and Consort of the Pike are here on business, though Sykora hasn’t admitted it to their hosts. Stay overnight in the guest room, then take a trip to one of the Trimond refineries in the morning. Garuna’s given her list over, and as Grant suspected, it’s almost all refiner union workers. Sykora’s planning a few surprise interviews and inspections, culminating in Trimond West. The Scab Refinery.

“I hear you need to beat the most infuriating simulator to get behind the seat of an interceptor,” Tikani says. “I’d ask to try yours, but they don’t let citizen-aliens aboard ZKZ voidships.”

“They’re worried you’re gonna blow the membrane or something?”

Tikani raises his hairless brows wryly. No anticomps today. “That’s right. Maybe I’m a sleeper agent with the Kovikan separatists.”

There’s a chunky click sound. Grant looks toward it. A lavender girl the size of a house-cat is standing in the shadow of the sleek domed bungalow, staring up at him from a boxy camera’s viewfinder, her paintbrush tail wagging.

Grant wondered what Taiikari kids looked like. Now he has his answer, and it’s exactly what he feared: they are goddamn adorable. Her fangs have grown faster than the rest of her and stick slightly out of her mouth. Her sugar glider-big eyes blink as she lowers the camera.

Life as a husband-of-the-void would be much easier if they were weird larvae or something.

Tikani tuts. “Mava. What’d I tell you about taking pictures of the guests, hon? What do we say?”

The girl hastily executes a bow. “It is an honor to meet you may I take your picture.”

“Sire,” Tikani prompts.

“Sire,” Mava says.

Grant laughs. “Sure.”

He poses this time. Mava scoots right up to him and takes a photo that—when it emerges, polaroid-style, from her camera—is mostly nostril.

“Well done.” Grant holds the photo up to the light. “Great composition.”

She bows gravely. “Thank you, sire.” She holds her hand out. Grant returns the photo.

“You want to give that picture to Grant as a gift?” Tikani asks.

Mava gravely shakes her head. “Dad I’m doing a book. The farmer book.”

“Right. Right. The book.” Tikani slaps himself on the forehead. “How could I have forgotten. Who’s Grant gonna be?”

Mava squints at the photo with an auteur’s critical eye. “The evil giant,” she decides.

“How about that. That’s a starring role.” Tikani glances Grant’s way. “Mav’s writing a storybook with a photo collage thing in it. Are you all right with being an evil giant?”

Grant gives a thumbs-up. “Best kind to be.”

Mava bows from the waist. “Thank you, sire.”

Grant bows back. “Good luck on the book.”

Tikani scoops Mava up one-handed and gives her a quick kiss on the forehead. “Where’s your brother and sister, bud?”

Her little tail wraps around his forearm. “Out back playing pioneers. Ana’s mad cause Orlo stole Ana’s rock.”

He deposits her back on the ground. “Go get mom and Her Majesty for me, okay? Tell them it’s dinner soon.”

“Kay.” She bows to him, and then to Grant again. Then she skitters away across the lawn.

“That is just about the cutest kid I’ve ever met,” Grant says. “How old is she?”

“Coming up on her eighth decacycle,” Tikani says. “Her first hecto, we’re taking her to Ramex.”

Not even four, yet. “That’s wild. She seems so mature.”

Tikani chuckles. “She’ll fool you. But she knows her manners around the higher ranks. That’s Taiikari for you. I swear me and Wen didn’t even have to try to teach them the bowing thing. They just picked it up.”

“No shit?”

Tikani nods. “I was terrified of having kids. I didn’t think I was ready. Not at all. I used to watch my cousin’s kids and—they were good but I mean they were kids, right? Running around knocking shit over. Wenzai couldn’t understand what I was talking about. She thought I was catastrophizing. And it turns out I was. Their babies aren’t like Kovikan babies. Ninety-nine percent of the time, raising a Taiikari is a goddamn dream.”

The cavity in Grant’s heart grows.

“They have this… deference, I guess, is the word,” Tikani says. “A natural hierarchy they’re predisposed to. It’s why the species has maintained such a huge and ancient empire, I think. I don’t know about Maekyonites, but Kovikan kids act out a lot.”

“Same with Maekyonites. We have our phases.”

“But Ana and Mava and Orlo.” Tik has a grin so big it shows his little needle teeth. “There’s this thing the Taiikari child psychologists call a first authority. Once they imprint on you… God, they hardly fuss, they hardly tantrum. I mean, sometimes—it was tricky with the girls, with the compulsion. That can be tough.”

“Have they ever tried to compel you?”

“Never on purpose. But when they’re really little, they can’t control it. They flash you sometimes just out of high emotion. So there’s this brief window—it’s called the tyrant cycles—where they know just enough Taiikari to give a command you can understand, but don’t know how to control it yet. That was an odd phase. A lot of wearing anticomps around the house. One time—“ he chuckles. “One time I wasn’t wearing them and trying to put Mav to bed early and she flashed me and said YOU bedtime. And I went right to sleep on the nursery floor. And I wake up with her shaking my shoulders and crying her eyes out apologizing because Wenzai had flipped out on her. And that’s the last time that happened.”

“They ever flash Orlo?”

“Once. That was the big scare, and the big sit-down conversation with the girls. Mav compelled Orlo for the first time in a fight they were having. Just as a give it back thing. But it was a hard conversation. Two hard conversations. One with the girls and one with their mother. When he was born, you know, Wen and I had this long argument about corneal anticomps.”

“Corneal anticomps?”

“It’s a surgical thing. Hasn’t been around very long. They switch in a piece of your normal eyes for ones made of permanent anticompel glass. You have to act quick when the kid’s born, or the brain doesn’t accept them right. Wen had to talk me out of it.”

“What convinced you?”

“For one thing, it’s very visible—turns your eyes dark. And it’d make everything a shade of amber for him, his whole life. He’d miss out on proper colors. And the surgery is still new, and he’d need to get another surgery every hectocycle to swap them out. And it’s not widely accepted. A lot of controversy, a lot of ostracism. Change is slow. And what if the next Empress isn’t like Zithra? What if she’s some kind of regressive, and suddenly my kid’s got illegal eyes? And, uh… I don’t know.” Tikani shrugs. “She asked me if I’d have wanted them myself, if I had the choice, and I wasn’t sure.”

“No?”

“You know how I feel about the compulsion. God knows we both saw what it did to poor Thror. But I thought about my son falling in love with someone someday and maybe it’s a Taiikari girl, and him not being able to feel the warmth from her. I don’t want to be responsible for that.”

Grant nods, like he has any concept of what Orlo would be losing.

“And I’m not saying it’s worth it. I still don’t know if I think that. But I decided it wasn’t fair to pick for him. His sister flashing him like that was the only time I ever questioned that decision. A soul-searching moment.” Tikani leans his elbows on the terrace and looks out again at Ptolek’s swirling clouds. “But the triplets aren’t Kovikans. They’re Taiikari. I grew up so afraid of them. We called them yvk!naui'mik nuik!t." One of his pedipalps pops on the last syllable. "The red-eyed soul thieves. And now I’m raising three of them—I made three of them—and I’m glad. This is their firmament before it’ll ever be ours. I mean, you know what it’s like, I’m sure. Even more than I do. To have a wife who loves you dearly, a life you’re so lucky to have, but…” His slitted nostrils twitch. “But you never forget. You love a Taiikari woman and you never forget how it would be if she didn’t love you back. You get what they allow you. It’ll be different for Orlo and the girls.”

Grant nods. But he’s having trouble paying full attention to Tikani’s words. A question is burning in his mind like a brand.

“I’ll never belong, not really. But my kids will.” Tikani pushes himself up and grins. “And like I said. Ninety-nine percent of the time it’s an absolute dream.”

Grant asks it: “You said made. You didn’t adopt?”

Tikani shakes his head. “We considered it, but decided we wanted to re-encode. It wasn’t cheap, but there’s this feeling you get from some members in the peerage. Not spoken aloud, you understand. But a feeling that a Taiikari with an alien is play-acting or fetish. It felt important that they come from us. Taiikari with a Kovikan birth father.”

“They—“ Grant watches Tikani’s daughter scamper to the back yard. “You’re their birth father?”

“Yes.” A sudden self-conscious expression crosses Tikani’s face as he recalls the strictures Grant and Sykora are under. “It’s called re-encoding. A few cycles of supplements for both of us, first, and some follow-up visits after, during the pregnancy, and then… yes.” He nods sheepishly. “It only works one way. We can’t have any Kovikans. But they’re mine. Mine and Wen’s.”

Grant glances at Tikani’s lime-green neck. He sees them. A pair of scars, a few inches from his Adam’s apple. Wenzai’s mark. They're breedmates. Real ones. They bred.

He feels as though he has just sprinted through a brick wall. He isn’t sure whether he wants to sing a joyful hosanna or tear his own hair out. They can. They can, they can.

They could. If Sykora wasn’t a Void Princess.

“My sister Mokari can keep the kids occupied,” Tikani says. “We can have dinner without them.”

The Kovikan is studying him, he realizes. Seeing the hurt. He forces his face back to breezy casualness. “No, that’s all right.”

“Are you sure, sire?”

“Sure, I’m sure.”

“I think perhaps you should ask your wife. It’s, uh…” Tikani hesitates. “Between you and me, with the weird Taiikari baggage around the word out of the way, I’m sorry, sire.”

Grant puts his hand on Tikani’s shoulder. “It’s all right, Tik. Really. Doesn’t hurt to ask, but I’m sure Sykora will say the same thing.”

“Okay.”

“And knock it off with the sire thing, okay?” Grant turns the hand into a fist and delivers a light punch. “I need more friends who don’t call me that, and everyone aboard the Pike has to. It’s regulations, apparently.”

Tikani smiles. “Grantyde, then.”

Grant hears his wife’s voice, carried by the shimmering repulsor field. “Well, of course she’d say that. The amount of scrap those old reclaimers leave behind. They’re still operating on principles from last kilocycle.”

“I figured as much.” That’s Wenzai. “Count on Marquess Manak to be stodgy about alloys. Weird old broad.”

Sykora’s laugh is unburdened. “You’re a hazard, Countess.”

The two Taiikari women round the corner of the bungalow, glistening from the pool on its other side. They have fluffy orange towels wrapped around their waists. Sykora sees Grant’s stare and gives him a playful little sashay of those wide hips. Those childbearing hips. Shut the fuck up, brain.

“What,” Wenzai says. “Do you not think so?” She’s carrying a dozing toddler who’s using her ample chest as a pillow. Another girl.

“That’s your key supplier.”

“And I wouldn’t want another. Her rates are fabulous. Because of how weird and old she is.” Wenzai sees the husbands and waves. Her towel rides up as her tail wags. “Hello, Prince Consort. Hiiiii, Tikky.” This latter name she says with bubbly valley-girl flirtation. “Would you like to hold her, Majesty? I wanna flash my cleavage at the Count.”

Sykora plucks the little kid from Wenzai. Grant sees, now that he’s looking, the tattoos on the Countess. Two little stars, in the same position as the scars her fangs made on her husband.

Sykora strolls over to Grant and gives him a kiss on the cheek. Her skin is chilly and damp from the pool. The girl on her hip must be Ana. Her ears are so floppy.

He must not be able to hide how stricken he is, because her touch tightens on his back and she whispers, “Are you all right, dove?”

Grant thinks: I could be your breedmate for real it’s possible it’s not just a dream I could breed you I could knock you up I could get you pregnant I could put a Taiikari baby in you I could make you a mom I could have a family with you I could raise our tiny blue kids with you.

Grant says: “Yep.”

Easy there, tiger. Even if it was possible—and he must remind himself it isn’t—that’s a slam on the baby-crazy accelerator where a tap ought to do. His father felt that same stumbling haste on Maekyon, and his family wasn't anything at all. His brother is gone and his father is gone and he’s never known his mother.

Tikani glances toward the house. “Where’s Pax?”

“Her guest room. Talking on the comm to Thror, I think. Poor dear.” Wenzai hops lightly into Tikani’s arms. “I hear the Prince Consort is making his debut in Mava’s farmer fable.”

“I’m going to be an evil giant,” Grant says.

“I hear there’s drama about a rock.” Tikani carries Wenzai over to a deck chair and relaxes onto it, the Countess on his knee.

“Uh huh.” Wenzai lies back on her husband’s chest. “Anakai here chased Orlo so much she made herself sleepy.”

“It’s an astonishingly nice rock.” Sykora follows her own husband to another deck chair in the circle and perches on him; Ana curls into her lap. The two of them together are still so light.

“They showed you?” Wenzai pouts. “They didn’t show me. You’ve betrayed me, Ana.”

“Nuh uh,” Ana murmurs.

“The Prince Consort and I were just talking about whether the kids would be joining us for dinner.” Tikani’s scratching his wife’s back. She arches gratefully. “Mokari’s in for the evening next door. We could send the kids over.”

Wenzai glances in quiet confusion at Tikani. The two of them share a brief but meaningful moment; the Countess’s tail straightens out abashedly.

Sykora lounges laterally on Grant, propping her head up on his armrest. Ana curls on Sykora’s stomach. He sees it now, around the wide corners of the mouth, the pensive upturn of the brow. The resemblance to her father.

Tikani and Wenzai’s daughter.

Both Sykora and Ana seem blithely unaware of the silent negotiations. “Are you sure this one isn’t too tuckered out?” his wife asks.

“She’ll be up again in ten minutes, running around like a rokniak,” Wenzai says. “That’s what Ana does. Low capacity, fast charging. Don’t let her lull you into a false sense of security.”

“Shrewd of her.” Sykora’s touch snakes playfully up the hem of Grant’s shirt. “What do you think, dove? Are you down to dine with the litter?”

“Of course,” Grant says. “I—”

I love kids, he’s about to say. But that’s never been true of you, Grant. They always annoy you, the big families with the loud kids at restaurants. And if that’s changed, now, what help is it, to tell your wife that? What could it do but hurt her?

“I’d be fine with that,” he finishes.

She smiles softly. “Me, too,” she says. She scratches Ana’s ear. The little Taiikari purrs.

And Grant makes an oath to himself, as the Taiikari ladies chatter happily from the laps of their respective aliens, and Sykora plaits a braid into Ana’s dark hair:

It doesn’t matter, the mistakes their parents made. Her mother’s indiscretion, his father’s compulsiveness. Grant and Sykora are not them. They come from broken homes, but they aren’t broken. Grant will not let the Empire deny the Princess the family she deserves.

One day he will sit like this again with his wife, but with their daughter in her arms. He doesn’t care how long it takes. He can wait hectocycles if he needs to. But he will not spend 300 years with this gorgeous woman without giving her the family she's dreaming of. Fuck this impossible talk. Freedom was impossible until it wasn’t. Grant’s defied the empire once. He can do it again. He can be a father.

There has to be a way.

There has to.
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2.24. Rapturous Things


                “This amrita is just gorgeous.” Wenzai takes a deep sniff of her glass. “Is this a Takkar 60?”

Paxea beams. “You know your spirits.” The Marquess has descended from her room to join them for dinner.

They sit around a table carved with intricate furrows and filled in with clear geode-colored epoxy—fine Kovikan craft, apparently. The kids have higher, smaller seats that they quickly abandon for a jovial rotation of willing laps.

A family-style spread commands the center of the table from a rotating metal orchid, its petals loaded with food. Grant’s favorites are a clutch of sweet, ripe fruits that taste like mango-meets-plum, and delicately fragrant cubes of game fowl dipped in minty yellow sauce. Not a lot of crunch to be had at Korak’s table; the Count doesn’t have the teeth for it.

“I do hope Thror’s on the road to recovery.” Tikani holds a hand up. “Kroie, could you pour me one?”

Their servant, a mustard-suited young man, gives a low bow and fills Tikani’s glass with viscous blue amrita. This is the first male servant Grant’s seen who’s wearing a pair of anticomps.

“Thror sends his regards and his love,” Paxea says. “He’s not ready to be out and about yet, but he dearly hopes to make the next one.”

Wenzai clicks her tongue. “Poor guy.”

“Grantyde was such a warrior in that box,” Tikani says. “Were you some kind of soldier on Maekyon?”

“I was a night watchman,” Grant says. “But I wasn’t much of one. Pretty terrible at the job, to be honest.”

“Why’s that?” Paxea asks.

“Well, a funny thing happened where I ended up getting kidnapped by and married to the lady I was supposed to be guarding.” Grant’s hand finds Sykora’s knee under the dinner table. “I’d call that a failing grade.”

Ana gapes. “You got kidnapped?”

“I sure did. By this lady right here. Best thing that ever happened to me.” He squeezes his wife’s thigh. “Not, uh. Not that I recommend it.”

“That’s right, children,” Wenzai says. “No getting kidnapped. Or kidnapping.”

“We’re the exception that proves the rule.” Sykora takes a nibble of sausage.

They fall into eating, then, and listen to Ana and Mava tell them about their learning pod, the tutors and the fellow kids. “The first prefect in phys-ed is this total rotbreath named Oxoi,” Mava says. She’s quickly revealed herself as the boldest of the kids. “And he thinks he’s so cool because he’s the tallest one. And he’s already got his horns in.”

“Already?” Wenzai whistles. “God. What are they feeding that kid?”

“I bet poop,” Mava says. “Cause he’s a rotbreath.”

“Hey, now.” Wenzai tries to muffle the laugh she wants to let out. “Let’s not talk poop at the dinner table, Mavvy.”

"Are we going to host you, folks?" Tikani asks. "We’ve put a ton of effort into the guest room. I know Wen would love to show it off."

"Oh, I don’t know." Sykora glances at the Marquess. "Would that be all right, Pax? I know the plan was to come back tonight."

Paxea gives Sykora’s meaningful look an acknowledging return. “Of course, Majesty. I’ll pick you up in the morning. It is a lovely guest room.”

“The real reason to spend the night,” Wenzai says, “is you have to taste Tikky’s coffee. It’s a galactic revelation. That’s why I abducted him.”

“Does every Taiikari girl abduct her husband,” Grant says, “or am I just in unorthodox company?”

Wenzai shakes her head as she takes another forkful of steak. “Paxea and Thror were childhood sweethearts, actually. She grew up on Amadar. It’s a nauseatingly sweet story.”

“Not ours to tell, I’m sure.” Tikani adjusts his son in his lap. “You’re squirming, buddy. You want to be let down?”

Orlo shakes his head and makes grabby hands at his mother. Tikani deposits him on the floor and his tail disappears snakelike under the tablecloth. He climbs back out on the other side of the table. Wenzai laughs as he scampers up her legs.

“I have to take every chance to hold this one.” She adjusts him onto her knee. “He’s shooting up like a fricking weed. Another decacycle and he’ll be taller than me.”

A pang in Grant’s stomach as he sees Orlo’s eyes are as emerald-green as his father’s.

Wenzai holds one of the veggies up to her son’s mouth. “Are we ready to give stekkai another chance, Orli Worli?”

Orlo shakes his head and takes a dinner bun off his mother’s plate.

“More for meeee,” Wenzai sings, and reroutes her fork. “God. Pax. It’s so good, this season.”

Paxea nods. “We got extremely lucky with the sandstorms.”

Ana is leaning across the table, staring at Sykora.

Sykora looks over. “Hi,” she says.

“May I ask a question, Majesty?” Ana asks.

Sykora laughs at the little girl’s grave formality. “You may.”

“Can you really shoot anyone you want? My podmate says you can shoot anyone you want.”

“Ana.” Tikani taps the table. “Not appropriate, buddy.”

“It’s all right, Count.” Sykora scrunches down to Ana’s level. “I wish I could, sometimes. I really do.” She rolls her eyes. “But every time I shoot anyone, I need to spend soooo much time explaining myself, and filling out allll this paperwork. Or I get in trouble.”

“You get in trouble?”

“Uh huh. With the Empress. And that’s someone you don’t want to get in trouble with.”

“Grown-ups can get in trouble too?” Orlo glances up at Wenzai with concern. “Mom, did you know that?”

“Some do,” Wenzai says. “Not your mama.”

“What’s paperwork?” Anakai asks.

“It’s like homework,” Sykora says, “only nobody says good job when you do it.”

Anakai sticks her tongue out. Sykora copies her. “I know. That’s why we have to use our words.”

“Is it true you can compel someone so hard their head blows up? She also says that.”

Sykora shakes her head. “This friend of yours thinks I am far cooler than I really am.”



Wenzai sits cross-legged on an amorphously cushioned chair that hangs like a birdcage from the awning above them.

“So we’ve had a lovely day,” she says, as the cool breeze rustles the balcony’s beaded curtains. “We’ve done some flying. Your husband nearly passed out doing barrel rolls—”

“It’s the gravity,” Grant says.

“Whatever you say, sire.” Wenzai stands up and lights her cigarette off Tikani’s glowing cherry. She takes a drag and blows champak-scented smoke into Ptolek’s umber evening. “Where was I? The kids are in bed, the eating’s been eaten, we’re all a little buzzed. Except the Prince Consort, but I don't know if we have enough liquor in the house for a guy his size. What I’m wondering is whether it’s socially acceptable to bribe you at this point.”

“You’re truly a mistress of subtlety, Countess,” Paxea says.

“I’ve been so excited to bribe her,” Wenzai protests. “I don’t get to bribe that often.”

“I’m listening.” Sykora folds her arms. “I expect you to be careful, but I’m listening.”

Wenzai holds her hands up. “What I want is a chance—just a chance. To give you a tour of our aerostat condenser fleet, let you see how we operate. And if you’re impressed, I want to be in the conversation for the contracts on Tavelei whenever those open up.”

Sykora quirks a brow. “You seem confident they will. The surveyors don’t know whether the concentrations are high enough for a full operation.”

“Of course they will,” Wenzai says. "It’s right on the spinward tributary lane that already goes by Ramex, and you want to diversify your gas harvests, because you’re seeing all the bullshit going down on Ptolek with the threatened work stoppages, and you’re tired of accommodating their monopoly. Am I right?”

Sykora folds her arms. She’s trying not to grin, Grant can tell.

“And you can just let me worry about the concentrations,” Wenzai says. “I may have gotten my eye on some early numbers. Tavelei isn’t any great shakes now, but with the protocols my gals are developing, it’s going to be. And I have no intention of throwing any union organizers in the brig to get those margins up. The more they hate Garuna, the more they’ll look for alternatives who’re willing to negotiate, and I’m hiring. I wanna be in line. First in line, as a matter of fact. Tell me how to make it happen, and I will.”

Paxea’s by Sykora’s elbow. “I believe her, Majesty. Wenzai has an eye for these things.”

Wenzai grins. “Hell, I have two of them. What earns me my chance, Majesty?”

Sykora hums pensively. She sits in the egg chair Wenzai abandoned. “My senses tell me there’s a reckoning in the wind. Garuna’s security measures have been getting more and more brazen. The unions are close to boiling over. If she doesn't have the baroness majority she needs to bring protestation already, she will soon. Narika’s going to make her move on this planet. When that happens, I need allies. Voices willing to vouch for me.”

“Surely the clerks won’t be expecting many,” Paxea says. “You’re the spoiler of magnate dreams. If you have many defenders in the Ptolek baronesses, you’re not doing your job properly.”

“My thoughts, exactly,” Sykora says. “But Narika’s got silver on her tongue. I could use gentlewomen of quality in my corner. Give me assurances, and I’ll put you on my schedule.”

“You have it.” Wenzai’s tail flicks out. “Hell, you’d have it, regardless. I’ve got no qualms with how you run your sector. It’s been good to me.”

Sykora’s tail loops once around Wenzai’s and grasps it. “Throw in the recipe for that stuffed roiza and you have a deal.”

Wenzai giggles. "Good, right? Tik taught our chef this excellent cheat for caramelizing onions. I'll send it to your quartermaster as long as he prepares me something sometime. I've heard rapturous things about Kymai."

“His reputation is well-earned." Sykora releases Wenzai's tail and rests her drink on the side table near the egg chair. "I hope you’ll forgive me if I don't finish this—we’ve got an early morning tomorrow. The Marquess here is my ride, and she’s moving rapid.”

“That’s fine, of course, Majesty,” Wenzai says. “The husband and I have some lunchtime plans, anyway.”

Paxea smirks. “Let me guess. Barter.”

“Pax.” Wenzai pouts. “You talk like I’m a lech.”

“Is it not?”

“Yes, it is. But you didn’t need to guess so quick.” Wenzai blows smoke at the Marquess. “Give us a break. We’ve been on hiatus while the kids have been growing.”

Pax nudges Sykora, who’s trying not to blush. “By hiatus, she means only weekends.”

Wenzai flicks the horns at Paxea. “You’ve fucked Tik. It would be a crime to deny the firmament its helping of the man.”

“It was a lovely time,” Paxea admits.

“The youngsters aren’t yanking our tendrils all the time now. Or our hair, in Wen’s case.” Tikani indicates his wife’s space buns. “We’re finally getting back into the swing of things.”

Grant chuckles.

Tikani stubs his smoke out on the balustrade. “What’s that, Prince Consort?”

“Oh. Swing. It’s the Maekyon word for bartering. I thought you were making a pun.”

“I’ll gladly take the credit,” Tikani says. “Swinging, eh? Interesting.”

Wenzai hops her butt up onto the lip of the balcony. “Makes us sound very acrobatic.”

“We’ve got our eye on Lady and Lord Trosst,” Tikani says.

“He’s a peach. Total sweetheart. She’s a bit of an airhead, but—” Wenzai forms a curve in the air in front of her own rather significant chest. “Wow, the twins. I hope she duels now and then.”

“I hope at least one of us can score some preserves when we’re over,” Tikani says. “Their berry fields are the envy of Ptolek II.”

“What about Lakai?” Grant asks.

Wenzai hums. “She doesn’t have a man, so we can’t exactly trade. What do you think, Tik? Do we share her?”

Tikani leans on the balustrade next to her. “Probably a question for her, dear.”

Wenzai crosses her ankles around his arm. “She’ll say yes. We’re hotties.”

The air’s chilled at this point. Sykora and Paxea move their planning to the fireplace. Tikani, in short order, is press-ganged into reading stories to the half-asleep kids; he's best at the voices, to hear them tell it. Grant ends up in the kitchen, surrounded by obsidian countertops and food-soiled gold, washing dishes.

“You really needn’t, Prince Consort,” Kroie the manservant protests.

“It’s meditative.” Grant daubs sabsum-scented soap onto his scratchy orange sponge. “I’ve missed it. Honestly.”

“It’s all right, Kroie.” The Countess is in the kitchen doorway. “In fact, I might join you, Prince Consort. If that’s all right by you.”

“Sure.” Grant scoots to one side. “I wash, you dry?”

Kroie paces fretfully away down a gallery hallway. Wenzai hops up onto the countertop with a dishrag and starts in on the flatware on the wire rack.

Grant runs the sponge under the sink. They work together in a silence that he hopes the Countess considers companionable.

He has no reason to distrust Wenzai. Surely he doesn’t. But the forwardness at the cloudsprint is on his mind, still, and he finds himself checking the exits and making sure he has one that she isn’t in front of. Just in case.

Here he is. Alone, with a woman, without anticomps. Should he feel endangered? Is he prey right now? He can't think like that all the time, he decides. He has to stay safe, but he also has to stay sane.

And besides: if it comes down to it, and this woman is somehow secretly wicked, it's best to know now, through failed compulsion, before she can do actual harm. He reminds himself that his wife could kill this woman as easy as breathing. That brings something which shares a few contours with comfort.

Wenzai breaks the silence as she wipes off a swooping organic pitcher. “I used to think your wife was a very lucky woman, y’know.”

“Did that change?”

“I no longer think luck has anything to do with it.” Wenzai tosses her towel onto the thick wooden table and plucks a drier one from the stack. “She’s got fabulous hair, a quick wit, and a fat ass. Now I’m more inclined to think you’re a lucky man.”

Grant laughs.

“I hope you’ve had a good day with me and Tik, Prince Consort,” Wenzai says. “And that you aren’t still thinking about the little flirting I did at the cloudsprint. I didn’t know you were nme’zkai. I’d like to be friends with you both.”

She breathes on a spoon and polishes it.

“I haven’t been in charge of my family’s holdings for very long,” she says. “When you enter the peerage, everyone wants something from you. Everyone. You and Sykora aren’t interested in my holdings or my money or my husband or my body. And I hope you forgive any interest I have in the same from either of you. You’ve seemed… uncomfortable at points. I want to make amends, if I can.”

“No. It’s not that. It, uh—” Grant hesitates. Should he take Wenzai at her word? Has he made a friend today? He decides that this is a harmless enough thing to say. “You have such a lovely family. And Sykora and I… she’s a Void Princess.”

Wenzai’s face falls. She reaches up and pats his arm. “It’s unfair, Grantyde. I know it is. And I think your wife does, too.” She winks. “But don’t tell her I said it. I don’t need the Void Princess thinking I’m a malcontent.”

He laughs. “She doesn’t mind malcontents so much. She married one.”

Wenzai joins in. “It’s an unorthodox feeling, dinner with a woman who could execute you.”

“You get used to it.”

They finish the dishes and Grant excuses himself to bed. His invisible wife ambushes him as he enters their room and makes a valiant effort to find out whether Maekyonites are ticklish, questing her little fingers into his armpits.

He tackles her to the floor with her wrists pinned above her head, which was presumably her intention the entire time.

“My evil giant,” she whispers, and hooks her legs around his waist.

He falls asleep still inside Sykora of the Black Pike, and dreams of her. They’re on Maekyon again, at the Cheyenne Mountain Zoo. His alien wife’s in a Browns hat, wearing little jean shorts like his first girlfriend used to have. The kind with the pockets showing at the hem.

He holds their daughter up to show her the penguins.

They awaken to a distant band of dark smoke on the horizon and the report, playing loud from the sitting room, of the attack on the Trimond West refinery.
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The Admiral and the Assistant





Admiral Stonefist has served the Emperor faithfully for 30 years, keeping the galaxy safe and expanding the Imperium's borders. A grizzled veteran with a lifetime of war behind him, he is dour, cynical, and angry-- long disillusioned with the ideals of the Imperium.

His new assistant, Kinnit the Kobold, is overjoyed to be the first from her planet to be assigned to the coveted Ninth Fleet. She arrives filled with hope and energy, eager to rise through the ranks of the Imperial Navy and earn all Kobolds the right to become full members of the Imperium.

Admiral Stonefist hates that his new assistant is not human and is alarmed as his slowly growing respect for her begins to develop into something else. He is determined to drive her out of the Navy for her own good. However, with her help he discovers an insidious conspiracy which threatens the safety of the entire Imperium.

Can the Admiral and the Assistant cooperate long enough to disrupt the vile machinations of the Imperium's reluctant allies and stop the Insectoid menace? And can the Admiral grapple with his newfound feelings, which fly in the face of society and the law?

(Space Opera with romance elements)















                



2.25. Attack


                “Countess.” Sykora buckles her pistol to her hip. “I regret I couldn’t try Tikani’s coffee. I have to go.”

Wenzai rummages on an overcrowded kitchen counter. “I figured as much.” She pulls a brass bullet-shaped thermos from Tikani's chaotic coffee rig. “That’s why we’ve got a thermos for you.”

She holds it out to Sykora, who passes it into Grant’s hands. “Thank you, Countess,” she says. “The fortification is appreciated.”

Wenzai bows to Sykora. “That’s one of my favorite thermoses. So try not to get shot down.”

“Wen,” Tikani warns. “Be nice.”

Wenzai crooks a brow at her husband. “That was nice.”

Sykora manages a smile. “I look forward to our future partnership, Countess.” She takes Grant’s hand in hers. “Last night was lovely. Hopefully we’ll gather again soon.”

Paxea clomps into the kitchen in a vac suit. “We’re warmed up, Majesty. I have a suit for you and something a bit jury-rigged for the Prince Consort.”

“You needn’t accompany me into this, Marquess,” Sykora says. “We can charter a military shuttle.”

“Don’t be ridiculous, Majesty. Who would I be if I abandoned you now? Besides.” Paxea puts a hand on her chest. “They’re my people too.”

“All right.” Sykora forces herself to breathe, and wraps Paxea in an embrace. “Thank you, Pax.”

Bows for the Count and Countess, a quick hug for Mava, who woke up in the commotion, and her hand in Grant’s. The Princess and Prince Consort of the Black Pike follow Marquess Paxea to the shuttle that was supposed to take them home. It cuts through the sky, toward the dark patch spreading like spilled blood across it.

The report loops as the shuttle beelines for the ruin. A wing of five fightercraft, outfitted for air-to-ground combat. A half-dozen strafing runs against the refinery. Casualty count unknown. Perpetrators unknown. But the grainy footage shows the mustard-yellow color of their fuselages emerging through the smoke. Paxea lowers the volume to a backdrop hum of calamity.

Sykora sloshes the thermos into Grant’s hand. “You drink this, dove. I’m not in a place to appreciate it right now.”

He uncorks the slivery stopper and takes a bracing sniff.

Sykora gazes out the window. “Hopefully it’s as good as Wenzai says it is.”

He takes a sip and lets the berry notes bloom on his tongue. “It’s fantastic.”

She gives a weak smile and squeezes his leg. “That’s something, at least.”

Paxea’s shuttle cuts above the torpid crimson clouds. Its nose shines in the ruddy light of Ptolek’s red dwarf sun. Frost glistens at the edges of the fuselage. The viewport goes matte and the cabin shakes as they descend the cloud layer. An ocean of exo gas swirls like a sea beneath the refinery ring’s mile-wide scaffold, which stretches into the fog on either side of the ruin.

Dirty black fog rises from the Trimond West refinery. The shuttle coasts low beneath its canopy and Grant gets a look at the attack’s aftermath. The south wing of the three-story complex is cracked open like a china model dropped to the distant ground. Its guts splay across the exo ring. Grant sees wreckage blown far. Bodies and pieces of bodies. He looks away from the window. Sykora’s touch tightens on his arm. Her gaze is unflinching.

The shuttle twists downward toward the glowing yellow ring of an open landing pad. They nest at the edge of a thicket of emergency vehicles and carriers. The shuttle’s ramp rattles to the steel catwalk and Sykora’s storming out before the resonant ring of metal on metal has faded.

Grant stays close on her heels to avoid being separated by the swarm of Taiikari who gather around her. His helmet and rebreather are tight around his head; the rest of the suit barely fit him, and they’ve had to supplement its insufficient length with billowing thermal tarps wound and bound around his arms and legs. They’re thickly bundled, but his breath still sharpened against the cold when they first left the shuttle. It’s arctic out here.

“Someone give me casualty numbers.” Sykora snaps her fingers at the cloud of hangers-on she’s obtained.

“Fifty-one deaths.” A vac-suited emergency worker passes her a tablet. “And rising. Twice that number wounded. The evacuation was botched. Most of the casualties were on the factory floor. They were crushed to death at their workstations.”

Grant’s heart is in his ears. “Why didn’t they leave?”

The worker glances at him and shrugs before turning back to his wife. “We have around a score who were blown off the platform. Rescue efforts are ongoing. But only about half of the workers down there had emergency antigrav belts on, and no transponders. So we’re stuck scanning for them.”

“Why were the proper precautions not taken?” Sykora asks.

“Just didn’t have enough units. This station had twice the number of people working here than was reported.”

“Gods of Ptolek,” Paxea murmurs.

“And the warehouses, majesty,” the worker says. “We need to discuss them. They—”

“They were full of weapons,” Sykora says. “This attack was targeting them.”

“Uh—yes, Majesty.”

Sykora looks dismally across the wreckage. “This was a universal dereliction of Imperial duty. The owners, the staff, the attackers. Myself.”

“They shot one down, Majesty.” An armored man, his anticomps smeared with ash, elbows to the fore of the crowd. “They got one. It was rigged to self-destruct and melt the interior and the pilot down, but the system must have been damaged in the crash, because it didn’t go off.”

Sykora’s attention whipcracks to the speaker. “So we have a body.”

He bows at the waist. “We do, Majesty.”

“What’s your name, citizen?”

He salutes. “Officer Oro, Majesty.”

“Oro.” Sykora returns it, fist-to-chest. “Take me there.”

They pass two rows of yellow rubberized bags. Two suited workers carry another between them, and begin a third row at one corner. The lumpen shapes concealed within leave little doubt as to the contents. The bags come in two sizes, Grant notices, for the Taiikari dimorphism. The vast majority of them are male-sized.

On the opposite corner of the refinery, a yellow-plated fighter has carved a fiery groove in the exo ring deck. Its terminal dive took it haphazardly to the edge of the ring, where it hangs partway into the exo gas sea. Oro jogs to a med tech near the wreck, who’s crouched over a charred corpse, in thick carapace armor. It’s splayed on a tarp, stomach-down, a few feet from the wreckage. “Ennik. Tell her Majesty what you told me.”

“Full suite. Adrenal implants.” The med tech looks up from the dark ruin of the pilot’s brainstem. “This was a trained warfighter pretending to be a pirate.”

Sykora paces around the wrecked pilot. “Get me manufacture on this armor and his firearm. Get me an identity on this man and get it today, you understand? Within the hour.”

“Of course, Majesty.”

“I need those warehouses locked down and any weapons that weren’t destroyed in the attack confiscated. They’re all evidence.” Sykora turns to the hive of subjects who have followed her to the edge of the ring. “And someone get me the Governess on the line, now, before I have her dragged before a firing squad.”



They pile back into Paxea’s shuttle to make the arranged call to the Governess. Garuna’s face is pale and drawn on the console communicator. “Unthinkable, Majesty. Unthinkable and terrible. None of us expected—”

“Then you’re all fools.” Sykora’s words are like razors. Grant has never seen her this furious. “These are the consequences of backroom dealings and proxy wars. These are civilian casualties in a stupidly unnecessary shadow war. I could have prevented this, you understand?”

“It was the unionists. It must have been. Trimond ran a refinery without their interference and when they caught wind, they collaborated with the Yellow Comets—”

“I have had enough of your scapegoating!” Sykora practically roars it. “I don’t give a damn about your petty squabbles with the union. I am scant meters away from fifty mangled corpses who would be breathing right now if I’d been given the information and deference I was due, rather than these jumbled puzzle pieces and constant deflections.”

“I remember when we were a Glory Banner world.” Garuna’s teeth are bared. “There were no labor crises in Glory Banner.”

“There were no labor crises because there was half the labor. Narika had other worlds. More productive worlds. It was under me you were given the funds and support to turn this planet fruitful and productive. And after all the work I have done, now Narika looks to sweep it back into her demesne? No, cousin. I will not allow that to happen.”

“It’s not up to you.” Garuna’s putting as much ice into her voice as her amateur command can supply. “This world was hers before. She has every right to claim it from you again.”

Grant’s only half paying attention. A realization is setting into him that nearly pushes him out of the shuttle to be sick on the deck. They were compelled.

He only realizes he said it out loud when the cabin and its attendant caller all fall silent to look at him.

“They were compelled,” he repeats. “Your people compelled those men to stay at their stations. That’s why the evacuation didn’t work. They were fucking compelled. Those compulsion clauses in the contracts. That you and Lorimare talked about at the gallery. You did them, didn’t you?”

“My people?” Garuna stutters. “Prince Consort. Whatever Trimond did—”

“You and Trimond have been working together the whole goddamn time.” Grant leans forward. The heartbeat he’s been hearing this whole time has become a thunderous war drum. “This blood is on you. The factory was collapsing around them and all they could do was stand at their workstations and watch. You smug fucking ghoul. You killed those men.”

“Be silent, husband-of-the-void.” Garuna’s eyes flare as she uselessly compels the camera on reflex. “I will not be lectured by a noncitizen.”

“If you talk to the Prince Consort like that again,” Sykora says, “I am going to hang this call up and have you arrested.”

“Majesty, he’s barely been in the peerage for a cycle. He can’t hope to understand—”

“I’ve been to Maekyon, Governess. They have their own cruel idiots. He understands you well enough.”

“That dead Yellow Comet wasn’t a unionist.” Paxea is staring at a tablet. She passes it to Sykora. “Look.”

Sykora scrolls through the readout. Grant looks over her shoulder.

A photo of the pilot, alive, unsmiling, and looking straight ahead. His name beneath it: LT. ROKAI NEEM OF THE GLORY BANNER.

“The Comet pilot.” Sykora raises the tablet to Garuna’s blanching face on the screen. “He was a marine. He was Narika’s marine.”

“What—” Garuna’s brows knit. “Why would she—”

“Arming the Trimonds to fight the Comets. Arming the Comets to raid the Trimonds. Funnelling exo from my worlds. Bringing chaos to the sector to undermine my hold on Ptolek and bring it back into her fold.” Sykora’s ears are flattening against her head as her voice raises. “Lady Frelle. You are listening. I know you are. Show yourself. Damn her seat—your daughter is in danger of losing her head.”

Lady Frelle steps into the frame behind Garuna, her face closed-off and tight. “This is needless aggression, Majesty. Whatever is going on in the attack on Trimond West, we have absolutely nothing to do with it. Why would the Governess abet an assault on her own people? On her most productive refinery?”

“This productive refinery was double-staffed by compelled offworlder labor. Would you care to explain that?”

“You’d have to ask Baroness Trimond,” Garuna says.

“I permitted you draconian measures,” Sykora says. “You employed them on your workers, and blithely ignored this Trimond blacksite. If my forensic accountants look into Trimond West’s books, how long until they find the kickbacks? The coverups. Now you seek to build political advantage atop the coffins you sealed these citizens into. It is time to take responsibility for what has occurred under your watch.”

Garuna sputters. “The Glory Banner—”

“The Princess of the Glory Banner has more important things to worry about than protecting you and your mother from me,” Sykora says. “She’s my next call. When I track her down, I’ll have many answers to extract from her.”

“She’s here,” Lady Frelle says. “She’s on Ptolek II.”

Sykora’s tail twitches. “What?”

“She’s on Ptolek II.” Frelle repeats it clinically. “She’s been here for a few days, taking meetings with the exo baronesses. In preparation to bring protestation against you. To take Ptolek back.”

Garuna’s aghast. “Mother.”

“Oh do think, Garuna,” Frelle snaps. “Either the protestation is airtight and the Pike is chasing its own tail, or it isn’t, and we must remain neutral. Majesty. There have been dealings on protestation. There has been no criminal wrongdoing, no treason. Whichever Void Princess my daughter favors, it has been our understanding that you are all extensions of the Imperial seat. The allegations you bring to Narika are new and disturbing to us. Our interest has entirely been in the completely legal process of protestation. To act against protestation is an illegal overreach.”

“Protestation brought by a woman who’s stooped to this.” Sykora indicates the ribbon of smoke behind her.

“If this accusation is proven true, we absolutely disavow the Princess of the Glory Banner and disassociate from any claim she has on Ptolek,” Frelle says. “We will give you her exact address, for a guarantee that your investigation doesn’t touch upon the Governess. You can keep trying to pin Trimond to us, but you expand this conspiracy past its verifiable limits at your own disadvantage. You’re looking for a connection that doesn’t exist and cannot be proven. This is volunteered from us. Do you understand?”

Sykora glares daggers at Frelle. “Give me the address.”

“Give us your guarantee.”

“Your daughter has grossly mishandled the Trimond case from start to finish,” Sykora says. “And I will give my recommendation she be removed. But I will not investigate the Governess for this debacle, and I won’t attempt to tie her into the Baroness’s deceptions or the Comet Queen’s crimes. I’ll excuse her actions as incompetence, not malice. That’s all I give you. Take it now or I’ll see Garuna strung up for treason.”

Garuna’s tail lashes behind her. “You coldhearted b—”

Frelle shoves her daughter out of frame. “We take it. If I transfer coordinates to your vessel’s flight computer, will that do?”

Sykora steeples her fingers. “That saves you from the worst of it.”

“Then I’ll send them through now.” Frelle reaches for a console offscreen. “Is this conversation over, Majesty?”

Sykora stabs the hangup button in reply and slumps backward into her seat. “The day I no longer have to deal with Garuna and her scalpel of a mother is the only day I look forward to anymore,” she says.

“I wish we could have nailed her to the wall, Majesty.” Paxea taps a few buttons on the console and raises a planetary topography onto the windshield. “But it was the right choice.”

Sykora nods. “Confronting her in person, unexpectedly. That’s virtue enough to sacrifice a tenuous case against the Governess. We’ve still got Trimond and Lorimare in the net.” Her fingers drum on the pistol at her belt. “And we might catch Narika. If she’s here in secret, she’s here with little or no security.”

“It’s not going to come to violence, surely?” Grant glances at the handgun on Sykora’s hip.

Sykora’s lips press together. “That’s up to Narika.”

“We have to move fast.” Paxea flicks a bank of switches. The preflight lights flicker on. “I’ll drive.”

“Pax.” Sykora grabs the Marquess’s arm. “You don’t have to involve yourself with this any longer. If Narika is our culprit, she’s either the Comet Queen herself, or working with her. We’re flying into danger.”

“If that’s true, then this is all on her,” Paxea says. “Not just the refinery. But Ramex and Aodok and the Cloudsprint. Which means she’s the one who compelled my husband. Who tried to turn him into a killer and a corpse. Please, Majesty. Let me come with you. I want her to understand the mistake she made when she did that.”

Sykora pinches the bridge of her nose on her exhale. “All right, Marquess.”

“It doesn’t seem right,” Grant murmurs, as the shuttle’s engines hum to life. “Letting the Governess off the hook. She was working with Trimond at a minimum.”

“I know. But Frelle wasn’t wrong.” Sykora leans into his ear. “The only solid evidence we have is yours, Grantyde. The Lorimare connection that Frelle let slip while she was compelling you. And if we use it, the jig is up. There are other ways to hold the Governess accountable. When all this is through, Ptolek won’t be hers any longer. I’ll make sure of it.”

“Almost there, right?” His hand lands on hers. “Almost through.”

“Uh huh.” Her exhale shivers the steely dominance from her body. He feels that ramrod spine decompress. His hand slips under her butt and scoots her closer.

Her eyes flutter shut. She clings to him and lets him comfort her for just a moment. Just a few heartbeats of being Batty, of hiding in the shelter of her husband’s touch. Then she snaps back to frowning Imperial focus. “Where are we flying, Marquess? Where’s the nav pointing us?”

“A short sweep to Ptolek II’s southern hemisphere,” Paxea calls. “Forty five minutes if I floor it.”

Sykora climbs into the copilot seat and buckles herself in. “Then floor it.”

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Dukerino
                        

                    

                    


	


[image: image]


Rebirth Protocol





Betrayed and murdered by the people he trusted most, Nick Valiente wakes up two years earlier—his memories intact, alongside the lifetime experiences of Arlize Dentragon, a legendary warrior-mage from another dimension. Armed with future knowledge, strategic brilliance, and arcane-tech powers that blur the lines between magic and technology, Nick vows to rewrite his fate.

Determined to dominate the college arena he once neglected, Nick methodically plots vengeance against those who betrayed him. Yet as he delves deeper into campus life, he realizes his death was never a simple act of jealousy or greed. Darker forces are at play: a shadowy tech conglomerate manipulating consciousness through experimental neural interfaces, mysterious military factions operating in secrecy, and the ancient Arcadian System awakening after centuries—responding only to Nick.

As mana and advanced alien technology flood Earth, Nick must navigate corporate espionage, unravel hidden family legacies, and master newfound abilities while forging alliances in a world spiraling into chaos. With his enemies closing in and reality itself fracturing between digital consciousness and physical existence, Nick’s choices will either doom humanity or elevate it beyond imagination.

Rebirth Protocol is an intelligent, gritty, emotionally layered progression fantasy that blends academic intrigue, corporate conspiracy, and pulse-pounding action reminiscent of The Primal Hunter, TBATE, and Iron Prince. Follow Nick Valiente as he rises from betrayed victim to revolutionary power, shaping humanity’s destiny with each calculated step.















                



2.26. I'll Enjoy This


                The shuttle spirals onto the carefully manicured yard before Narika’s borrowed bungalow. It’s an incautious landing that sets several small fires on the turf and cracks the concrete.

Sykora strides from the bay door before it’s even finished opening, still sheathed in her vac suit. “On monitor,” she’s saying into her communicator. “No launches until I say so, but keep a barracuda warmed up and full of marines.”

Paxea hops from the driver’s seat and takes up position at the Princess’s shoulder. Despite his much longer legs, Grant has to hurry after them.

A Taiikari man in a full-coverage anticomp visor and black tactical vestments steps onto the porch as they approach. A heavy military pump-action shotgun hangs on a strap around his chest.

Sykora shakes her head as she strides up to him. “No. Step aside.”

“Ma’am. You’re intruding on private property.” The guard’s posture is rigid and robotic. “I have to insist you depart.”

“I am Void Princess of this sector. You intrude on my planet.” Sykora’s fangs are bared. “Give me an excuse to kill you, or let me through.”

“It’s all right, Gefreiter.” The elegantly slatted door beyond the soldier tilts open once more. Princess Narika of the Glory Banner stands at the threshold, in a saffron-and-black uniform and silk topcoat. Her epaulettes gleam. “Let her in and then wait outside. Hello, Majesty.”

“Hello, sister.” Sykora steps past the uneasy guard. “I hope very much I was interrupting something.”

“Nothing I can’t pick back up.” Narika turns from the assembly with an audible thwip of her tail and leads them down a narrow, tapestried hallway to an airy dining room. She sits at the finely lacquered wooden table in its center. A holoprojector built into the thick middle slab is still flickering and warm from her last call. “I’ve just been watching the footage, Sykora. Your pirate issue has grown unignorable. The Governess informs me you’re unable or unwilling to police your labor force. I can no longer in good conscience permit you to maintain your grip on Ptolek.”

“You know, Majesty,” Paxea says, “if you’re going to stab us in the back, you could at least stop pretending you’re doing it for ethics.”

Narika scoffs. “As you like. I see now that my arrival in this system has been quite timely. I’m taking Ptolek back. We’re past sixty dead at the last estimate. Sixty citizens you failed.”

“The size of the fangs on this brazen bitch.” Sykora hisses a laugh. “I wonder how you manage to lift your head. Those are your victims, Narika.”

“What ridiculous road do you two take to that conclusion?” Narika looks over their shoulders at Grant. “Prince Consort. Do you subscribe to this foolishness?”

“Don’t talk to him. Don’t look at him.” Sykora’s fingers hover near her pistol. “The Comet Queen is either you or your puppet. You’ve been outfitting and leading the Yellow Comets against Trimond Holdings at the same time as you’ve been outfitting Baroness Trimond to fight them off. You’ve been enabling and abetting a shadow war across my sector, filling your coffers with black-market weapons sales, burning my castle down to repossess it. You’ve been spending the lives of my citizens to steal them back from me.”

“You are a mad idiot,” Narika says. “I’ve done none of that.”

“I have a pirate horde burning through exo like it’s breathable air, even after the Trimonds cut them off. I have a Viscountess running weaponry out of Glory Banner’s manufacture worlds. These people are being outfitted.”

Narika’s lips thin. “If any of this is inflow from my sector, then give me the world and the supplier, and I’ll see it halted.”

“Explain Rokai, then,” Sykora says. “Rokai of the Glory Banner. Explain that.”

“Rokai?” Narika’s frown carries a note of recognition. “What about Rokai?”

“We found Lt. Rokai’s body at the refinery,” Grant says. “In a crashed Yellow Comet fighter.”

“That’s where he went, eh? An ignominious end to a well-trained soldier.” Narika shakes her head. “The man disappeared a cycle ago. Never came back from shore leave. If he turned up in some kind of pirate or mercenary outfit, it’s a sad waste. But he wasn’t mine. Not any longer.”

“That’s not what the readout I received said,” Sykora says.

Narika shrugs. “You’ve been lied to, then. Or given faulty intel.”

“Was it you, Narika? Did you compel my husband to be part of this ridiculous proxy war?” Paxea jabs a finger at her. “We didn’t see you in the crowd at the Cloudsprint. But you were in the system.”

“I have wondered—for a long time—why those pirates fired at us. Why they wasted all that exo and gave away the game.” Sykora’s face is shifting. Her brows lower with the weight of revelation. “We were being steered; I knew that. I just didn’t know by whom. The attack was coincidentally timed for when I was on-world. The self-destruct didn’t work; the fighter landed on the refinery like a gift. Another convenience in a line of conveniences. There have been conveniences every step of the way.” She takes a step back. Her fists close. “You wanted me here.”

Narika scowls. “Your time on that sad prison world of yours has made you paranoid, Sykora.”

“You said Ramex,” Sykora says.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“I’m not talking to you, Narika.” Sykora turns. “Marquess. You said Ramex.”

Paxea’s eyes widen. “What?”

“You said Ramex and Aodok,” Sykora says. “I never made Ramex public. I’ve kept that under wraps this entire cycle.”

Paxea blinks. “You mentioned it to me. At the gallery.”

“I didn’t. I was very careful not to. Narika didn’t compel Thror. I know who compelled Thror.” Sykora takes a step toward Paxea. “Nobody compelled Thror.”

Paxea backs away. “Majesty—”

“You told me about Narika’s ambitions. You hand-delivered me to perfect proof of Narika’s involvement. You’re the one who told me there was a Trimond in the race. Your husband gave me public proof of the assassination attempts, then failed to shoot himself. Gods of the Firmament, you offered me a ride. You wanted me here. You wanted us both here.” Sykora’s palm is on the stock of her pistol. “You’re the Comet Queen.”

“Not exactly.” A familiar voice, a man’s. “I’m the Comet Queen.”

Thror stands in the doorway. Two of his four hands grip the heavy matte-black shotgun that Narika’s guard was holding. “Hand off that piece, Majesty. Let’s put our palms to the sky, everyone.”

Sykora’s fingers twitch on her holster. She slowly detaches her hand and raises her arms. Grant and Narika follow suit.

Thror steps into the room. His shotgun stays pointed at Sykora’s chest as Paxea unbuckles the Princess’s pistol, a grin spreading across her face as she goes. “The plan was to get this done subtly, but I believe I’ll enjoy this.”

Narika’s eyes narrow on the weapon. “What happened to my bodyguard?”

“What do you think, Majesty?” Thror clicks his beak. “Could have been a smoother ride, Pax. The trunk doesn’t have much shock absorbance, you know.”

“You’re fine, Birdy.” Paxea grabs Grant’s chin and pulls his face up to hers. Flash. “Stay still. Good Maekyonite.”

Sykora and Grant make eye contact. A flickering fire in her eyes.

“Majesty.” Paxea steps away from Grant and raises the stolen pistol toward his wife. “Try to compel him out of that and I shoot you dead at the first flash.”

“Why?” Sykora’s voice is full of lead and loathing. “Why, Marquess?”

“What in hellfire do you mean, why?” Paxea laughs. “Why don’t you ask Thror?”

“Because I hate the Empire,” Thror says. “I hated every second of growing up as a man in it. I hate how you treat aliens. I hate the anticomps, I hate the compulsion, I hate the way you all think you’re better than me, I hate being overlooked and fetishized and controlled and stepped on. I hate the Taiikari, with one charming exclusion.” He winks at Paxea. “I hated my life here. It would be easier if I hated all of you, too. But ah, well. We can’t have everything we desire in this existence. Already had to compel that poor Rokai fellow into being a sacrifice. A Prince Consort is another regret, but a small one.” He gives an apologetic shrug to Grant. “Sorry, old boy. Hate to break up the alien groom squad.”

Grant stares into Thror’s shiny anticomps. He sees his own pallid face reflected in them.

“How long have you led the Comets, Marquis Consort?” Sykora asks.

“Pax and I made the fucking Comets,” Thror says. “You have no idea how much exo we sucked out of that craven Baroness. Not just enough for the little breadcrumb trail we laid for you. Enough to get in touch with a whole frontier network. To strengthen them. You Void Princesses think you have the whole firmament’s heads bowed to you. But there are millions of men like me. Of women like Pax. And a whole constellation of pliable fools like the Trimonds in your Empire, siphoning your precious resources to the people who will topple it. You have no idea how much exo we've hidden away from extorted refineries and misdirected wholesales. And from your legal networks, too. Your Empress gladly sold it to us at dirt-low prices to import your precious stekkai, grown from the sweat of my people. Well, I hope you enjoyed the taste. This is how you pay for it.”

“We plotted the raids and assassinations." Paxea smirks. "We sold those weapons to Lorimare. They weren’t made in Glory Banner. That was pretense. They’re a drop of what my friends have.”

Thror smiles affectionately at his wife. "t’s been such a riot, hiding right under your little blue noses. I’m going to miss it. But we decided we couldn’t miss this chance. Two Princesses at once.”

“We have the funds and the opportunity to make our escape,” Paxea says. “And to kill a pair of Imperial tyrants at the same time. When we end you, the chaos in the sector will boil uproariously. Nobody will notice one little Marquess and her husband disappear past the Imperial border. With all we made from the Comets, we can cash out and make a new life. Somewhere else. Somewhere sane.” She takes one of Thror’s unoccupied hands in hers. “Somewhere my husband doesn’t have to be a slave.”

“He isn’t—”

“Fuck off, Sykora.” Paxea scowls. “Yes, he is. So is yours. So is every maleborn in the Empire. If you really loved the Prince Consort, you’d understand that. You’d have done something about it.”

“So here’s the plan,” Thror says. “We’re going to set a little scene of sororicide. Two Void Princesses letting their natural vindictiveness bubble over. A mutual killing. If you cooperate, Majesty, Paxea will flash Grantyde’s mind and spare him. No need for the Consort to die.”

Sykora sneers. “You think I’m stupid? You can take your alibi and shove it up your scaly ass. My husband is faithful to me. You’re not going to let him live.”

Thror exhales. “No, probably not.” He raises the shotgun to Sykora’s face. “But you don’t have to worry about that, where you’re going.”

“At least compel his eyes shut,” Sykora says. “At least don’t make him watch his mistress die.”

Grant realizes the game Sykora’s trying to play. His muscles tense.

“I can live with it,” he says.

Sykora stares at him. “What?”

“They’re right,” he says. He shrugs at the look of consternation Paxea gives him. “I was never free. Might as well have the pleasure of watching you go before I do.”

His wife’s lip quivers. “Grant…”

“You think I’d ever want you? After what you did to me? Even when I was in bed with you, Sykora, I felt lonesome.”

Sykora’s feet subtly shift into readiness.

“Now here’s an idea. And an alibi.” Thror nods to himself. “We’re not just going to make him watch, Majesty.” He glances at his wife. “New plan, Pax. The Prince Consort did it. We’ll put a pair of anticomps on him once he’s gone.”

“It’s a shame,” Paxea says. “You seemed a good man, Grantyde. But the Empire will only ever use good men. And you were ill-used. Hopefully, this is some recompense. If you have to go, at least you’ll go with revenge.” Her eyes flash. She holds the pistol up, stock first. “Kill the Princesses, and then yourself.”

“Good bye, Grantyde. It’s been… what was that word you taught me?” Thror’s feathery finger drums on the trigger guard. “Killer.”

Grant reaches slowly down and takes the gun from Paxea. He looks past her at Thror, whose gun is still trained on Narika and Sykora. He looks at Paxea, looks at her cruel grin. He looks at Narika, who stares gravely back.

He looks at Sykora.

Sykora tore Drake’s throat out without hesitating, then kissed him with her mouth full of his blood. Sykora killed to keep him safe.

Paxea’s grin is fraying at the edges. Her red eyes flash again. “Now,” she says.

Grant shoots Thror in the head.
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2.27. Killing Someone


                The Marquis Consort’s mind ventilates out the side of his skull in a chunky mist of red and pink.

Paxea shrieks like a banshee and leaps for Grant’s outstretched gun. Her tail lashes around his arm and pinions it straight, bashing his elbow again and again into the floor and sending gray numbness into his gripping fingers. He thrashes his head to avoid her bared fangs. They slide around his Adam’s Apple and tighten. She is trying to rip his throat out.

A sky-blue missile spear-tackles into Paxea, sending her spinning off of Grant with such vicious speed and motion that it takes a moment for him to realize that’s not Sykora, it’s Narika. Her arm locks around Paxea’s neck, wrenching and twisting to keep the Marquess’ teeth from tearing her open. Their tails twirl and bind.

“Narika!” Sykora’s pried the shotgun from Thror’s dead grip. “Down!”

Narika shoves Paxea away and dives to the floor. Paxea staggers back and stares into the blued steel barrel that’s about to end her life.

“By the Empress’s authority I strip your title, render you noncitizen, and sentence you to death.” Sykora says. “May the Gods of Ptolek have mercy on you.”

“She’ll never really love you.” Paxea’s face is a mask of rage and grief as she glares past Sykora, at Grant. “She doesn’t know how. She’ll sit by and watch as her superiors enslave your world. And one day soon she’ll burn with her whore Empress.”

“You burn first,” Sykora says, and the room fills with sound and light. A fist-sized hole opens in Paxea’s chest. The Marquess stumbles backward, then blinks and takes a shaky step toward Sykora. A metallic chak as Sykora pumps the shotgun. The second shot blows half of Paxea’s head off. Pale bone gleams in the dark red remnants of her face. She collapses twitching to the floor. Her heel raps twice on the hardwood then goes still.

Sykora cycles the shotgun again. A steaming shell clatters across the table. The barrel jerks a few feet to the left and zeroes in on the Princess of the Glory Banner.

Narika’s started to stand. She freezes on one knee.

“Was it you, Narika? Did you inject me with Compound Seventy?” Sykora is unblinking. “Did you put me on Maekyon?”

“I suppose the Prince Consort knows about Compound Seventy, then.” Narika glances at Grant. “And I suppose I know about the Prince Consort.” She gets the rest of the way to her feet. “It wasn’t me, Sykora.”

“You might as well be honest with me, sister.” Sykora’s gun has followed Narika’s ascent. Her grip on the pump is white-knuckled. “It won’t change what’s about to happen.”

“There’s no truth that will satisfy you.” Narika shakes her head. “It wasn’t me. There is so much that I would eagerly take from you. But not your freedom.”

Sykora sneers. “You’ll have to beg more prettily than that.”

“I’m not begging.” Narika folds her arms. “Do whatever you think you have to, Princess. Put me in the ground. It changes nothing. It wasn’t me. I swear on Kiar’s soul.”

“Sykora. Honey.” Grant’s hand hovers by Sykora’s shoulder. “Let’s talk about this.”

Sykora doesn’t break eye contact with Narika. “She can’t live, dove. Not after what she saw.”

“Couldn’t we give her some Compound Seventy?”

“I don’t just carry blacksite drugs around all the time.” Sykora forces her hands steady on the shotgun. “Besides. I have a foolproof solution right here.”

“I’ll tell nobody,” Narika says.

“How am I supposed to believe that?”

“I’ll tell nobody because I know who it’ll hurt. It won’t hurt you, Sykora. You can act like you didn’t know, like he deceived you, and you can annul your marriage and discard him. You can counterplay me, and it’ll damage you, but it won’t sink you. The one I’d truly be hurting is Prince Consort Grantyde and his people. The man who just saved my life. He’s done nothing to be my enemy, and I know what they’d do to Maekyon if they knew. Do you think I want that on my conscience?”

“Always such a saintess,” Sykora says. “You’ve never fooled me.”

“If you pull that trigger, understand who you’re murdering me for.” Narika’s head is high. “Yourself, alone.”

“Preaching to the bitch pointing the gun at your face. Only you could be so goddamn holier-than-thou.” Sykora glares. “I’d be doing the firmament a fucking favor.”

Grant wishes, almost, that he was as suspicious of Narika as his wife was. Wishes he’d had the same aggressive and contentious dealings. It would be so much easier and cleaner if he could let this happen. But he has a horrible suspicion that started at the gallery party, and has been given no evidence to the contrary. He has the sinking feeling that Princess Narika of the Glory Banner might be a genuinely virtuous person.

He needs more smarts and less mercy. He needs to stop thinking like a goody two-shoes Maekyonite and start thinking like an Imperial bastard. He needs to harden his heart.

But Sykora needs him like this.

“Majesty,” he says. “I’m challenging you. Like you told me to. If I’m really your kindness, you’ll lower the gun.”

“She’s lying.” Sykora’s attempt to keep the shake out of her voice is failing. “She’ll ruin us with this. She’ll own us both forever, Grant. If I let her go, we’re through.”

“I will keep Grant’s secret, Sykora,” Narika says. “I owe him that.”

“Don’t fucking call him that,” Sykora says. “Only I get to call him that.”

Narika presses on. “For all the wounds we’ve inflicted on one another, how often have we truly lied to each other? About the important things, Kora?”

“You don’t want this, Sykora,” Grant says. “You don’t want her to be family, but she is. There’s cutting off and there’s pulling a trigger.”

“Gods of the fucking Inferno.” Sykora blinks. Then she barks a from-the-diaphragm “Fuck!” and shoves the shotgun into Grant’s hands. He gingerly places it on the dining room table. Sykora stabs a vicious finger toward her sister. “If you are lying to me about the Prince Consort, Narika, if you reveal his secret, I will not annul my marriage. I will not discard him. I will not care about what the peerage thinks. Because I will dedicate the rest of my assuredly brief existence to killing you.”

“Terms accepted, you crooked maniac.” Narika exhales and shakes the tension from her neck. “I suppose I didn’t quite give your marriage its proper deference. It’s more real than I realized.”

“You’ve always expected the worst of me,” Sykora says.

“You nearly killed me just now.”

“The worst would have been killing you. Did I kill you?”

“I see in the Prince Consort some kind of redemption for you, sister,” Narika says. “Perhaps in a kilocycle or two he’ll make you bearable.”

“We are leaving, Narika. Go and plot your doomed protestation, if you still have the fangs for it.” Sykora gives Thror’s corpse a light kick as she stalks from the room. “My husband just shot the Comet Queen’s face off. Good luck.”

“Prince Consort.” Narika holds a hand up as Grant goes to follow Sykora.

He turns to her.

“Whether or not it was incidental, I owe you my life,” Narika says. “I won’t forget it. Thank you.”

He puts his hands in his vac suit pockets. “Uh. You’re welcome.”

“You are a good man, I think. I hope you’ll make my sister a good woman. Or however close you can get.” She grins wanly. “Perhaps one day we can properly call one another friends.”

“Stop trying to steal the Black Pike’s stuff, Majesty,” Grant says, “and we can talk about friendship.”

“She is a villain, Grantyde.”

“She is,” he says. “And I’m her husband.”

He leaves the bungalow.

They pass the crumpled corpse of Narika’s guard as they return to Paxea’s shuttle. There’s a ligature mark in his neck deep enough that it cut the skin. Grant doesn’t let himself look at the dead man’s stricken expression. Just another horror stacked onto the day.

The trunk is open. Food wrappers blow from it into Ptolek II’s purple evening. Sykora slaps it shut and climbs into the shuttle, keying the radio on. “Indus Red to the Black Pike. This is Indus Red on an unsecured line. Are you there, Vora?”

A few seconds of hissing static, and then: “This is Vora, Majesty.”

“We’re coming home,” Sykora says. “We’ll be flying up in Marquess Paxea’s shuttle. It’s a purple Rinari-3. I’ll send through my codes.”

“Understood.” Vora’s voice implies anything but understanding. “Er—are we hosting the Marquess?”

Sykora barks a short, harsh laugh. “We are not. I’ll explain everything when Grantyde and I are back aboard. Send that marine team we scrambled, but not on combat footing. They’re only retrieving some bodies.” Her finger taps the dashboard. “And send another to secure the home of Countess Wenzai. I don’t want her or her family going anywhere. Don’t scare them too badly, but ensure they stay put.”

The honed edge of anxiety cuts through Vora’s reply. “As you wish, Majesty.”

Sykora snaps the connection off. The shuttle growls into the air.

“Do you think they had something to do with it?” Grant asks. “Wen and Tik?”

“I have no idea,” Sykora says. “I don’t trust myself any longer. My instincts are in worse shape than I thought.” Her knuckles are white on the shuttle controls. “Those things they said, dove. What she told you—“

“She didn’t know a thing about us.” He shakes his head. “If she did, she wouldn’t have made that mistake.”

“Your freedom,” she murmurs. “What she said about you. It cut me.”

“I’m free already.”

“But it’s only in me, dove. What if something happens to me? Staring down that shotgun, that’s all I could think about. If I’d gone, who would know? And I—” Her voice cracks. “When these people look at us they see a slave and an owner. I told myself I’d be all right with it. But it’s getting harder and harder.”

He shakes his head. “Whatever she and Thror said, whatever they planned, however I might have felt about it, they killed scores of innocent people to do it. There has to be another way.” He watches the sky darken. “Just like you told me. There’s another way.” And he tries to believe it.

The propulsive oppression of atmospheric departure wears off as the thinning skies of Ptolek II surrender to the firmament. Grant looks over at Sykora, whose gaze is nailed to the flight map.

He remembers Thror. Remembers the way he dropped like a marionette. Remembers the color of the Amadari’s brains.

“Who’s Kiar?” he asks.

“What?”

“Narika swore to Kiar. Who’s that?”

Sykora licks her lips. She comes to a decision. “I told you about my litter? Me, Narika, and Tymar, our cleric brother. You remember?”

“I remember.”

“I said there were three and I lied,” Sykora says. “There was a fourth. The Empire didn’t have a place for him.”

He waits for Sykora to continue; he realizes she won’t.

“I can steer us,” he says.

“It’s all right.”

“Sykora.” He puts his hands on her shoulders. “Let me. Come here.”

She shakes her head—but when he unbuckles her seatbelt, she lets him lift her.

The artificial gravity is on, but she’s still so light as he pulls her from her seat and lays her in his lap. She turns around so that she’s straddling him, and lays her face against his heart.

The first sob racks her. He closes his hands across her back. Silently he’s grateful for this. Tending his wife’s sorrow is a distraction from replaying Thror’s death in his head, over and over.

His chest grows damp with her tears. “She was my friend,” she whispers. “I thought I had a friend.”

“You do.” He reaches past her and takes hold of the yoke to adjust their passage. “You have the Count and Countess, maybe. And if you don’t have them you still have me.” He kisses her hair. “You’ll always have me.”

“What about Narika? What about what she knows?”

“I believe her.” Grant takes a hand off the yoke to cradle her closer. “As big a bag of dicks as she is, she convinced me.”

Sykora sputters a damp laugh. “A bag of dicks?”

“I hadn’t used that one yet?” Grant grins. “I love that one.”

His wife is coming back to herself. “What other ones?”

He chuckles. The headshot tape loop recedes into the darkness at the back of his skull. “I have more. A lot of bag ones. Dirtbag.”

“Ooh. Earthy.”

The Pike is visible on the magnifier cam. He feels the tangle in his heart begin to unknit at its familiar shape. “Douchebag.”

“Douche bag. Maekyonites are such poets.” She’s still crying, his wife, but she’s laughing now, too.

“How—“ He pauses. Should he bring this up now, while they’re still processing the rest of it? He decides he must. The kick against his shoulder. The spreading mist. The sound of the fall. “How do you get over it? Killing someone. I’d like to get over it.”

“I don’t know,” she says. “I’ve done it enough times that I’ve become inoculated to it.”

“I guess I’ll have to get there, too.”

“No.” Sykora sits upright and puts her hands on his shoulders. It always surprises him, how steely her grip can be. “No, Grantyde. That was the last life you’ll ever take. I will ensure it. I’ll never put you in that position again. Not ever. I will keep you safe.” She strokes his beard. “I swear to you. I swear by the Empress and our love and I swear on Kiar’s soul, too, if that’s coming into fashion. I see how it’s shaken you. I know these eyes and I see it in them. It won’t happen again while I’m around to stop it.”

“I’m okay,” he says.

But it’s Sykora’s turn, now, to see through him.

“You’re not,” she says. “It’ll come back to you, sometimes. Its echo. And for a time, you won’t be okay. But that’s all right, because I’m here. I’m here because of it. So when it aches again, touch me.” She puts his hand over her heart. He feels its beat. “Touch me and remember that.”

“Kiss me,” he says, and she kisses him.

He feels the scaffold of his soul shake as her tongue slides into his mouth. His breath tightens and his body shivers with the logic-proof loathing of what he did in that bungalow. Sykora must sense it because she squeezes him tighter, kisses him deeper. The fluff of her tail tuft is warm against the back of his neck.

They drift away from the blood-scarlet gas giant, and back toward the Pike. Its distant hangar is a bright hanging coin of gold in the black of the void.

Grant clings to his wife and lets the dead Comet Queen’s shuttle take them home.
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2.28. Glory to the Pike


                Two cycles later

 

“Crew of the Black Pike.”

Sykora stands at the command deck’s balustraded edge. Her voice booms out across the sweep-lit bridge. “Once again, we’ve been tasked with driving the Yellow Comets from above Ramex. Once again, we are en route in the Empress’s name to defend her subjects. But our remit has changed. As have our methods.”

A nearly palpable shift in the air as a hunter’s anticipation ripples through the assembled Taiikari officers. Grant feels it rising in him, too, loathe as he is to admit it.

“No hailing,” Sykora says. Her topcoat’s ebony fasteners glisten in the red-and-blue combat lighting. Her hair drifts about her—they’re pre-emptively zero G. “No warning, no chances to flee. From this moment on, any fool who still flies the Yellow Comet flag is to be destroyed on sight. If we need to task salvage crews to pick the shrapnel from orbit, so be it. The Empire is finished with the Comets. We have been entrusted to finish them. Glory to the Pike.”

“Glory to the Pike!” The cry returns to her as one.

Her chin is high. “Glory to the Empress.”

“Glory to the Empress!”

“Signatures in focus, Majesty.” The reedy voice of the navigatrix. “Three corvettes.”

“Combat trajectory,” Sykora says. “The lead ship.” Her eyes burn beneath the brim of her tricorne. “Ram it.”

The Pike screams from the tear it’s rent in reality and plows into the frontmost corvette, like a spear striking a sparrow. A great pale flash fills the monitor; when it abates, the first corvette has been obliterated. Nothing remains but a cloud of whizzing shrapnel and combusting gas.

Sykora sweeps her arm toward the two remaining corvettes, which are already flaring orange on Waian’s infrared screen. “Fire at will.”

Grant beholds the full power of the ZKZ Black Pike.

A storm of flame and magnetized steel. The vessel rumbles below his magnetized boots. The corvettes’ membranes fizz and burst into scintillating shards. The metal beneath boils away into slag and smoke.

Bare seconds. Dozens of pirates are reduced to charred meat.

Brigadier Hyax’s stentorian voice rings out. “All targets eliminated.”

The bridge erupts in cheers and applause. “Sweep outta that one, bitches,” an ensign yells, to a chorus of laughter.

Sykora isn’t watching the spreading cloud of shrapnel and vapor. She’s watching Grant. Her expression isn’t celebratory—it’s anxious.

He remembers the line of bodies. The workers marching back into the factory to boil.

He gets to his feet and joins in the applause. “Let’s fucking go,” he cries.

Sykora smiles, big as the horizon.



“Thank you for agreeing to meet with me.” The spindly clerk adjusts his anticomps as he places his folio of papers on the command deck table. “And thank you, Majesty, for furnishing the Pike as our meeting place.”

Sykora nods. “It is an honor, Clerk Raelix.”

“A great honor,” Governess Garuna adds.

Sykora’s annoyed huff is quiet enough that only Grant, standing at her shoulder, can hear it.

This is the third time Sykora’s met with the clerk handling Garuna’s protestation against her since it began last cycle. With Grant’s grinning help, she spun up a long, stuffy thread about operations over Ramex, to force them to come to her this time.

Their confidence was high, when the protestation came from Garuna and not Narika, that this would be a quick and easy dismissal. But with every plodding meeting, Sykora’s nerves have grown and Garuna’s confidence has asserted itself further. With no links to Trimond’s wrongdoing, Sykora’s been denied her clearest attack on Garuna. The Ptolek coterie is recalcitrant. Things are dragging out.

“I hope today we might be able to conclude all this,” Sykora says. “My management of the sector is under threat by these interruptions. The extermination of the Yellow Comets is only halfway complete, by my Brigadier’s estimates.”

“You needn’t worry too much, I’d think, Majesty.” Garuna side-eyes her. “You’ll have less sector to manage soon.”

Sykora’s frown is deeply cut. Garuna’s been sneaking these jabs in as her morale has grown.

“I will not be passing judgment on this case today,” Raelix says. “That’s not why I’ve called this meeting, I’m afraid.”

Garuna huffs. “Do we need to wait longer?”

“No.” Raelix steps to one side and presses a button on his tablet. The table holoprojector lights up and displays a two-dimensional camera feed. The distance renders the figure within grainy. But even with the low detail, he recognizes her.

He recognizes her from his wife’s wall.

Empress Zithra XIX looks like the portrait. Only with more pronounced crow’s feet and less sleep. A pair of glasses rests on her nose.

Sykora and Garuna simultaneously go as pale as paper.

“—some cream in that,” the Empress is saying, to someone offscreen. “Thank you. Okay.” She sits the rest of the way down and adjusts the camera facing her. “Greetings, clerk…?”

“Raelix, High Majesty.” Clerk Raelix bows low enough his face nearly touches the table.

“Case number, Clerk Raelix?”

“Sureph 3886, High Majesty.”

“Uhhhhhh huh.” Empress Zithra XIX clicks her tongue. “Here we are. The exo assassinations.”

“Yes, High Majesty.”

“Just a moment…” The sound of a keyboard clacking off-camera. “Okay. The matter of the dispute between the Princess of the Black Pike and the Governess of Ptolek. I’ve read the brief, and reviewed the arguments from each side, and skimmed the letters of support—Cousin Garuna certainly has plenty of those—but it occurs to me that this has all been rather complicated by the events of Marquess Paxea’s execution and the bringing of protestation by a Governess in Narika’s name, without a co-signature by Narika herself. Ultimately, I’ve decided that it needs a bit of further elucidation. Some messy business, eh? Greetings, cousins. I believe I had the chance to speak with you both at the last Void Convocation.”

Sykora bows at the waist. “Yes, High Majesty.”

Garuna joins her. “You did, High Majesty.”

“Splendid.” The Empress sits back. “Let’s hear from Cousin Garuna first, and then Cousin Sykora will have her turn.”

“High Majesty. I, ah. I.” Garuna looks like a fawn beholding a tractor trailer coming her way. In her defense, Grant’s warrior wife barely looks better.

The Empress blinks placidly. “Take your time, cousin.”

“High Majesty,” Garuna says. “The actions of the Void Princess have been materially damaging to the operations of Ptolek. In her investigations, she took power that oughtn’t have been hers. She repeatedly refused the counsel of the planetside nobility, and she illegally took control of the holdings of one of my exo baronesses, which—”

“This would be Tri-something,” the Empress prompts. “Trimond.”

“Yes, High Majesty.”

“Who’s under trial herself, at the moment.”

“Under trial, High Majesty, but still in process. And I would note that she has a petition to censure the Void Princess currently routing through the clerk’s office.”

The Empress folds her hands. “So noted. Continue.”

“High Majesty, the refineries on Ptolek have been processing more and more every cycle. I’ve sent you our numbers. The Void Princess’s insistence on micromanagement has coincided with a refusal to properly control the unionists who constantly threaten the growth of our industry.” Garuna points a shaky but accusatory finger at Sykora. “The result is our first decacycle since records began of negative growth.”

“Because of the work stoppage,” the Empress supplies. “And the attack, I suppose.”

“Just so, High Majesty. Sykora failed to prevent either. Narika has volunteered to resume control of the system in case of protestation, and it is the recommendation of myself and my peerage that she does so.”

The Empress leans on her armrest. “All right. Cousin Sykora?”

“High Majesty.” Sykora’s bow rises back up with her little shoulders square and her expression of command back on. “Garuna doesn’t know what she’s talking about and is grossly unfit to run her world.”

Garuna’s eyes bug.

“It’s become too personal,” Sykora says. “This unionist talk has been a steady stream throughout my investigation, even once the idea of their involvement became farcical. It’s moved from stewardship to vendetta. I’ve reviewed her security measures. She’s spending more resources on covering the inefficiencies created by her discontent workers than it would take to keep them willingly obedient.”

“The more we give, the more they’ll demand. Empress, her husband was an energy refiner on Maekyon,” Garuna says. “If anyone’s getting too personal—”

“If their demands outstrip the losses incurred through security and disobedience, we’ll confer and change course. Not before. Your campaign against the union has proven shortsighted and self-serving.” Sykora angles herself to speak to Garuna. “We’re not keeping order for the sake of your ego. We’re keeping order to maximize exo refinement, minimize expenses, and provide safe, comfortable lives to our subjects. The workers are not a hostile nation to conquer. They are your utilities and citizens. And there are real culprits. Trimond is surely not the only exo baroness engaged in this smuggling while you’ve been squabbling with your workers. I need a Governess in place who I can trust to ferret these people out.” She bows once more to the Empress. “I regret that I have no further comment, High Majesty. But the conclusion to be drawn seems clear to my eyes.”

The Empress stares.

She glances downward and types something out on her unseen keyboard. “All right. Sykora carries it. Hew to the void princess in all matters related to this case. Protestation is denied. The Governess is to be reassigned. I’ll accept a shortlist of proposed replacements, Cousin Sykora, if you care to provide one.”

“But—” Garuna’s tail bristles. “But High Majesty, the protestations of my fellow noblewomen—by sheer volume, surely—”

“Final decision, Cousin Garuna. It seems to me you’ve done a splendid job getting Ptolek’s exo industry set up, but we’ll need someone else for day-to-day maintenance. The best thing would be to move you to another promising extraction site and have you break ground there. Cousin Sykora, kindly send the Governess these survey records of unoccupied resource worlds I’m looking at, if you judge them up-to-date. Cousin Garuna, ranked choice of reassignment preference within the next cycle, please. File it with your Void Princess.”

“High Majesty, you can’t—”

Zithra XIX removes her glasses. The transformation is instantaneous. It’s as though the Empress’s face has been pulled off along with them, revealing the titanic steel edifice of autocracy beneath the flesh.

Grant thought his wife had a scary Icy Royalty face. It’s a snowflake compared to the glacier that now bears down on Garuna.

“I can,” the Empress says.

“I am sorry,” Garuna whispers.

The Empress hologram’s fist-sized eyes blink. She slides her spectacles back on. “Apology accepted, Cousin Garuna. Chin up, yes? I’m seeing some very promising reports outer-spinwise. You might check on this Crassus-613 one.” She taps something on her desk. “This mineral survey puts a great deal of Neodymium there. Can never have too much Neodymium. I think you’ll fit nicely. Get it producing on a level near Ptolek and we’ll call this mismanagement here an honest mistake.” She steeples her hands and rests her chin on them. “That’s all, I should think. Thank you, cousins. Glory to—”

“High Majesty.” Sykora steps forward. “I apologize deeply for the interruption and for taking more of your time. But I must petition you about a related matter; it cannot wait.”

The Empress’s hand twitches to her glasses. She purses her lips. She adjusts them up her nose. “Very well, Cousin Sykora. Your judiciousness has earned you that.”

“High Majesty, this is my husband Grantyde, Prince Consort of the Black Pike.” Sykora indicates Grant. His heart stops for a few beats.

“I noticed him. Difficult not to. You’ve found a tall one.” The Empress leans forward. “Well met, Prince Consort.”

“Bow,” Sykora hisses. “Bow deep.”

He does. “High Majesty.”

“Grantyde has been my most stalwart companion, who has inspired me and kept faith in me, who has been indispensable as I’ve, uh, as I’ve gone about this case, and…” Sykora’s shaking like a leaf. “And the judiciousness is at least halfway his. He saved my life on Ptolek II. He killed the traitor Thror of Entmok. He…”

Sykora takes a deep, shivering breath. She looks up at Grant. He sees the terror in her eyes. Her blink hammers it into determination. She turns back to the screen. He realizes what she’s about to do, and his throat closes up on a half-formed protest.

“He has earned his place and proven his loyalty.” She forces the tremor from her voice. “And I beg of you, with great humility, that he be liberated from my ownership and made a free citizen.”
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                “What? Liberated from—” The Empress squints. “Ahh, of course. He’s a husband-of-the-void.”

“Yes, High Majesty." Sykora's holding her bow, too fearful to make eye contact with the holoprojection. "From a Class-H planet called Maekyon.”

A grin tugs on the Empress’s lips. “You’re rather horn-choked by him, Cousin.”

“High Majesty—”

“He is a looker. You trust him?”

“Beyond any reproach, High Majesty.”

“And you’re sure you can keep him obedient to you? A free alien aboard a ZKZ?”

“I am, High Majesty.”

The Empress scratches her nose. “You’ll stand out with this, you know. Reproach from your fellow Void Princesses and from anti-reformists. You’re aware of that?”

“Yes, High Majesty.”

“And you’re prepared for it? For his sake?”

“Yes.” Sykora answers without hesitation.

The Empress couches her tongue in her cheek. In the background, Grant could swear he hears a pen clicking and unclicking a few times.

“Right.” She settles back. “Let’s get him set up as a vassal and citizen of the Taiikari Empire for a probationary period of one decacycle. I’ll have a Marquess Palatine reach out to you after that to set up a review, and if all’s gone well, we’ll make it permanent. Clerk Raelix: get that written up and sent to my desk for the seal. Import Level Aleph, so I remember.”

“O my Empress thank you.” Sykora drops to her knees. “Thank you, thank you, thank you—”

“What about the rest of them?” Grant asks.

The room freezes.

“Hmm?” The Empress looks at Grant as if she’d forgotten he was there.

“The rest of the husbands-of-the-void.”

Sykora is staring up at him, her face frozen in abject terror.

The Empress leans forward. Her forest-fire eyes peer at him over her glasses. “You really do need to do the bow and the title, Prince Consort. That’s not elective.”

He bows low. “High Majesty, what about the rest of them?”

The Empress’s expression is unmoving. The silence reminds him of the silence a Maekyonite security guard had, a long cycle ago, when he was signing an NDA.

A finger rises into the screen. The Empress rests it on her chin. “It is all rather medieval, isn’t it? One of those tough little crusty bits that hang on the edges of the larger reforms. Well, that’s frontier military for you.” She clicks her tongue. “I suppose it is due for a re-examination. We’ll have to get around to that. Put a working group together, perhaps, speak to a few more Void Princesses and their husbands. But I do acknowledge the request, Cousin Grantyde. Thank you for bringing it to my attention, and for all you have done for my good cousin, the Princess of the Black Pike.”

He bows again. “Thank you for the consideration, High Majesty.”

“You’re most welcome. Well done on the bow this time.” She adjusts her robe. “Okay. That’s all, good cousins. You will, I’m sure, continue to honor me with your loyalty and your civic works. Glory to Taiikar.” She shuffles papers on her desk. “Okay. Let’s move on to—”

The feed’s cut off.

“You beautiful brave wonderful stupid dumb idiot!” Sykora leaps into Grant’s arms as the screen flickers away. “I love you, I fucking love you, you’re free, what the fuck were you thinking?” She kisses him madly. Her tail thwaps the top of his head. Her heartbeat hammers against him.

“Majesty.” Raelix clears his throat. “Perhaps I might be dismissed.”

Sykora glances past the shoulder she’s nuzzling. “Yes. Of course. Yes. Thank you, clerk. You may go as well, Governess.”

“I— uh—” Garuna’s fists open and close.

“Go, Governess,” Sykora says, “before I change my mind about the lenience I’ve granted you.” Grant feels the notches in her spine straighten as she adopts as imperious a posture as she can with her ankles wrapped around her husband. “I will send the scouting reports presently.”

Garuna scurries out of the command deck in the red-cloaked train of Clerk Raelix.

“You are the most perfect husband in the firmament,” Sykora says, “and I adore you, and also you are a lunatic. What the fuck, Grantyde?”

He shrugs helplessly. “I misjudged her. I thought—I didn’t realize she’d just be a person. I thought I’d ask.”

“She’s not just a person, you dope! She rules a trillion lives!” Sykora shivers. “She could kill us all with a word. With a sentence, in my case.” She taps the base of her neck. “Remember?”

He shudders as he does. “You’re the one who asked her for my freedom.”

“I—” She blinks rapidly. “I had to. I just had to. Oh, God. I’m a lunatic. You’ve infected me.”

He grins and rubs his nose on hers. “It all ended up okay, though.”

“It did. Gods of the Firmament, it did. More than okay.” She laughs, bright and relieved. “Grant. My love, you’re free. You’re free to everyone. No more pretending. No more having to sweat these parties out without anticomps. You’re the first free husband-of-the-void in I don’t know how long. Ever.”

He feels in a daze. Drunk or high.

Sykora pokes his chest. “I told you, dove. Didn’t I? How wonderful you were and how wonderful she’d be to you?”

Grant’s thumb pensively rubs the stalk of his wife’s tail. She didn’t seem wonderful. She seemed busy. The ease with which she freed him was no less than the ease with which he was enslaved. And it’s occurring to him that an Empress doesn’t have to be bad for an empire to be bad. Even if Zithra were flawless, she’s one woman. Just one woman, managing the galaxy. It still makes no sense to him.

But his wife called it. Empress Zithra XIX has freed him. “You told me,” he says. “I should have had more faith that you knew what you were saying.”

“I knew you doubted me.” Her grin is smug. “You looked at me like I was a brainwashed little bimbo.”

“I promise, I never thought that.”

She tuts and shakes her head. “I don’t care one way or the other. You trusted me enough not to say it, and to follow my lead. And I love you for that. And I am so relieved. God.” She tips back and he releases his hold on her hips. She lies down on the conference table. Her tail swishes invitingly.

He slips up onto the surface and joins her, lying on his back. He’d be worried about this thing holding his weight, but he’s fucked Sykora on it two or three times now.

She drapes herself into his lap and happily shudders the last of her tension out. “I’m glad you got to meet her, finally,” she says.

“I am, too,” he says, and that’s the truth, or close to it.

“And now,” Sykora says. “Now that the conspiracy is smashed and the pirates are in disarray and my station is secure and my husband is free.” She scoots so that she’s nose-to-nose with him, straddling his stomach. “Now I am going to take you to Ramex, and we are going to make love in the sabsum springs.”

The conspiracy isn't smashed, not if Thror was telling the truth. The conspiracy is wider than any of them had guessed. But Grant grins anyway. His prudence finally relents its grip on the rest of him. His cute little wife is lying on him and he finally met the Empress and she's a bureaucrat, not a monster, and that's something, anyway. And they're safe, for now. He lets himself be happy.

“Do you—” Sykora’s nose rubs his jaw. “I think we have time now. If you want to. Now that this isn’t hanging over us. We could find a night. And a day.”

Her breath is damp on his neck. He sees the gleam of her fangs.

They’ve talked about this a few times in the wake of the Ptolek action. They’ve talked about the breeding bite. Every time, he’s demurred. He sees himself a hectocycle from now with the two marks on his neck. Sykora’s forever, by joyful choice this time. And he wants it. He does. But the thought has opened strange little holes in him, and opens them again now.

And he thinks he’s brave enough to tell her why.

That picture in his heart of them a hectocycle from now—it’s Grant and Sykora, yes. But that’s not the entire picture.

“I’ve, um. I have a proposition.” He rolls over so they’re on their sides. He puts his hand on her hip.

“Go on,” she says, softly.

He tries to force his heart to stillness.

“I’ll do it when it works,” he says. “I’ll be your breedmate when we can breed.”

Her lips part. “What are you saying?”

“I want to do the real bite. The bite that sticks. If we’re gonna be breedmates…” He takes a deep breath. “I want to breed. I want to get re-encoded.”

“Grantyde.” Her tail, which was slowly wagging, has frozen. “That’s not possible.”

“Neither was this.” He sits up. “Neither was me being free. I didn’t believe you about the Empress. I underestimated you. And I’m still skeptical of it, of living in an empire. But you were right about what she’d do, and I was wrong.”

He slips his hand under her ribcage and lifts her into a seated position opposite him. She stares agape.

“Maybe it’s greedy or ungrateful of me, but I’m not satisfied with just this from her,” he says. “If she can give me my citizenship, she can give you the right to have children.” He leans forward and rests his forehead on hers. “And if you don’t want any—like if you don’t, I don’t care about the Empress—then I can live with that. I promise. I can be happy with just the two of us. I can. But I think you want this. And this is me saying that I do, too. If they’re yours, I do.”

“I don’t—” She swallows. “I don’t even—I never even…” She trails off.

“Tell me,” he says. “I don’t care what you tell me, as long as it’s the truth.”

“The truth.” She leans back. She steels herself like she’s circling at a spear duel. She takes a deep inhale.

“The truth is I cry sometimes in the mornings before you’re up,” she says, “because I imagine waking up in a little pile of our children. Sons with these eyes, daughters with this pokey nose. And I cry because I remember it won’t happen. The truth is I’d give anything.” Her voice breaks. “But they won’t let us, Grant. We have to bury this in us. We’d drive ourselves mad thinking about it.”

“No,” he says.

“Grant, please…”

“No,” he repeats. “You’re the first Void Princess with a free husband and you’re gonna be the first Void Princess with a family. I’m not about to call her up again and demand it right now. I wouldn’t even want them right away. Not without a long time with you to myself. But know that I’m not giving up now that I know there’s a way. You gave me my freedom.” He scoots forward and lays his head on her shoulder. “I’m gonna find a way to give you yours.”

She shivers. “God, Grant. You’re so stubborn.”

“That’s right. I am. And I’m going to be stubborn for you.” He settles back and stares into his wife’s fearful eyes. “If you really want me to stop, if you really want me to, if you don’t want me to fight for this, tell me now. Say it and I’ll obey you, Majesty.”

Her mouth opens. It shuts again. Her lip quivers.

He leans forward and kisses her. A few stunned seconds where she doesn’t move a muscle, and then she whimpers and kisses him back like the only breathable air in the firmament is between his lips.

He pulls away. “Are you gonna say stop?”

“No.” Her voice is hoarse. “No. I’m not. I—” Her fingers tighten on his chest. “Oh, God, Grant.” The horror at herself for saying this is mingling with desperate, whispered excitement. “I want your babies.” A terrified little gust of laughter. “I want them.”

“Then we’ll find a way,” he says, and he believes it with all of himself. “Someday, we’ll find a way.”

He swings his legs over the lip of the table. He stands up and turns around. The table is high enough that he and his wife are more or less eye-to-eye. “And in the meantime, to make up for it, not doing the bite thing, I had another idea.”

“God, spare me.” But she says it with a smile, as uncertain as she is.

He clears his throat. “That stuff you put in Azkaii,” he says. “The compound seventy stuff.”

Her ears twitch. “Yes?”

“You said you didn’t want to know if it would work on me.” He puts his hand on her knee. “What if… what if I did?”

Her eyes dance. “Grant?”

“I know it’s controlled and secret and we don’t have much,” he says. “And I would only want enough to have it work for a little bit. One night, at most. And I only want to do this once, ever. But all the other guys, they’re always talking about the warmth. And how good it feels when it’s from someone you trust. Someone you love.”

He raises her hand and kisses it. He puts its palm on the side of his face. He stares into the conqueror crimson of his wife’s eyes.

“I’d like to feel it,” he says. “If you’d be willing. I want you to compel me.”
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Moonwalker, Earthbound





"Like Pacific Rim, but with Chinese lesbians."

Six years ago, mech pilot superstar Rachel Kanagawa sacrificed herself and her mech - Tokyo Calling - to save the Free Republic of Hong Kong from the deadly sea-borne Megafauna. Now, her little sister Emma has come out of retirement to reluctantly sync with the remnants of Tokyo and try to pick up where her sister left off. Hong Kong wants her to be a savior; she just wants to find out what really happened to Rachel. The only person left alive who might know the answer is Rachel's old combat partner, Carol Chang, prodigy and heroine of the Rift.

Complicating things: Carol is mysterious, standoffish, and annoyingly attractive. Emma is antisocial, bad at asking questions, and desperately gay. Also, every other pilot in Hong Kong's Unit 49 - especially the ones who knew Rachel personally - seems to hold a grudge against Emma, a pilot school dropout who's only here because, as Rachel's sister, she's mentally compatible with Tokyo Calling.

Worse? The Megs Rachel sacrificed herself to kill aren't just gone: they're multiplying.

So much for smooth sailing. Megs won't be the only monsters Emma faces as she struggles to survive long enough to find the answers she seeks.

DISCLAIMER: This is fully original content with no AI involvement. If you see errors, please let me know so I can fix them and improve. Thank you!
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                Grant exhales as Sykora pushes the plunger.

“There we go,” she says. “It’s supposed to start immediately.” A teal drop beads at the tip of the empty applicator. She sets it on the nightstand.

Outside their suite’s picture window, the golden sky of Ramex has dulled to a deep burnished bronze in the evening. Pillar candles sit on the furniture and the bedside. A bubbling warm-jet bath of sabsum, ready and waiting, fills the room with its paradisiac scent. Low ambient tones lilt from the room’s unseen sound system.

The candles dance in his wife’s carnelian eyes. The shadows play across her body’s soft swells, softer still thanks to their all-day relaxation in the balmy pools and crisp chill of the Ramex air. The shiny silk of her short robe terminates halfway to her knees. “Can you imagine wanting this?” she asks. “Even a cycle ago?”

“I really can’t,” he says. “And after tonight I won’t again. But I just want to try it. Just this once. And if it’s you, I’m not afraid.”

“Does it feel all right?” She kisses the mark the compound 70 syringe made. “You’re not hurt or anything?”

“No.” He shakes out his arm. “I think it’s fine.” He squints into the dancing flame. “I don’t feel different.”

She crosses her legs and sits across from him on the saffron-colored bed, which is almost (but not quite) as massive as the nest she’s furnished aboard the Pike. “Are you ready to give this a try, then?”

He cups the back of her head and stares, nose-to-nose, into her eyes. “Yes,” he says.

Sykora takes a deep breath. Flash. “Look into my eyes.”

The world becomes two crimson pools.

They’ve magnetized him. It’s like control has been taken from him in a video game, like he’s caught in an unexpected cinematic. He can’t tear his face from hers. Her eyes are heavenly mana. Her eyes are every beautiful thing about existence, distilled. The reason he was born was to look into these eyes.

Flash. A little noise comes from his throat.

A voice like the universe creeping up behind him and whispering into his ear: “Kiss me, Grant.”

Yes. Yes, he will. He’ll kiss her and everything will be solved. The firmament’s final puzzle piece will click into place.

When he moves, it’s as if a dozen invisible Sykoras were all around him. As if he was nested in a luxuriating pile of them. He doesn’t even need to tell his body to do a thing. He just drifts on them. He can almost hear their purring in his ear, their warm little hands tracing his skin, their cuddly bodies pressing against him as they lift him, with infinite gentleness, into a sitting position. They take his arms and wrap them around their one visible body. A tender caress tilts his head to one side. His lips find his wife’s.

Her textured tongue caresses his for a moment before she leans away. “Is it working?”

He is so light. So taken care of. He wants to stay between her legs for the rest of his life. “It’s working,” he breathes.

Her material fingers join the invisible ones running up his spine. Flash. “How does it feel?”

Answering her question becomes the goal for which he has strove his entire existence. Don’t think, just speak. “Amazing,” he says, and the act of saying amazing submerges him in another wave of that beautiful comfort. And even though Sykora is only three feet tall, it’s as though she’s cradling him, as though he’s snuggling into a Sykora the size of a house, and her heartbeat on him is a triple-tap the entire firmament is pulsing to.

She smiles. God, her smile. He wants to live in it.

You do live in it, Grant. This woman is your home. Your warm hearth.

It strikes him with such staggering revelation he gets choked up. Beneath her, nothing can touch him. Nothing can hurt him.

“Mo—Sykora.” Jesus. No wonder Taiikari men are so readily submissive. He almost just called his wife mommy. Focus, Grant. “Is this how it alwaysfeels?”

Her giggle is the crackling of a fireplace on a snowy night. “I don’t know, dove. I’ve never felt it either, remember. Hold on.” Her fingers light on his wrist. She pushes down on the pale patch of skin under his palm and he feels the cool air tingling back across his skin. “This is supposed to help get rid of the afterwarmth.”

He shakes his head rapidly to clear away the last of the compulsion’s sweet curling haze. “That worked.” He rubs his forehead. “God. It’s like you were big-spooning my brain. It’s sexy. It can’t always be this sexy, right?”

“It broadcasts, somewhat,” Sykora says. “What the compeller’s feeling influences how the compulsion manifests. I wish I knew more, but, well. I’ve never compelled a lover. More first times, eh?”

“What are you feeling?”

“I’m feeling… happy. I feel in awe of the trust you have placed in me. And I feel the need to honor it. And to keep you safe. To make you as happy as I am. Is it coming through?”

“Oh, yeah.” He shivers. “It’s coming through.”

“Do you…” She snuggles into him, and their sizes shift back into reality as he becomes the shelter rather than the sheltered. Her chin lights on his sternum as those eyes—those eyes—zero in on his again. “Do you want to try compulsion sex?”

“We have to, right? We’re never getting this chance again.”

“Okay.” Her embrace tightens. “The usual word, right?”

He nods.

“Ready?”

“Ready.”

He nods and her eyes flare again and yes. Yes. It’s back. The warmth.

“Lie down.” Her voice phases all around him, quiet and close and sending sensory chills down his spine. That warm, voluptuous force presses him lovingly onto his back. She slips down with him. Her hair pools and flows across his chest.

Flash.

“Undress me,” she says.

 

--content omitted--

 

He deflates. He knows a kinship with those bee drones who orgasm so hard into the colony queen they die.

She rises from him, and opens wide, sticking her tongue out with evident smugness. She closes her lips and swallows one last time. She beams down at him. “Good boy.”

Grant nearly faints.

His wife curls catlike between his legs and licks his stomach, where some of his climax splashed back onto him, making another little throaty noise like she can’t get enough of his taste. The heat radiating off her is the first sun of summer warming his skin.

Her exfoliating tongue retracts from his belly. She delicately plucks a dark hair from her mouth. “You know something, dove?”

He lifts his ringing head. “What?”

“It took an experimental blacksite interrogation drug,” Sykora says. “But I finally got you to cum in my mouth.”

He vents the scant air he’s recouped into a ragged laugh.

“That was fucking transcendent,” he says. “We can never do it again or I’m going to become a strung-out addict.”

“Now you’re making me want to try.”

“Sykora.” He puts a hand on her shoulder and stills her. “I really don’t think you should. This stuff is fucking dangerous.”

“I know. I know.” She kisses his wrist. “It was a silly joke. We’re through with it from now on, I swear. It was nice to try once, though. To finally know.” Her thumbs knead the skin on his stomach. “Was it good?”

“It was astounding,” he says. “It was amazing. But you’re in huge trouble next time I’m in charge, for the shit you put me through.”

She snickers. “I’m counting on it.”

“What about you?”

“Did I or did I not squirt on you, dove?”

“Fair enough.”

“Although I did think—I don’t know.” She tilts her head pensively. “I thought I’d be more satisfied, finally using all that training and controlling you like I’m supposed to. And it was good. Of course it was. But I think now that I’ve experienced it both ways…” She sighs heavily. “I think I’m a sub, Grantyde.”

“Oh,” he says. “How about that.”

“Don’t be insufferable.” Her tail thwaps him on the pec. “Has it worn off?”

“I don’t know,” he says. “Compel me.”

“Pick your nose.”

A playful little compulsive nudge and his finger’s in his nostril.

“Gross,” she says, delighted.

“Okay.” He removes his finger. “Maybe we’re done.”

“Can I do one more?”

“One more.”

She holds her hands out. Her eyes flash. “Pick me up and carry me to the tub.”

“Yes, your Majesty.” He scoops her off the bed. “Dude. You’re dripping on me.”

“I’m dripping you on you.”

“That makes it worse.”

She boops his chin. “This is exactly why I drew a bath.”

They settle into the warm whoosh of the tub. Sykora in Grant’s lap again. Her small body going pliant in his big hands. He suds her hair and she purrs like a cat, and they’re drifting back into the comfortable indulgence of their usual dynamic. His Batty is his again.

But there’s something…

He clears his throat. “Will you do one more compulsion for me? If it’s possible?”

She tilts her head back and looks up his nose at him. “What’s that?”

“Can you compel the memory of killing Thror out of my head?” Grant eases back. “The way he just—dropped. Can you take that out?”

“Oh, love.” She sighs. “I wish I could. But it only works on fresh memories. You’re already baked in up there.”

“Right.” He tries to relax his jaw. “I figured. Just thought I’d ask.”

“When you remember it, I want you to remember me, okay?” She sloshes a turn so that they’re face to face. “And how you saved my life. And how indebted to you I am. And how deeply I love you for all the ways you have changed for me. And changed me.”

He tugs her against him. “I will.”

They let the water gently buffet them in comfortable silence.

“Are you happy?” Sykora murmurs.

He rests his chin on her head. “Of course I am.”

“I hope you are. I thought I finally had you all the way there. And now I know you’re still hungry for something, and now I worry again. I want you happy.”

He tips further back. “I’m crazy happy. But you married a Maekyonite, and apparently we’re rebels. And we’re always hungry for something. That’s just how we are.”

Her quiet laugh drifts over the water jets. “I’m going to keep trying anyway. Show you Taiikari can be stubborn, too.”

“Well, it’s a hole in your happiness also, the no-kids thing,” he says. “I’m not about to allow that.”

“It’s a bit terrifying that I genuinely believe you’ll figure out a way. You’re so good at annoying Taiikari noblewomen.”

“Steve Jobs said the only way to do great work is to love what you do.”

“Who’s Steevjobs?”

“A dead Maekyonite. Invented that communicator you stole from me.”

“Ahhh.” She turns back around so they’re front-to-back again. “It was a very fancy communicator.”

“It was. But I don’t miss it.” He buckles his hands across her stomach. “I don’t miss much at all from Maekyon, to be honest. I’ve got my guitar and my books. That’s all I really needed to live.”

“Well, if you think of something, tell me,” she says. “And I’ll steal it.”

“I will. Promise.” He kisses the little lump where her horns grow out. “But the things I want, they aren’t there anymore.” He looks out at the glowing firmament. “They’re out there. Out there and in here.”

Her hands find his where they lay across her stomach.

They rest their sex-sore bodies and listen to the low musical pulse, the bubbling water.

“Someday,” she whispers.

He lowers his head to hear her better.

“Someday,” she repeats. “Not soon. But someday. It won’t all wash away. Someday a piece of you will stay in me. And I’ll keep it warm and safe while it grows.” The sweet warmth of the bath swims in their heads. The humidity beads on his wife’s sky-pale skin. “A little bit of you. A little bit of me. Someday. Something new.”

His heart beats against her spine. Its elegant span reminds him of the Pike. Graceful and indestructible.

She wraps his arms further around her. Her jewel-tone eyes drift shut. “Someday I’ll have our babies.”

 

End of Volume 2

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Dukerino
                        

                    

                    As a reminder the explicit and uncensored version of this chapter can be found free of charge on Patreon. No account or payment needed.

And with that, we've reached the end of another volume!

Volume 3, EQTORA, will begin on Tuesday. It is also entirely finished on my Patreon, btw, which is currently about halfway through Volume 4.

Thank you all so so much for reading and I'm excited to bring you the next adventure tomorrow, where we'll see what happens when the Taiikari Empire meets a new neighbor.
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Isekai Family Robinson: A slow-burn Isekai





It's "Swiss Family Robinson meets "Outcast In Another World" -- A Trusted Source (me, I'm the trusted source. Trust me.) 





The Albright family is falling apart, and no one seems to know how to save it.

Matt Albright is a workaholic father of three teenagers trying to both save his family and escape the pain they bring him. Alejandra Albright is a combat veteran losing the fight against her own personal demons, forcing herself distant from her family in order to protect them from the one enemy she can’t seem to overcome: Herself. 

In a last-ditch attempt to save their marriage, They pack the family up and board Matt’s yacht for a Hawaiian vacation away from the stress of the world. But their attempt at reconciliation is shattered by a sudden pirate attack and a massive storm that roars down upon them from out of nowhere. 

Faced with a desperate choice and with armed pursuers closing, Matt steers the yacht into the teeth of the storm, hoping to lose their pursuers in the violent seas. 

It does not end well.

Now stranded on an island where magic is real and monsters roam, the Albrights discover ancient powers tied to a broken System - one that offers them a chance, but only if they can find a way to repair it. Now, this fractured family must find a way to heal the scars of two different wars if they have any hope of survival. 

Because for the Albrights, family is the only thing left that matters.  



======



Isekai Family Robinson is a slow-burn family-focused Isekai with a light RPG system and elements of base-building, crafting, and survival. It will update 5 days a week, Friday-Tuesday, for the first month. And then it will drop down to a regular three-a-week Monday-Wednesday-Friday schedule.

 

What to expect:

--A focus on family dynamics in an Isekai world. No solo protagonists here. Everyone plays a part right from the get-go.

-- A slow burn. No seriously. The family doesn't get Isekai'd until chapter 6, and doesn't get System powers until like chapter 30. This is a story that takes its time.

-- Family drama and real problems that need real work to overcome.

-- High octane fight scenes.

-- Humor, because man cannot live on angst alone















                



3.1. Dance


                Grant Hyde—Grantyde, Prince Consort of the Black Pike, as the Taiikari call him—kneels before the Princess of the Black Pike. His kneepad plants on the arena floor, within the painted circle where he saw his warrior wife fight like a valkyrie.

Now it’s his turn to stand across from her.

He knew he’d have to learn this, eventually. He can’t stay innocent forever. The Imperial peerage in which he’s found himself will eat him alive otherwise.

These are the things he tells himself, but a part of him wishes this lesson wasn’t necessary.

Void Princess Sykora, his kidnapper and commanding officer and the love of his life, surveys him critically, her chin high and imperious. Her tail switches back and forth from the back of her baggy joggers. Today she wears little bronze bangles along its length; they glint in the clinical light of the arena. “Other leg, dove,” she says.

“Shit.” He swaps knees. “I’m used to leading from the right.”

“It’s my right. Remember? So that’s floor position.” She oversees his shuffling correction. “Good.” She taps her tail against the floor; it makes a musical chime. “Low position.”

He stands and puts his left hand on his hip. “This one’s the little teapot, right?”

She chuckles. “If you say so, Maekyonite. High position.”

He braces his legs, extends his knees, and steadies himself in a half-crouch. He tries to make it look as graceful as he remembers it being on the gallery floor. “Why do they call this one high position if I’m getting lower?”

“I’m the one going high, dove. You’re the base.” She couches her forearm in the crook of her elbow and pulls it across her body in a trapezius stretch. Grant admires the soft crescent of cleavage the movement forms on her chest.

He needs to focus. His wife is teaching him how to dance.

“You’re going to do wonderfully,” she says. “The true effort is mostly on my part. The lady demonstrates her painstaking training. The gentleman demonstrates obedience.”

“That’s me,” he says. “Obedient to a fault.”

She smirks and bends down to touch her toes. Her tail wags from the snap-fastened opening in her joggers. Its bangles chime.

“We’re going to start with a simple routine.” She stands up, and bounces on the balls of her feet. “Just make the changes when I call them out, and then do the stand bridge when I say so. Show me the stand bridge?”

He obediently extends his arms.

“Lovely. Okay.” Her tail thumps the ground. “Floor position to start.” She raises a red-switched box and clicks a button on it. An arpeggio-heavy string orchestra begins, its tune a beguiling interplay between organic and synthetic.

“First step, lady approaches.” Sykora takes three winding steps toward him, her hips swaying gracefully with her approach. “I extend my hand, and if you want to accept the dance, you just…”

He takes her palm.

“Ooh. The bachelor accepts.” Sykora licks her lips. “Maybe I have a chance to get my bed warmed tonight.”

“Maybe.” He winks. “Play your cards right.”

She winks back. “Floor position.”

He drops to one knee—the correct knee, this time. She walks a slow circle around him. Her tail lingers on his waist. “One two three, two two three, three two and low position.”

Grant stands up. His little wife’s tail goes rigid and her feet leave the floor with him. She twirls into his arms and dips perilously backward until she’s on the verge of going upside down. She laughs. “You are so damn tall, dove.”

Her foot hooks into the crook of his arm and she slips through, executing a graceful half-spin. Her butt rubs against his side as she twists herself right side up again. He watches her sinuous passage across his body with no small awe.

Her tail thwacks the floor twice. Ding, ding.

“Five two three, six two three, floor two three—”

He drops back down to one knee. She flickers around him to the front again and executes a neat standing turn atop his bent thigh. Her dark, waist-length hair flips like a silk scarf across his face. “You’d be doing a tail thing with me at this point. Don’t worry about it. We’re going low position into bridge soon, right? One, two, three, up—”

He stands, and she spins into his body, her thighs snapping around his waist, her arms on his shoulders. She splays herself across his outstretched arms like a lounge singer across a grand piano. Her eyes sparkle. “And now turn with me, turn turn turn, good. High position.”

She slips up and across his shoulder. Her body slips off his. He gasps a “Shit” and grabs her.

“Oh, dove.” she laughs. “It’s okay. I’m bracing on the floor with my tail. You just have to… uh…”

In grabbing her, his palm has landed right between her legs. His fingers press against her crotch. Her lithe legs close around his forearm.

“Um,” she says. “Floor position.”



“Babe,” Grant says. “We need a dance instructor.”

Sykora pouts. “Am I not explaining it right?”

“You are,” he says. “But when we’re alone, we end up fucking instead of dancing.”

She whines as he eases out and off of her. “But that’s my favorite part.”

He sits up, the arena floor chilly on his butt, and ties the condom off. Sykora was put out when he started carrying these around, but considering the varied locations in which they give into temptation, it’s become necessary. His wife commands a mile-long voidship with seven hundred subjects aboard. He’s not about to leave his DNA all over it. Sykora assures him that most of the Black Pike’s janitorial staff are automatons, and he’s seen the humming little cleaner bots making their rounds. But he put his foot down (especially once he found out how enjoyably unobtrusive Taiikari rubbers are).

“It's my favorite part, too,” he says. “But it’s not educational. I think we already get enough practice at this. Someone’s gotta keep us on-task.”

She giggles. “Perhaps you have a point.”

“I’d love to dance with you one-on-one more.” He kisses her clavicle. “But I gotta figure out what the hell I’m doing first.”

Sykora wiggles her plump blue butt back into her joggers. “I’ll ask the majordomo. She’s fabulous at this stuff. And she’ll tolerate a modicum of handsiness.”



“Floor position,” Vora says. She pushes her glasses up her nose. “Prince Consort. Your foot needs to be planted. Her Majesty needs a stable platform.”

“Oh, it was stable enough,” Sykora says.

Vora shakes her head. “Your heel slipped.”

Sykora tucks a loose billow of her tank top back in. “You, uh, you imagined that.”

Grant scoots his foot back. Majordomo Vorakaia is a much more stringent teacher than Sykora. He wants to complain, but he’s improving much quicker under her unsparing tutelage.

“All right.” Vora claps. “We’ll run it from the top. Oryn and I will do it with you.” She looks over her shoulder and her eyes light up with the compulsion flash. “Let’s dance, Ory.”

Vora’s husband, a stout, barrel-chested Taiikari man with little corkscrew horns and a genial smile, steps to her side. He’s one of the shipboard psychologists. A proud nepotism case, he told Grant. Perks of a powerful spouse.

Before his initiation into the world of the Taiikari, Grant would have looked at Vora’s mind-controlling flash to her husband with horror. Without anticompel glass over their eyes, Taiikari males are powerless to resist any command that accompanies the natural compulsion the female of their species are capable of. All men are powerless. All men but human men, apparently.

And okay—it’s still messed up. Of course it is. But the usually compulsion-proof Grant has experienced it, since. He’s felt how it is, to be compelled by someone who’s in love with you.

He doesn’t intend to feel it again. But he sees the smile on Oryn’s lips as he takes Vora’s hand, the little rub of his thumb on her knuckle.

“God, I’m sweating.” Oryn fans his stomach with his shirt as he takes floor position. “You’re exposing how behind I am on conditioning.”

Vora glances at Sykora. “Pretend you didn’t hear that, Majesty.” She removes her glasses and places them in Oryn's shirt pocket. Her hand goes to his arm.

Sykora mirrors her Majordomo’s movements. Her palm is warm and humid on Grant's bicep.

Vora clicks the music on. Her tail taps to the darkwave groove. “First sequence. Four, five, six…”

Grant can’t say whether Oryn’s position as a shrink is nepotism or not, but when it comes to cutting a rug, the guy’s qualifications are absolutely unimpeachable. He and the majordomo move like poetry, like flowing water. Oryn is more than a pillar—he’s the wind bearing his wife like a balletic bird, catching and releasing Vora as she spins and slithers around him. They are in flawless sync with one another.

For as close and compatible as Grant feels with Sykora, he looks at Oryn and Vora’s surefooted interdependence and feels a pang of jealousy at how effortlessly they fit together. Oryn’s tail loops and stabilizes around Vora on the riskier moves. Grant and his wife are doing their best, but these dances were made for two Taiikari. And he’ll never be Taiikari.

Then Sykora’s calf wraps around his arm, and her chest smushes into his face. And he isn’t sure how he could ever be jealous of any other man in history.



An unimaginable distance from the Princess and her husband, on the unlit rim of a remote system that gilds the farthest frontier of the Black Pike sector, a Taiikari researcher warms her hands on a steaming teacup and sighs as she adjusts the signal on her wireless, sharpening the unintelligible language broadcast through it. The linguists will transcribe and translate whatever it is these people are saying. She’s just here to focus the signal and monitor the instruments. And freeze her tail off.

Her coworkers have been whispering—is it coming? The moment they're all here awaiting? The voices, the intercepted broadcasts, the infrequent spy drones they risk sending. She has her doubts. There have been too many false alarms, too many breathless demonstrations that have come to nil. Decacycles shacked up in this listening post, and the one diode that would change everything has stayed unlit. She turns to it now, out of idle curiosity.

The emerald glow burns into her crimson eyes.

Her steaming teacup tips from her hand and shatters on the floor.

The Eqtorans have discovered the Sweep.

The annexation must begin.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Dukerino
                        

                    

                    Welcome, gentle readers, to Volume 3!!!

We'll be continuing with daily updates through this volume; once it's over we're going to slow our cadence down in order to finally give your boy some breathing room for the Patreon (which is currently halfway through vol 4; my guess is that by the time volume 3 is done posting, volume 4 will be finished, or close to it).

As we get stuck in, I thought I'd include a little poll for people about where they'd like the shoutouts on these chapters to live. Do you guys prefer them at the bottom, or at the top?
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Paragon of Weaponmasters





The social media data of a dead man has been used to recreate his consciousness in a Massive Multiplayer Online Role Playing Game.

In his new orc body, he must find a way to escape the game, but not before raising half a million gold to buy more time. Unfortunately for him, even in a video game, life is never that simple. Luke Walton, now Urul Mulush, must contend with hostile players, talking weapons, and worst of all the artificial intelligence known as The Monitor. Every mistake comes with the threat of annihilation by the vigilant machine.

What to expect:

- Not your typical VRMMO power trip

- Relatable MC

- Consistent pacing no fluff

- Emotional plot with levity

Book 1 complete, Book 2 chapters releasing every Monday and Tuesday!















                



3.2. Cabin


                As they decamp to Vora’s cabin through the voidship’s brass-and-scarlet hallways, Grant nods and waves to the crewmates he recognizes. It’s an ever-increasing list. That’s Technician Orr, whose fascination with Maekyon ecology would surely trap Grant in another five minute conversation about elephants if Sykora weren’t a forbidding presence at his side. There's Meena, an adorable strawberry shortcake of a woman who works in the hangar bay. Her marine boyfriend, Ajax, was one of Grant’s earliest associates aboard. She delivers a bow and a salute to the Princess, and a bubbly “Hi, sire!” to Grant.

Sykora has gotten better at controlling the little downward twist of her mouth whenever a woman is too familiar with her husband. But Grant always looks for it. Her greediness for him puts a dash of cinnamon warmth in his chest.

"They really ought to be bowing every time to you, Grantyde," she whispers.

"I'm just a consort," he replies. "And the bows weird me out."

Every day, Grant feels more and more at home among the beautiful aliens who have claimed him as their fellow citizen. He supposes, in part, that’s a consequence of where he ended up. Would he feel welcome as the only Maekyonite in a Taiikari city, surrounded by gawking red-eyed gremlins? He doesn’t know; he doesn’t even know what a Taiikari city looks like. But here, aboard the Black Pike, by the side of its unquestioned ruler, he’s granted absolute deference and respect. It’s been difficult, sometimes, coaxing the crew of the Pike to treat him more like a comrade than a nobleman. But over the last few cycles, his charm offensive has flaked some of the natural Taiikari obedience away and uncovered a few friendships.

Sykora views his efforts with muted discomfort—it’s not how nobles are trained to act, she tells him, and she cringes a little whenever he smilingly insists upon a handshake instead of a bow. But she’s never tried to prevent it. When their marriage began, she stubbornly insisted he was her property. She’s just as stubborn now about his freedom.

Vora’s cabin is a cozy chestnut-colored hideaway with the smell of leather clinging pleasantly to its chilly air-con. The four of them take their pick of a hodgepodge of overstuffed chairs and talk idly about the Pike and the past, the world Grant left behind and the new one he’s joined. Vora uncorks a floral bouquet of sloshing, colorful drinks.

Grant selects amrita, a rich, dark blue spirit that is one of his favorite alien discoveries. In a fortunate coincidence, it’s also one of the few drinks with enough booze in it to affect him. His hosting species are literal lightweights.

Oryn tries his best to hide his consternation as Grant takes a sip of amrita like it’s wine.

“So how did you two meet?” he asks.

“Oh, we were an arranged marriage,” Vora says. “I met Ory when I was about a hectocycle old.”

“Mmhmm.” Oryn takes a strip of radish from the spread laid out on the hexagonal table. “We grew up together, more or less.”

“His mother’s a shipbuilder on Achra,” Vora says. “Having a daughter-in-law in the Imperial Void Navy was her way to a few lucrative contracts.”

“She was an absolute twerp in secondary school.” Oryn nibbles his crudité. “Always pulling my tail.”

“Well, you were a rockhead.” Vora’s tail tuft swipes his. “He would always steal my chocolate nootch.”

“You hated chocolate nootch.”

“Sure, but it was mine.”

“I tried to convince my mother to call it off,” Oryn says. “Threatened to run off and join the navy. Not that they’d take a podschooler.”

“It’s not so uncommon that the gents in the Void Navy are running from engagements,” Vora says. “Hence the nickname.”

Grant shifts in his seat. Its synthetic leather squeaks. “I haven’t heard the nickname.”

Oryn raises his hands in a pair of air brackets (the Taiikari equivalent of scare quotes). “The Bachelor’s Brigade, they call it. Anyway, she talked me down.”

“What’d she say?”

“She said tail tugging is just what you do before you’re brave enough to hold hands.” He scoots closer to his wife. “And she was right.”

Vora smiles and wiggles further into the crook of Oryn’s arm. “She was sour when I stole him into the Navy anyway. She presumed I’d be a mostly absentee wife, I think.”

“Arranged marriage is very out of fashion on Maekyon,” Grant says.

“Well, monarchy is too, yes? They go tail-in-tail.” Oryn sits back into the overstuffed loveseat he and Vora occupy. “I’m not about to defend the practice. The majordomo and I got lucky. We’re certainly not about to entertain all the offers for Alakair’s hand.”

“That’s our son,” Vora adds. “He’s on Kontai right now at the academy, with a geoengineering concentration. And calligraphy.”

Grant gives a surreptitious glance at the pipped collar of Oryn’s uniform. There’s the breedmate scar, peeking over the lapel.

“I’m sure that he’d reverse the order of that.” Oryn chuckles. “Geo’s the backup concentration right now, if you ask him.”

Grant sips his amrita. “What if I ask you?”

Oryn clears his throat. “He’ll be amazing at either. I’m sure. But there’s composing proclamations and there’s composing continents.”

“Discreetly stated, dear.” Vora pats Oryn’s bulky forearm. “We’re hoping if he goes Geo, he might find his way back to the Pike someday. On the survey team, maybe.”

“I’d take a good calligrapher,” Sykora says. “My letters could use some spicing up.”

“Please do not encourage him, Majesty,” Vora says.

Grant selects a three-bulbed fruit, about the size of a cherry. He’s never had one of these. “Was he an only child?”

“He was,” Oryn says. “That’s not regular, but we decided it was how we’d start. Maybe sometime we’ll have a litter.”

“I guess I shouldn’t be surprised you have the technology to decide these things,” Grant says. He bites into the cherry thing.

“Oh—” Vora reaches out. “Those are zaikem. You peel those, Prince Consort.”

“Hmm?” Grant chews. “But the skin’s tasty.”

Oryn laughs. “Why not? I’m sure it’s got plenty of fiber.”

Sykora plucks another zaikem and gives it an experimental bite. “I think Grantyde might be onto something.” There’s a fibrous crunch as she chews. “The number of children, you can decide,” she says around her mouthful. “The gender, you can’t. That’s illegal.” She spits out a crescent of rind. “Or we’d be awash in daughters.”

“That’s why my mother went for quantity,” Oryn says. “I was part of a large litter. Five of us, and we all had a strategy attached in the womb. I was quite literally born to be Vora’s husband.”

Grant can’t hide his grimace. “Jeez. That’s...”

“Awful?” Vora supplies.

“Yes.” Grant is privately relieved to hear her say it.

Vora nods. “We’re in a time of transition. The practices which we turned a blind eye to… it’s not fast, the change. But it’s there. And we’re trying to take part. One kid, and they can be whatever they want to be.”

“That’s kind of you,” Grant says.

“Check back in with us after he graduates the academy and tells us he’s writing greeting cards,” Oryn says. “We’ll see how kind we manage to be.”

Vora tsks. “Ory.”

“It’s interesting, the way so many of these experiences are familiar to me.” Grant munches another unpeeled zaikem. “Concentrations at academy seem sort of like majors at college. There’s the same kind of parent-child clash.”

“I don’t know if I’d call it a clash,” Vora says.

“What was your concentration, Prince Consort?” Oryn refills his drink.

“I was considering psychology, actually,” Grant says. “But I dropped out.”

Oryn pauses his pour. “Really?”

“I had to take care of my father. He had a heart thing and I couldn’t afford to put him anywhere.”

“Maekyonites have to pay for medical care?”

Grant shrugs. “We don’t have longevity suites or panacea. Our medicine takes a lot of effort. I don’t think I did a very good job with it.”

“We’re lucky enough to have it gratis. I imagine there are trade-offs. May I refresh you?” Oryn reaches for Grant’s glass.

“Please.” Grant hands it over.

“I’d love to sit with you for a few sessions, Prince Consort, if I could. Xenopsychology isn’t exactly my field of study—no real need for it on a ZKZ, since there’s so few aliens allowed aboard—but if you’d be willing, I think it might be very illuminating for both of us.” Oryn returns to the cozy nook and holds out a gleaming, algae-colored glass of amrita. “You’ve had quite the journey through some of the best and worst that our civilization can furnish.”

“It’s been an education, for sure.” Grant retrieves his drink. “I’d be happy—”

“I’m afraid that won’t be possible, Oryn.” Sykora pats Grant’s leg apologetically. “A bit too close.”

Grant shares a glance with his wife. Of course, he realizes. He’d be lying the entire time to the poor guy about the compulsion.

“Ah, well,” Oryn says. “I’m always here if it gets to you. Even a fellow like me who was born and bred for it can get a little chafed. I can’t imagine how it might be for a man coming from a patriarchal civilization. No shame in it.”

A rising tritone chimes through the cabin. “That’s the bridge.” Vora stands up. “We can silence that.”

“That’s all right, majordomo.” Sykora lays her legs across Grant’s lap. “The priority tone has me curious.”

Vora clears her throat. “Answer audio only,” she says.

An amplified click as the call connects. “Mistress. We’ve got something big.” That’s one of the bridge ensigns. Shala, Grant thinks her name is. “Survey team reports one of our monitor probes may have picked up a post-sweep civilization.”

“Oh, my,” Vora murmurs, and then, louder: “What’s our level of confidence?”

“Eighty percent, ma’am. Multiple sweeps detected.” Shala’s voice is colored with a grin. “Maybe if you can pry Her Majesty off her hunky alien, we can do a briefing, huh?”

Sykora folds her hands in her lap. “I am present and accounted for, Ensign.”

The voice immediately snaps to contrite formality. “Majesty. I spoke out of turn.”

The hardest thing to get used to, living with the Taiikari: you never say sorry.

“You did. But it appears you’re about to have a prime opportunity at recompense.” Sykora gives Grant a nudge. “This might be your first uplift, Grantyde. A rare event.”

“How many sweeps, Ensign?” Vora asks.

“At least a score detected, ma’am. Well within the margin of consideration for approach. They call themselves the Eqtorans.”

“Eqtoran.” Sykora rolls the name over. “Percussive. I do believe we’ll let them keep that.”

“As you say, Majesty. The system’s listening post has sent over an initial briefing for the command group’s edification.”

“That’s successfully pried me.” Sykora stands up. “We’re on our way to the command deck. Prepare that briefing and lift us into private counsel.”

“At once, Majesty.”

“Right. Dismissed.” Sykora finishes her wine as the call disconnects. She gives a shallow bow to Oryn. “Thank you for opening your home to us, Specialist.”

Oryn bows back, deep and at the waist. “The honor was mine, Majesty.”

“Fall in, majordomo and husband.” Sykora’s tail presses the door-open seal with a flourish. “It’s time to meet the new neighbors.”
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3.3. Her Problem


                “All right, gals.” Waian’s voice emerges from the command deck's surround sound. She’s doing that weird metal-hand connection thing she does, her prosthetic shoved into her console to the wrist to better control the Pike's subsystems; her fleshy body’s mouth doesn’t move. “Meet the Eqtorans.”

The holoprojector on the command deck’s table flares to light.

In the flickering holofield, a humanoid shape forms from the base up. A woman, Grant realizes, muscular and broad in the shoulders and hips. Or shaped like a woman, at least, in a way that brings a bit of heat to his face. The Eqtoran has a thick blubbery tail, and a blunt snout like a shark’s. A fringe of frilly, fin-like protrusions sprout from her head, upward like a punk's mohawk. Even discounting it, she’s pushing six-and-a-half feet.

“Is that life size?” Vora asks, eyes widening.

“Yep,” Waian says. A male and female Taiikari shape in wireframe appear in neutral stances. About five feet and three feet tall, respectively. The heights that Grant has gotten used to, more or less (although outside the Pike he still needs to watch his head on door frames).

“Oop.” Waian’s mechanical hand buzzes. “Let me put up the Grantyde size comparison, too.” A wireframe human appears at the end of the lineup. His head barely clears the Eqtoran’s shoulder.

Grant’s brow furrows. “You gals programmed a size comparison for me?”

“Sure.” Waian tugs her hand from her console and reanimates. “Had it for a bit, actually.” She jerks her metal thumb down to the floor, where a glass-bottom hexagon gives them a view of the bridge. “The ladies are all curious how far up they measure. More than a few gents, too.”

“Chief Engineer.” Sykora’s face twists. “Let’s not let the crew stand next to the Grantyde size comparison any more.”

Waian chuckles. “Why not?”

“Because the Void Princess said so.” Sykora crosses her arms.

Grant examines the silhouettes. “Hellfire,” he says. It’s a very satisfying word to say in Taiikari; lots of plosives. “I was getting used to being the tallest guy in the room.”

“Yes.” Hyax cranes her neck. “They are…quite large. That’s for sure.” The Brigadier looks intrigued as she stares at the Eqtoran female facsimile. “Take me to the system map, Waian.”

“Aye.” Waian plugs back into the display. The size comparison menagerie fades out and is replaced by a solar system. Seven planets orbiting an orange dwarf. The fourth planet out flashes gold. “Here’s the Paas system. And that there’s Eqtora.”

“The homeworld of a theocratic republic,” Hyax says. “Divided into two hundred sections called temples, each of which elects a quarter-score ecclesiasts and one councillor, or so our translators have called them. That council of two hundred, as far as we can tell, governs unchallenged, and has for roughly five kilocycles now. It’s under their guiding hand that the Eqtorans achieved homeworld unification and struck out across their solar system.”

Lines arc from Eqtora and populate its neighboring worlds.

“A pre-light religious schism of some kind slowed them down,” Hyax continues. “Our monitor equipment wasn’t good enough yet to tell us exactly how that went. But after a decacycle of conflict, they’ve been enjoying a lengthy period of stability, and working toward the sweep. Which they’ve finally managed. First in secret and now in limited public displays.”

“That’s Harok and Taiqan. Settled pre-sweep.” Vora points to the golden planets that neighbor Eqtora itself. “Each has a population in the low millions. They’re terraforming, but their methods are rather rudimentary and their baking biospheres will take a kilocycle to finish, at least. The rest of the worlds in the solar system have limited colonies. Mostly resource extraction and science outposts.”

Sykora paces through the holographic worlds. Their amber grids shine across her face and her svelte shoulders. She's still in her workout clothes, her slouchy joggers and tank top. But there's something in her stride, her bearing, that makes her royalty unmistakeable.

“What do you think, Majesty?” Vora says. “It’s between us and Glory Banner, so if we don’t take it, Princess Narika will. And its tranche comes with a good number of additional systems. It’d be a tantalizing parcel for further exploration.”

“What I think,” Sykora says, “is that we’ll let Glory Banner have it.”

Vora blinks. “We will?”

Sykora folds her hands behind her back. “Narika can handle this one. Right of first contact and ownership of the surrounding territory goes to Glory Banner. I’m content to make this her problem.”

Waian frowns as she and Hyax exchange a glance. “You sure about that, Majesty? Do you want some time to think about it?”

“No,” Sykora says. “No, I’m decided. Thank you, everyone. I appreciate your quick action. But you may return to your posts. Vora, Hyax, I’ll see you at nineteen hundred for our tributary review.”

She turns on her heel. Her tail hooks gently around Grant’s wrist.

He follows her uncertainly off the command deck.

***

Evening comes, borne on the back of the many meetings and debriefs and working groups that take up most of Sykora’s day. Grant’s taken to attending most of these; he wants to learn what he can about the Black Pike, and he enjoys touching his wife, and he’s given plenty of opportunities to do both.

He goes with her to the munitions deck for a demonstration of their gunnery team’s proposed deterrence load-out and watches her confer with her engineers on the formations that might minimize ambient overheat. He stands by her side in the conference room to hear a blistering disagreement between the executives of the sector’s two foremost cereal brands. He follows her to a pastel-colored kindergarten in the hab level, where she patiently answers questions from a gobsmacked class of multicolored preschoolers about what their parents do aboard her warship.

He rubs her back in zero-G as the lift takes them back to the crown of the vessel. “Big day,” he says.

She sighs under his kneading touch. “They’re all big. At least I took the biggest problem off my plate.”

They return to their silk-hung cabin and get as cozy as possible. For Grant, that means a set of silk drawstring PJs. For Sykora, that means one of the t-shirts that Grant had in his go-bag the night she abducted him. A Jeff Rosenstock tour shirt with a list of cities on it that Grant will never see again. It fits his tiny wife like a calf length dress. She has never, to Grant’s recollection, laundered it.

Grant pulls his guitar out from its alcove in the trophy room and Sykora plops on the floor in the middle of a sea of fabric patterns. These she carefully lays across bolts of cloth, cutting and stitching with the help of a bulky handheld tool that reminds Grant of a Nintendo super scope.

He watches her work while he plays. It’s the first Taiikari song he’s ever tried to learn, an intricately laid-out tune by a band called Tremorlocc. The music’s an interesting combination of foot-stomper and operatic. Dark and propulsive. Not exactly major, not exactly minor. Dorian, maybe? He doesn’t know his modes well enough to recognize them without the internet. He likes it. Judging by his wife’s tail tapping rhythmically on the floor as she crawls around working on her project, she does too.

He simplifies the verse into blocky chords so he can talk and play at the same time. “What are you making?”

“I am making my husband a shirt,” she says.

“What’s the occasion?”

“The occasion is I like my husband’s face when I give him things.” She traces a stitch across two panels. “And I like his tummy in tight clothes.”

He grins. She looks over her shoulder and grins back. Her spine arches. Her tail lifts; the hem of her stolen shirt tents on it and rises to show off the lower curve of her butt. “Hi, Grant,” she says.

“Hi, Batty,” he says, and puts his guitar aside.

They take an energetic break from their hobbies, which takes them from the floor to the nearby table to lying in one another’s arms in the bed. Grant fumbles around with the cabin’s remote control until he figures out how to put on the actual song he’s been chopping away at.

Sykora takes up her preferred position as the little spoon. “I like your version better, you know.”

“It’s so intricate.” He drapes his arm across her curled-up body. “I’m having trouble with the chorus.”

“There are four musicians playing that chorus, dove,” Sykora says. “You and that guitar are doing their work by yourself.”

“Well, that’s not anything special in me. Just the difference between monophonic and polyphonic instruments.”

“I am taking it on faith,” she says, “that the translator is working fine. And I just don’t know what those words mean.”

She purrs contentedly as his palm rests on her heart. He feels its triple-part beat. His wife has relaxed, he decides. He can bring this up. “Do you want to talk about it, baby?”

Her ear flickers. “Talk about what? How you fucked my patterns up?” She glances out at the floor, where the carefully laid fabrics have been tossed and crumpled. “I can reprint the torn bit, dove. Don’t fret. I was only acting mad so you’d shut me up.”

He laughs softly, but they both know she’s being evasive. “Not that.”

She sighs. “The Eqtora thing.”

“If it’s just a casual decision, or if you don’t want to talk about it, that’s okay. But I’m here if you do.”

“I appreciate your concern, Grantyde. But I really am all right.” Sykora turns over so they’re face to face. “Plenty of things calling for my attention besides these new aliens. Much to be done.”

“Sure. But you hate Narika.”

“I do.”

“So why are you willing to give this thing up to her?”

Sykora chews her lip. “It’s a republic, Grant. You lived in a republic, yes?”

“I did. I mean…” Grant hesitates. “Depending on who you asked. It had its issues. But we voted.”

“So does Eqtora,” Sykora says. “And I’d be taking it apart in front of you, dove. Putting it back together as a vassal for my Empress. Without offering an alternative.”

The hairs on Grant’s neck tingle. “Not just a first contact, then. A conquest.”

“Yes. We’d arrive, and welcome them to the wider firmament, and introduce them to their brand new Princess and their brand new Empress. And if—when—they have a problem with that…” Her shrug does lovely things to her chest. “We’d remove the problem. I will not make you take part in that. Not yet, anyway.”

Her tail tuft draws figure eights on his thigh.

“And the worst part,” she says, “is that I’ll think it’s the right thing to do. I think becoming subjects of the Empress is what’s best for their civilization. I think her dominance and our obedience are virtues. And you don’t.”

He absentmindedly strokes her head and looks at his reflection in her wide scarlet eyes.

“I am a conqueror,” she says. “And a villainess, I suppose, by the Maekyonite definition. I love you, but that’s who I am. We need more time to find the places we can meet between us to stay happy. And you’re owed a longer period to get used to the chilly waters of Imperial ethics, step-by-step. This would be a cannonball.”

“I’d hate to think of you passing this up because of me, baby.” He tucks her unruly hair behind her pointy ear. “You looked excited at Vora’s.”

“It’s not just because of you, dove. I swear. First contacts often end up more trouble than they’re worth. The Kovikans were the last major uplift, and it only took them days to welcome us with open arms. Shaky, fearful open arms. But open nonetheless. And even in that case, there was so much friction it tied the Void Princess who did it into decacycle-long knots.”

She tips him gently onto his back and lays her chin on his chest.

“These people? The Eqtorans? I’m presuming they would be doubly zealous—for their representative government and for their deities. It bears all the hallmarks of a long, painful integration.” She shakes her head. The pivoting point of her chin kneads his pec. “I’m all right leaving this to Narika. Really, I am. Your first First Contact can be some kind of autocracy. Plenty of those to go around. We can have a blast knocking over some solar dictator’s sandcastle.”

“All right. If you’re sure.”

“I’m quite sure. And besides.” Her tone sweetens. “It’s about time we took a little vacation. A—what did you call it?” She bounces her brows. “Honey Moon, right?”

“Correct.”

She sighs happily as he scratches her scalp. “Maekyonites have such a fixation on honey. I should ask Kymai to start slathering it on everything.”

“Well. If we’re talking about slathering.” Grant puts his hands under Sykora’s armpits and pulls her the rest of the way onto him. “There’s a few things I’d enjoy licking honey off.”

“Grant.” She giggles and squirms as his palms cup her butt. “We’d get so sticky.”

“We always get sticky.”

Her tail wags little question mark shapes in the air. “Maybe I can—”

The same insistent tri-tone that rang in Vora’s cabin now sounds again, muting the music Grant was playing.

“Argh. One moment.” Sykora rolls off of her husband. “Audio only. Answer.”

“Majesty.” Vora’s voice, treble with anxiety, fills the cabin. “We were about to send word to Glory Banner that you recuse yourself from the Eqtora situation, but, uh—a problem has come up.”

“What kind of problem?” Sykora’s tail straightens out across the bedspread.

“Is the Prince Consort in residence?”

His wife glances back at him. “Of course he is.”

“Would you be all right taking this call… privately?”

“No,” Sykora says. “Proceed.”

Vora’s sigh crackles the connection. “Okay. We’ve been reviewing the boundaries of the Eqtora tranche. And, uh—Maekyon is within it.”

Sykora’s ears flatten. “What?”

“Outer edge of the parcel.” That’s Hyax’s gruff voice. “Vora checked and re-checked. Whoever gets Eqtora gets Maekyon. If you leave this first contact to the Glory Banner, then the Prince Consort’s entire species will be the subjects of Void Princess Narika.”
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3.4. Promise Me


                “I am going to conference with my husband now,” Sykora says, with gunmetal calm. “Give me a moment.”

“Yes, Majesty. We, uh—” Vora’s full of foreboding. “We’ll await your command.”

“Grant, dove.” Sykora’s grip is claw-tight on his arm. “Would you kindly press that mute for me? You have the wingspan to reach it.”

Grant leans over to the console by their window into the firmament and pushes the red mute button.

Sykora flips onto her stomach and screams into a pillow. She rolls onto her back and throws the cushion against the far wall of the cabin. “God fucking damn it to fucking Hellfire,” she snarls. “May my sister’s tail rise up and throttle her!”

Grant rests a hesitant hand on Sykora’s foot. “So this is bad.”

Sykora sits up. Her eyes are wide and burning. “She knows, Grantyde. About the immunity. She knows Maekyon’s secret. I bet you she planned this. I’ll bet as soon as she learned she started plotting to take Maekyon. I bet this is all her.”

That seems unlikely to Grant, considering the circumstances, and considering the way Narika spoke to him last time they met, when he saved her life. But he knows better than to disrupt his wife while she’s on a tear.

“Fuck my stupid Void Princess life.” Sykora flops into the bed. “We can’t let her have your homeworld. We absolutely can’t. God. I should have blown her head off on Ptolek II.”

“I know you don’t actually think that,” he says.

Sykora sighs. “No. I don’t.” She makes grabby hands at him. “Come squish me.”

Grant obeys, laying between her legs and resting his head on her chest. He listens to her heartbeat.

“One day,” she says, “Maekyon’s secret is getting out. We’ll work as hard as we can, you and I, to delay it. But it’s on the map now, and the more attention you receive, the more attention it will receive. You and I will slip up, or some faction will petition for early uplift, or an unscrupulous noblewoman will sneak through the Empire’s defenses and swipe a Maekyonite for herself. And on that day, the Empire will descend upon it far, far earlier than it ought to. No time to forge your own interplanetary society, not even a token chance at any sort of negotiation. The Eqtorans, at least, have the technology to be a costly nut to crack, if it comes down to it. Maekyon hasn’t had the time it needs to grow. The moment we wanted it, we’d have it.”

Grant links his arms beneath the curve of Sykora’s back and tries to keep from shivering.

“I refuse to let any other Void Princess guide your world’s uplift. Certainly I won’t entrust it to Narika. No.” Sykora shakes her head. “I’m the one who introduced the first Maekyonite to the firmament. I have an obligation to your species. Your world must be mine, Grantyde.” She puts a hand on his. “It must be ours. All I have is yours, and that will include Maekyon. We’ll decide together, when it’s time, how your cradle-world joins the Taiikari Empire.”

Ideally, Grant thinks, it doesn’t. But he’s aboard an invincible mile-long warship that can depopulate entire planets. You have to be realistic about the fights you pick. “So the ZKZ Black Pike is paying a visit to Eqtora,” he says.

“I didn’t want to do this.” she whispers. She closes her eyes for a stabilizing breath. He hears her heart picking up speed. “I’m afraid.”

He lifts his head from his squishy little pillow and scoots to her side. He takes her into the hollow of his arms.

“I think it’s here.” She draws his arm across her body. “Our marriage’s big test. I think you’re going to see me at my worst.”

He rests his palm on the delicate curve of her stomach. She’s trembling.

“Promise me,” she whispers. “Promise you won’t hate me.”

“I won’t,” he says. “I could never.” And he knows it’s true.

But he’s afraid, too.



The Black Pike comes alive in resolute preparation for the task ahead. The sweep will take them across the sector, from the relative hubbub of the metropole to the outer edge of the firmament, the frontier of the frontier. The last time Grant was this far out, he was a prisoner aboard the Pike. He’ll be returning as its first gentleman.

Amid the humming glow of the Pike’s engine deck, engineers meet with navigatrixes to discuss burn trajectories and exo loads. Across urban-warfare obstacle courses, Sykora’s marines sink headshots into holographic targets of Eqtoran commandos, their figures and formations downloaded from distant spy drones. Within the rectories, hooded monks lead hymns of safety and prudence before chiseled geometric abstractions of the Gods of the Firmament and the Gods of the Pike and the Heavenly Court of Empresses Past.

In the hangar bay, a steady firefly stream of shuttles arrive and depart, as crew return from shore leave or depart in order to spend a final day in the Ptolek system before they leave Imperial civilization behind. Their destination has no tributary lanes leading to it, no civilian-safe routes. The ZKZ Black Pike’s membrane is indestructible; if, on its sweep out, it should run into any unmapped anomalies or debris, it will run straight through them. No smaller vessels are cleared to make the journey. Until the Eqtoran annexation fleet arrives, they will be alone in the system.

Grant and Sykora join the outward throng, accompanied by the scarred and somber Brigadier Hyax. She insists on sitting shotgun as Sykora flies: “I don’t want you two playing such forceful footsie you crash us into an exo ring.”

Sykora rolls her eyes.

The shuttle breaks from the ruddy clouds of the gas giant through a thrumming repulsorcraft field. It coasts to a halt by a sturdy pier, fashioned to appear rustic and wood-built, and settles on an invisible pad of antigravity.

Hyax struts from the shuttle and snaps a salute to the marines who await them. Up a set of limestone steps, a cozy bungalow sits atop a grassy cliff. The home (and temporary jail) of Wenzai, Countess of Korak, and her husband Tikani.

“Take your time gathering your men, Brigadier.” Sykora nudges Hyax as they ascend. “I have some recompense to make with this woman. We’ve been keeping the poor thing cooped up under house arrest.”

“Cooped up.” Hyax snorts. “The Sergeant tells me she and that Kovikan of hers have been screwing half the island.”

“That’s cooped up, when you’re used to screwing half the firmament.”

Tikani, Count of Korak, a gentle alien who looks like a squid crossed with a poet, waves at the approaching party from the garden, where he’s working with a trowel in his hand and a daughter clinging to his back like a spider monkey. He stands and wipes dirt from the knees of his canvas overalls. “Afternoon, Majesty.” He bows, keeping one lime-green arm around his kid to keep her secured. “Prince Consort. So good to see you both again.”

He leads them through the bungalow to the kitchen, nodding to the black-clad soldiers stationed throughout. This house felt a lot bigger, Grant remembers, before a detachment of marines crammed themselves into it.

Countess Wenzai hosts them in the obsidian-walled kitchen. Her generous curves are sheathed, as always, in black. “It’ll be odd, not having the soldier boys around.” She sips a steaming mug of coffee. “I’ll almost miss it. Always someone in the room to talk to, even if they didn’t talk back much.”

“You accommodated this troublesome staycation with such grace,” Sykora says. “I’m very grateful.” Being a tea drinker, she’s passed her own mug to Grant. He doesn’t mind; the Count is an artist with caffeine.

Two more kids chase each other into the kitchen, stopping short when they see the Void Princess and her consort.

Mava bows with a haste that suggests she was trying to beat her brother to the motion. “Majesty.”

“Hello hello, kiddos.” Sykora places her oblong gift box on the kitchen counter to crouch and picks the girl up. “How have we been?”

“I know how to whistle really loud now,” Mava says. “But mom said don’t demonstrate please unless her Majesty asks you to.”

Orlo, who seems to have inherited his father’s moroseness along with the eye color, looks morosely at Tikani. He speaks in a burbling flow of syllables, finishing out with a pop of his tongue.

“Orly,” Tikani says, with gentle reprimand. “It’s not polite to speak Kov when we have guests who can’t understand it.”

Orlo switches to Taiikari. “Mom and dad are grounded.”

“I never told him that,” the Count of Korak clarifies.

“Yeah, but you are,” Orlo says.

“The Princess was just being careful. We’re not in trouble anymore, okay?” Tikani gives his son a gentle push toward the garden door. “How about you guys go play outside real quick?”

Lady Lakai of Kyin is sauntering down the stairs, in leggings and a slouchy tunic. The slinky little copper-headed pilot is brushing her teeth. An overnight bag is slung across her shoulder. “Oh, hi.”

“Oh.” Sykora cocks a brow as she settles Mava back to the floor. “Hi.”

Lakai reaches the bottom of the steps and delivers a bow. She spits into the kitchen sink and turns the tap. “I was just about to take off and be out of everyone’s hair. Just had to get cleaned up.”

“You’re such a hazard, Lakai.” Wenzai laughs. “We were hoping to hustle her out before you got here, Majesty, but she kept finding excuses to delay so she could be seen.”

“Don’t know what you’re talking about, Wen.” Lakai waves at Mava. “Bye, kids.”

Mava waves back. “Bye, milady.” The little Taiikari scampers from the room, seeking her siblings.

Lakai laughs. “Look at them. Already with the proper titles.” She winks at Tikani; her other eye flashes. “Take a knee, Greenie.”

He kneels. The Korak estate’s ginger guest strolls into Tikani’s arms and kisses him, with conviction.

“Thanks for the coffee,” she says.

His hand brushes the small of her back. “Of course, milady.”

Lakai turns to Wenzai and kisses her, too. “Thanks for your husband’s coffee,” she says. She starts to pull away. Wenzai grabs a handful of her ginger hair and holds her in place.

“You’re welcome,” she says, and pulls Lakai into a second kiss, longer and deeper. Her tail winds possessively around the base of the Lady’s, looping like a caduceus. The paintbrush tufts on the ends press together. Wenzai finally pulls away. “We’ll see you again this fifthday.”

Lakai smirks. “I don’t know. Will you?”

Wenzai tilts the younger woman’s head back, lengthening the arc of her lilac neck. She plucks the toothbrush from Lakai’s hand. “We will.” Her eyes flash for effect.

“Um. Fine.” Lakai scoffs to cover the tremor in her voice. “Whatever. See you then.” She turns on her heel and brushes past the bemused Princess, giving her another brief bow as she goes. “Majesty. Prince Consort.”

“Where’s my bow, missy?” Wenzai calls. Lakai flashes the Countess a metal-horns hand gesture—the one Grant has been advised not to use in polite company. The stubs of her actual horns peek from her curls as she flounces from the bungalow.

Tikani shuts the door behind her. He breaks his own rule against Kov in front of the guests to Wenzai, who snorts and pops a short phrase back. “My lovely husband just called the lady a, uh—floozy for attention,” she translates. “I hope I didn’t scandalize you, Majesty. But I had to call her bluff.”

Sykora cocks her eyebrow. “I see you’ve kept busy out here.”

“Not much else to do when you’re under house arrest.” Wenzai says it breezily; then the blood drains from her face. “That—that came out petulant. Thank you for the visitation rights, Majesty. And I understand the need for security.” She ducks her head. “Truly, I do.”

Sykora takes her tricorne off. “You don’t need to be afraid of me, Wen. Now that the bloody business with the Marquess of Entmok is finished, I’d like to go back to building a friendship with you, if you’d let me. With both of you.”

Color is returning to Wenzai’s cheeks. “We’d like that.”

Tikani nods vigorously. “And if there’s any lingering doubt, if you wanted to compel me again, or anything—”

“That won’t be necessary, Count.” Sykora cuts him off. “I recognize your sensitivities around it. And I’m tired of distrusting my subjects. Can’t stay paranoid forever.”

“It was an awful betrayal,” Wenzai says. “We were bowled over when we heard. And Thror, too. God. I’d never have guessed.”

“I’d like someone to talk to about her,” Sykora says. “To compare notes, I suppose. You were her friend.”

Wenzai’s ears flatten against her head. “Has the investigation not closed?”

“No, no.” Sykora holds her hands up. “I only mean that I was her friend, too. I thought I was. And now, it’s just—I’m mourning a story, I suppose. The lie she told of our friendship. And I wonder if you are, as well.”

The Countess’s spine decompresses gratefully. “I am.”

Sykora retrieves the gift from the counter. It sloshes. “Would you care to mourn over a glass or two?”

Wenzai bows. “I’d be honored, Majesty. Sure you have the time to spare?”

“Hyax will make faces at me, but I’m used to it.”

“Great. We’ll use the balcony.” Wenzai holds up the toothbrush. “Just have to go put that harlot’s toothbrush upstairs.”

“A toothbrush at your place. Goodness.” Sykora chuckles. “From that alley kindek?”

“Sure.” Wenzai’s tail wags as she ascends the stairs. “You feed an alley kindek often enough, eventually it wants to be let in.”

“Would you care to join us, Count? Prince Consort?” Sykora looks Grant’s way. “It’s likely to get maudlin, I warn you.”

“That’s all right, Majesty,” Tikani says. “I knew Thror better than I knew Paxea. And I’ve shed enough tears for them both.” He puts his chipped mug on the kitchen counter. “I was thinking of getting out to the javelin range, Prince Consort, if you throw.”

“Throw?” Grant rubs his thumb along the handle of his own mug. “I never have, but you’ve got me curious.”

“Oh, it’s a grand time,” Sykora says. “You should go, Grant. I’ll be all right here.”

“May we borrow the Sergeant, Majesty?” Tikani indicates Ajax. “I’ve been trying to convince him to hurl a few. It’s my last chance.”

“You may.” Sykora fires a quick salute to her marine. “I leave my husband in your capable care, Sergeant.”

He bows. “Majesty.”

Grant follows Ajax to their hovercar. Tikani crouches in the garden to be buried in hugs from his kids. “Just like old times, huh, Ajax? Babysitting the Maekyonite.”

Sergeant Ajax favors a full anticomp face shield at all times—Grant’s never actually seen the guy’s face. Still, he thinks he hears a wry smile when Ajax replies. “Yes, sire.”

The marine gets behind the twin-lever steering wheel. Tikani slides into the shotgun seat and punches an address into the console GPS. “It’s good to see you again, sire.”

“Likewise. You seem like you’re holding up all right. Despite the Thror thing.”

“I meant what I said to the Princess,” Tikani says. “Part of my fellowship with the man was in bonding over the exploitation we felt. Now I realize he was exploiting me the whole time.”

The hovercar thrums to life and coasts silently across the turf.

“I hope you don’t feel like I’m trying to slot you in as a replacement for Thror or anything, sire,” Tikani says. “But I’m glad we can pick up where we left off.”

“Same here.” Grant stretches his legs out in the back of the hovercar, slouching to keep the top of his head from brushing its roof.

He’s glad to be heading out on this quick excursion for another reason, too. He has a question. One that he’s been brooding over ever since the Eqtoran mission began. And he suspects the Kovikan count is the only person he can get his answer from.
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In a universe of eight worlds, power is everything. Without it, you are nothing.

Magic crackles. Ancient forces stir. Elemental beings wield destruction with a thought. 

Five outcasts.

A vampire-- burdened by a legacy he could never live up to.

The faltering witch-- betrayed by her own spells and no one knows why.

Dragonborn soul--  caged in a fragile human shell.

A half-shifted wolf--  exiled by the instincts of his own pack.

The  fae girl-- lost without her magic, shackled by a haunting tragedy she cannot outrun.

And one powerless human, the key to their survival amid feasting monsters, dread myths and the spectre of dead realms.

Mocked. Dismissed. Forgotten, until fate claimed them as the chosen ones, the final light in a world on the brink.

As malign realms descend in glee, survival becomes their only truth. One battle follows another—each more brutal, more desperate than the last. Yet from ash, something stirs; not mere strength, awakening.

From chaos, they unveil abilities like none the realms have seen. Power born of struggle, shaped by pain, honed in bitterness.

And the world begins to see it. Not outcasts. Not heirs.

Protectors.

Doubt them if you must—but give their story a chance.

You might just believe in them, too.








What to Expect:

• Slow-burn, meaningful growth arcs.

• Underdogs rising against the odds.

• A rich world with diverse races and lore.

• High-stakes conflicts beyond just the self.

• Found family bonds at the core.

• No instant power-ups or OP protagonists.

• No harem, no romance focus.
































                



3.5. Javelin


                Grant releases his javelin. It flies from their balconied booth, shivers pitifully in the air and sinks shallow into the turf, just inside the widest ring chalked into the scarlet grass. “It’s the spin,” he says. “I have to figure out how to make it spin.”

“It’s all in the release off the fingers, sire,” Tikani says.

“Sergeant, I can tell you’re vibrating under that visor.” Grant wipes his palms on his tunic. “Thank you for your forebearance.”

Ajax salutes. “Sire.”

“Ajax here has been lovely company,” Tikani says. “Taciturn but tactful.”

“Y’know he guarded me first. I like to think I was good training wheels.”

Ajax inclines his head. “You were all right, sire.”

“Just all right?”

“The Count makes coffee.”

“Where’s the loyalty, man?” Grant scoffs. “I’m telling Sykora.”

“Okay, sire.”

“Unless you take a turn on the range.” Grant indicates the expanse of hillside they’ve been lancing javelins into.

“That’s all right, sire. You can tell the Princess.”

“Throw one. Just one. C’mon.”

Ajax shakes his head. “I’m on the clock, sire.”

Grant scratches his beard. “What if I order you, then? Can I order you now that I’m free?”

“You can, sire.”

“Shit. This is my first order, I think. Okay, Sergeant Ajax.” Grant steps to one side. “Show the effete alien husbands how it’s done. That’s an order.”

Tikani applauds. “Excellent ordering, Prince Consort. You’re a natural.”

Ajax cracks his knuckles. “All right, then. Who am I throwing for?”

Grant holds out his blue striped javelin. “We’re team Black Pike.”

Ajax slips it from Grant’s hand. He steps up to the first line. “Check this shit out.”

He moves like an olympian, his arms fluid and whipcord as they rocket-launch the javelin. Its whistling spin carries it as straight and true as a cruise missile directly into the center ring.

“Holy shit, Ajax!” Grant squints at the distant landing. “Can all marines throw like that?”

Ajax has returned to his straight-backed formality. “The ones who take their throwing seriously can, sire.”

“You’re going to teach me this when we’re back on the Pike,” Grant decides. “This is something I have to get good at.”

“Yes, sire.” Ajax bows. “As long as you take more breaks than the flight simulator, sire.”

“It took a whole cycle of badgering to see that,” Tikani says. “But it was worth it.”

“Jax.” Grant hesitates. “Can I ask you—this is awkward.”

Ajax waits patiently.

“Could you give the Count and I a second? Maybe go grab the javelins?”

“Dismissing your subjects isn’t awkward, sire.”

“It is for me.”

“Call this practice then.” Ajax delivers a brief salute. “Be back, milords.”

He crosses the second line. A trilling klaxon sounds and the light over the quiver flicks red. The javelins magnetically lock in place.

Grant waits until he’s sure Ajax is out of earshot. Then he asks it:

“What do you think of the Empress, Count Tikani?”

Tikani stiffens.

“Not the Empire,” Grant continues. “I think I know already that you don’t much care for it, and I don’t either. I’m talking about the one specific woman. The one on top.”

Tikani looks carefully at him. He sees his uncertain face reflected in the Count's amber anticomps. “Why do you ask?”

“I guess I’m trying to develop a, uh, a framework up here.” Grant taps his forehead. “About what morality means in the firmament. And normally I’d talk it out with my wife, but this is the only thing I’m hesitant to bring up with her. She loves the hell out of the Empress. And sometimes I wonder—I don’t know.”

They watch the marine dutifully pluck the javelins from the ground.

“Go on.” Tikani’s voice is soft.

“I guess I wonder, if she had to choose, who she’d choose. Is that unfair?”

“I don’t know how fair it is, Grantyde. But it’s understandable. Wen’s not as much of an Empress devotee as your wife, I’m sure. But I’ve had a version of that same doubt, from time to time.”

“You can just call me Grant, if you like,” Grant says.

“Is that a nickname?”

Grant chuckles. “It’s my real name, actually. Grantyde is the Taiikarization.”

“All right. Grant.” Tikani smiles. “Mine’s a Taiikarization, too, you know.”

“What’s the original?”

“Tikan’iakkinak!!rkieknaitti,” Tikani says.

“Maybe I’m sticking to Tikani.”

“How about Tik?”

“Tik’s good,” Grant says. “Don’t try and change the subject, though. What do you think of her?”

“Prince Consort.” Tikani fidgets. “This is the sort of inquiry that makes a fellow nervous.”

“Tik. It’s me asking. Me, exclusively. And it is an ask. I won’t order you to tell me, because I think you might be my closest friend outside of the Pike. Or getting there, anyway.”

“Can I just leave it at it’s complicated?”

“How about this? You tell me your secret and I’ll tell you mine.” Grant isn’t even sure what secret he’d be telling. But the words are already out of him. “What’s wrong with the Empress?”

“It’s not anything wrong with the Empress. The Empress is good. The Empress…” Tikani smacks his lips and sighs. “I suppose the issue is she’s too good.”

“What does that mean?”

“All the reforms she’s done,” Tikani says. “She’s done them savvy. She cuts deals, and when she can’t cut deals she isolates and whittles away. She’s been very smart. She’s made alliances and provisions and she’s done all this stuff to get what she wants. She’s taken even more power for herself than any of her predecessors, and she did it without any reign of terror. Without any purges. And I think, perhaps, she should have.”

“Should have what?”

“If she had really wanted to remold the Empire, what she ought to have done is taken the people who created and enshrined all those policies she took apart—the hardliners, the misandrists, the tyrant nobles—and killed them.”

Grant blinks at this hardline pronouncement from the gentle Kovikan.

“Plenty of Empresses have done just that in the past. Cleaned up house when they came in. She didn’t. Instead she’s got this careful stasis.” Tikani laces his fingers. “This web she’s got them all trapped in. But she’s just one woman. With one mind. That’s not enough to manage the entire Empire. How could it be? And what happens when she dies?”

“I’d been trying not to think about that question,” Grant admits.

“There are people—powerful people—who want us to be slaves, Grant. You and me. Who want to strip the anticomps from our faces and make us chattel. There are people who call my species inferior, my children abominations. She holds them at bay. Will the next Empress do that?” The tendrils along Tikani’s crown have contracted a few inches. “How do we know that whoever is next can play the game she played? Can feed the hounds enough red meat to keep their fangs slaked? She delegates and she manages, but her grip is absolute. She’s made herself the central pillar of her Empire, and it works because it’s her. What about when it’s not her anymore? Who can take her place?”

“Well, does she have children? Do we know who’s next?”

Tikani shakes his head. “No children. Not one. She intends to hand-pick her successor, and she refuses to give out a by-blood claim they can use to subvert whoever it is, once she’s gone. That’s one reason she’s made so many Void Princesses. To ensure the choice remains hers. But the choice is everything.” He gazes across the turf. But he’s looking further out, at something Grant can’t see. “The choice decides what my kids’ lives become,” he murmurs.

Grant feels a lesser version of that same miasmatic foreboding. He doesn’t have children; he and Sykora aren’t allowed them. But he has a wife with a bomb in her head, a bomb that only the Empress can set off. Who gets the keys to that?

Tikani snaps out of it first. “And that, I suppose, is what I think of the Empress.”

Grant reaches out and pats Tikani’s shoulder. It’s less awkward a gesture than he feared it might be. “You’ve thought hard about this. I’m grateful you shared.”

Tikani taps his hand gratefully and steps back. “I wish I was content. I truly do. Wen thinks I’m a catastrophist and I pray to the Gods of the Firmament she’s right.”

Out in the field, Ajax yanks the final javelin from the turf.

“What’s your secret?” Tikani prompts.

“My secret.” Grant scratches his nose. “My secret is that I got where I am with a celibacy strike.”

Tikani grins. “Seriously?”

“Don’t tell Kora I told you. But yeah. The reason she freed me in the first place was I refused to sleep with her until she did. It took a whole cycle.”

“And she didn’t compel you?”

“That’s part two of the secret, I guess. The Void Princess is a big softie.” Grant waves at Ajax as he jogs up the hill, his arms full of clattering javelins. “Don’t tell the sector or it’ll burn itself down.”



“Okay.” Vora swallows her bite of lemon loaf. “Eqtoran sexual trimorphism: an introduction. Pass the chutney, please, Prince Consort. Thank you.”

The Black Pike command group is sharing a working dinner as their vessel cuts through the sweep, to the distant frontier. Waian watches Grant shuttle the stoneware bowl of innok-leaf chutney across the table. “We can just ask Grantyde to pass everything. Long-ass arms.”

“How about you ask me,” Sykora says. “And I ask the Prince Consort.”

Waian shakes her head. “Overstuffed Imperial bureaucracy. Classic pitfall.”

“The most remarkable feature of the Eqtoran physiology—compared to ours—is their sexual reproduction.” Vora clicks a button at the lip of the table and cycles her presentation forward. Two hulking, powerlifter forms appear on it. “The bigger one’s an Eqtoran female, and here’s an Eqtoran male.”

Hyax surreptitiously scoots the dip out from under the Eqtoran male’s holographic crotch.

Vora clicks again. “Here’s an Eqtoran ymeq.”

A third silhouette appears before the other two, much shorter and slimmer than the powerful frames behind it. It’s sleek and willowy, flat-chested up top and gracefully curved below, and about five feet tall.

“Ymeq best translates as keeper, and typically uses the same lingual structures and pronouns as the female in casual conversation, but a unique set of pronouns in formal and ceremonial contexts.” Vora advances the hologram. The petite silhouette backs up and stands in between its larger fellows. “Keepers are a middle-stage of reproduction. The male inseminates the keeper, who can extrude an ovipositor, allowing her to transfer the fertilized embryo to the female who carries it to term.”

The command group watches the ovipositor extrude.

“Goodness,” says Sykora. “That’s extruded.”

Vora blushes as she advances the holoprojector and the three figures disappear.

Waian munches a flatbread. “So in coarse terms, guy fucks keeper, keeper grows dong, keeper fucks girl.”

“In coarse terms, Chief Engineer—” Vora clears her throat. “Yes. Sort of.”

Waian nudges Hyax. “Sounds like it’s fun to be a keeper.”

“This is the most common adult family unit.” Vora soldiers on. “It’s one male, one female, and the keeper they both share a sexual relationship with. The traditional marriage casts the male and female as partners, but not lovers. In modern Eqtoran society, that taboo has fallen away, and the triad is more of an equitable throuple.”

“So everyone fucks everyone,” Waian says.

“The females, being the largest and strongest, have traditionally been the warriors and leaders.” Vora gamely ignores the Chief Engineer. “The males kept the hearths, raised the families, and made art, chiefly music—there is an extensive musical tradition among the Eqtorans. The keepers are objects of desire and possessiveness among both other genders, commonly stereotyped and sexualized. Throughout Eqtoran history they’ve also made up the majority of Eqtora’s clerical class; and while these roles have grown more fluid, the church is still overwhelmingly led by keepers. As a theocratic republic, Eqtora’s government is still majority-female, but with a large and relatively new contingent of keepers.”

“What about the dudes?” Grant asks. “And could you—” he gestures to a tray of lacy biscuits by her elbow.

“Uh, well.” Vora slides him the tray. “They have equal rights, if that’s any mollification, Prince Consort.”

Grant exhales. “Sure.”

“It’s a shame there aren’t more patriarchal cultures out in the firmament,” Hyax muses. “You run into one of those, you can just compel them to hand the keys over.” She glances at Grant’s expression. “What? You can.”

Sykora’s tail gives her Brigadier a light thwack. “Are keepers affected by compulsion, majordomo?”

“Unfortunately not,” Vora says. “Which means they have a comparably small population of compulsion targets.”

Hyax clicks her tongue. “Another reason this is going to be a tough nut. As if we needed one.”

“When we arrive in-system, we’re going to rendezvous with the listening post on the edge of their solar orbit,” Vora says. She sits back down and picks up a serrated knife to portion out the slab of steak on her plate. “We’ll be meeting with the science team and taking a tour of the captive colony to help us get our boots on the ground.”

Grant pauses the sip of amrita he was about to take. “Captive colony?”

“Standard procedure with soon-to-be-uplifted civilizations,” Vora says. “We gather a small population to interview and monitor.”

Grant places his glass back on the table. “You kidnap them?”

Vora nervously divides her bite-sized bit of steak even smaller. “We, uh—”

Sykora cuts in. “We do. We select for a representative slice of the culture. Harvest the lower class from the rural places and frontiers where they won’t be missed, and the experts and scientists with bogus grants and research trips that we set up in order to lure them and ensure a lack of suspicion for the duration of their departure. Once we make our approach, we release them back to their civilization. It’s how we gain exposure and experience with a species before making an official approach.”

Vora stutters. “I don’t know if I’d call it kidnapping, Majesty—”

“I’m adopting a no-sugarcoating policy for my husband’s first conquest, majordomo.” Sykora snaps an authoritative hunk of bread off a crusty loaf. “He deserves to make his own appraisals.”

Grant glances at the look of determination on his wife’s face. “How long have you been holding them?”

“We’ll have to ask the science team,” Vora says. “Likely a few cycles.”

Grant purses his lips. “I’m going to save my judgments until I see the way they’re living. I don’t love it on its face. But my early days were pretty tricky, too.”

“I wasn’t aware we were awaiting your judgment, Prince Consort,” Hyax says.

“We aren’t waiting for it.” Sykora’s hand finds his under the table and squeezes it tight. “But we aren’t ignoring it.”

“I’m glad you’re willing to be open-minded, Prince Consort,” Vora says. “Because I was going to suggest to you and her Majesty a certain… prominence.”

Grant sinks into his seat. “A prominence?”

“The Eqtorans are used to a degree of brawniness in their leaders,” Vora says. “A brawniness the rest of the rulers of the Black Pike don’t have.”

“And music.” Sykora rubs her chin in thought. “They have an extensive musical tradition.”

“And if we present a high-ranking alien male, it’ll downplay fears of matriarchy or xenochauvinism,” Hyax says.

“And he’s hot,” Waian says. “Hot people get treated better.”

They’re tying lead weights to his stomach with every concurring pronouncement.

“How would you feel,” Vora asks, “about being the Prince of the Black Pike?”

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Dukerino
                        

                    

                    


	


[image: image]


Shackled Destiny [Epic Fantasy, Found Family]





Heir to ash. Chosen by fire. Hunted by destiny.

In the fractured kingdom of Excalibria, magic is tightly controlled -  feared as much as it is coveted. When the king is assassinated, his only son, Prince Aelfric, becomes the target of an empire’s deadly ambitions. 

Betrayed by those closest to him, he flees with nothing but a shattered crown and a bounty on his head. 

At his side stands Sydney, a palace guard loyal to the prince but haunted by his own demons. He must navigate court conspiracies, enemy blades, and a growing unease - because Aelfric's power is awakening, and the truth about magic may be far darker than either of them imagined.

They are joined by Riven, an exiled druid, and a mysterious thief with unknown motives. As they seek refuge among the elven strongholds of Kali Ra, a greater mystery begins to unfold - one of an ancient power long thought lost.

With assassins in pursuit, war looming, and treachery at every turn, Aelfric and his unlikely allies must choose: fight for a kingdom that has already forsaken them, or carve out their own fate from the ruins of an empire.















                



3.6. Prince Grantyde of the Black Pike


                Grant takes a beat to let Vora’s suggestion breathe in his mind.

“I want to make sure I have this right,” he says, carefully. “Consort means that I’m just a companion, right? So a Prince Consort isn’t a noble, he’s just married to one.”

“Correct. Sort of.” Vora worries the hem of her tunic. “The peerage isn’t entirely aligned on that.”

“But I don’t have power of command like a prince would.”

“No.”

“So making me a Prince, minus consort…” Grant feels the ground teeter beneath his feet.

“It would be an act, sire,” Hyax says.

“What kind of act? We aren’t gonna pretend I’m the one running the show. Right?”

“Not the whole show, sire,” Vora says. “No. But as a Prince rather than a Prince Consort, you’d be the second-most powerful person on the vessel. Your words would carry weight second only to Sykora.”

“Oughta be easy enough to fool them,” Waian says. “They don’t know the peerage.”

“If we act as though you’re a fully fledged nobleman, we could use you as the voice of peace while Sykora plays the part of the looming consequences,” Hyax says.

“I get it,” Grant says. “The good cop.”

“Good cop?”

“Like good cop, bad cop.”

“Ahh. The Sergeant Kindly.” Hyax taps her nose. “Yes, sire. Exactly.”

Sykora is rubbing her chin. She exhales long through her nose. “No,” she says. “No, I’ve decided. No pretending.”

Vora raises her hand. “Majesty, it’s a sound idea. If Grant is willing—”

“No, we’ll do it.” Sykora stands from her seat. “But we aren’t going to pretend that he’s a Prince.”

Waian’s eyebrows go up. “Pardon?”

“I married him, and he is a citizen, now, and neither of us have any elders that we need permission from in order to award him his proper title. The matriarch of the Black Pike clan is me.” Sykora stabs a thumb at her chest. “I am the beginning and end of my line.”

“Majesty…” Vora is bracing herself on the table like she’s looking into a gale. “Are you actually going to grant him the title?”

“Yes I am.” Sykora crosses behind Grant’s seat. Her hand closes on his forearm. “I don’t know why I haven’t thought of doing this sooner. Now that my husband is free, there are no laws to keep him out of the peerage. Prince Grantyde of the Black Pike.”

Grant’s heart is hammering. He doesn’t understand, not exactly, but judging by the looks on the command group’s faces, this is a big deal. “Are you sure that’s a good idea?”

“Good idea or not, it’s what I want. And short of the Empress, there’s no outranking party to refuse it.” The tip of her tail slips into his pocket and nudges his hip. “I don’t like how everyone keeps calling my husband Prince Consort. It doesn’t reflect what he’s done for me, or for the Pike, or how I feel about him. It’s high time he was legitimized.”

Hyax’s tail is swishing. “It’s a rather brazen statement, Majesty.”

“Grantyde makes me brazen.” Sykora smirks. “You’ve noted as much to me.”

“Majesty. Uh.” Vora stammers. “Majesty, no ZKZ has ever had a nobleman Prince before.”

“That’s because you can only ennoble a citizen,” Sykora says, patiently. “And Grant is a citizen. The Empress would not have granted him this if she wasn’t prepared for his ascension. This is my decision.”

“And I will respect it as always, Majesty.” Vora’s recovered. “But I’d be remiss not to underline that this would make Grantyde the first alien Prince. The highest-ranked alien in history.”

“That’s right,” Sykora says. “If he’s the first free husband-of-the-void, he can be the first Prince. It’s all perfectly in keeping with Imperial law.”

“I—yes, Majesty, but it will attract a great deal of attention.”

“Fine,” Sykora says. The nebula behind her head highlights the edges of her hair like a halo. “Let them watch. We’ll show them what we can do.”

“Majesty.” Vora’s fingers rap out a clacky accompaniment to her anxiety across the lip of the table. “We’re all quite fond of the Prince Consort. And he surely earned the recognition when he saved your life, but—”

“Twice,” Sykora adds. “He saved it twice.”

“I only mean, Majesty, that the Imperial Core—”

“The Imperial Core will recognize him. When this command group returns victorious, with a statement of fealty in-hand from the Eqtoran republic, and nine billion new citizens of the Empire, thanks to the work of everyone in this room, they will gladly play their part.” Sykora’s pronouncement has a familiar steel threading through it. The same conviction she had when she swore to Grant the Empress would free him.

And now he’s free.

Grant swallows. Prince Grant. He doesn’t even know what it means, barely understands its import. But the removal of that Consort is a block removed from the base of his self-image that topples it. You are royalty, Grant Hyde. Not just the husband of royalty. You are royalty. The college dropout son of a washed-up, dead-end outlaw motorcycle jagoff. You are a Prince.

The feeling is so overwhelming he doesn’t know if it’s good or bad. It just Is.

“Welp.” Waian sits back. “Congrats, Majesty.”

“Indeed.” Hyax executes a sharp salute. “We’re at your disposal, Majesty.”

They’re looking at him when they say Majesty. Not his wife. “Uh. Thank you.”

“Still gonna take the piss now and then,” Waian says. “Don’t execute me, all right?”

“No promises, Chief Engineer.” Sykora cuts in. “I have another briefing to prepare for, ladies. And the majordomo has a great deal of paperwork to prepare, I’m sure.”

Vora’s ears twitch. “God. The paperwork. Hadn’t even thought of it.”

Sykora tilts her head. “We’ll adjourn here.”

The command group rise to their feet. Waian ambles off. Hyax and Vora pause by the egress to bow to the Princess.

And to the Prince.

Grant follows his wife from the command deck in a quiet daze.

“The majordomo is going to need you to sign a few things,” she’s saying. “And we need to get a portrait done of you so that you can be properly portrayed in the peerage. We’ll pick out some ridiculous props. It’ll be fun.”

“Okay,” he murmurs.

Sykora glances at him. “Dove. Take a knee.”

He crouches so they’re face to face. “I don’t know if I’m ready to do this prince thing, Batty.”

“Grant.” She smushes her hands into his cheeks and rubs his beard. “I know I was being grandiose in there. But it was just for the command group. You aren’t a Prince yet. Not on paper, until you’re ratified by the Core. And once you are, you don’t have to lift any more fingers than you already are, if you like.”

“I mean—I want to help. I do.”

“I know, and I’m grateful. But if you can’t do it, or if it doesn’t work, it’s fine, okay?” She kisses his knuckle. “Because you are my husband. And whatever else you decide you are, you’ll always be my husband. And that’s enough. You’ll be here to keep me the kind of woman you can be in love with.” She kisses the knuckle next to it. “The kind of woman I want to be.”

“I’m gonna try.” He’s been wrestling with this. “But in Maekyonite ethics, I’m the bad guys now. Especially now that I’m a Prince. If I’m going to acclimate, I need to throw a lot of what I know out.”

“Acclimate, of course, dove. But don’t throw everything out. All right?” She pats his thigh as he stands. “I’m counting on your honesty.”

He grimaces. “I talked to Tikani back on Ptolek, while we were throwing. I’m trying to put together my, uh, my code, I guess. And I’m realizing—I’m just some guy. Some Maekyonite trailer trash who never finished college can’t really make these calls. It was easy when it was me and what I wanted, and it’s going to stop being easy. I’m still gonna try but I’m not an ethicist or a philosopher.”

“I don’t want the approval of Maekyonite philosophers, dove. I want just some guy.” She does a surprisingly passable imitation of him. “I want yours.”

“Okay. But you need to understand. If I’m ever not sure, if I’m stuck, our marriage will be the thing I use to break the tie.” He pats her head. “I’m going to let you get away with things.”

She scoots his hand to another part of her hair. He feels the horns beginning to emerge from her head. “Don’t go easy on me.”

“It’s just a fact. It’s how I’m wired, Batty. You’re too sexy for me to properly judge how evil you are.” He rubs a thumb over one of the growing nubs. “I’m morally compromised. So don’t be evil, okay?”

She giggles. “Okay.”

“Okay. Get up here.” Grant closes his hands around Sykora’s waist and plucks her into the air.

Her gleefully scandalized “Grant—” dissolves into a luxuriating hum as he kisses her. He backs up until he bumps the door into a side room they’ve used several times after command group meetings. His hands slip beneath her uniform to the humid warmth of her skin.

“Ah-ah.” She pulls away. “I wish we could. But I’ve got stuff to do.”

He slips under her waistband. “I do, too.”

Sykora sighs. “No, I mean lonesome stuff.”

He lowers her to the floor. “Busy day, huh?”

“It’s all these Eqtoran information sessions while we’re sweeping. I owe you an especially enthusiastic fuck, okay?” She straightens his collar. “How horny am I?”

He glances at the top of her head. “About halfway.”

She tsks and adjusts her hair to try and cover the horns he’s coaxed out of her. “I’ve got a run-through of the ecology of Eqtora and its lunar colony. I’ll come find you once I’m done.” She winks. “And we can figure out how much interest I’ve accrued.”

“Is it anything I need to know, the meeting?”

“I doubt it. Mostly it’s going to be looking at pictures of bugs, I’m sure. Anything meaningful, I’ll summarize.”

“Do you want me to come along anyway?”

Sykora bites her lip. “I, uh—” She shakes her head.

He crouches. “What’s up, hon?”

A blush glows on her face. Her eyes slip to the floor. “I think I need more practice being away from you, dove.”

His brows furrow. “Why?”

“Okay. Don’t laugh.” She digs into her topcoat’s slouchy pocket and pulls her notepad out. “Here are my notes from the meeting we were just in.”

She opens the pad to neat columns of glyphs. Nested bullets and underlined follow-ups.

She flips the page. “Here are my notes from the meeting about Eqtoran mass media, which you weren’t in attendance for.”

Between sparse, half-written bullet points about biweekly liturgies and adversarial news channels, his name is written. Over and over. His name with hearts around it. His name done in balloon glyphs. His name done in one continuous line. His name done with little dots. His name and her name overlaid on each other. It’s like a high school girl’s planner.

He cracks a grin. “I see your point.”

Sykora clears her throat. “I find myself distracted by your absences. When I was memorializing with Countess Wenzai, my mind kept drifting to you. As loath as I am to admit Hyax has a point, there are some places and times we can’t be together. I have to build resilience to it. I need to ensure my command group doesn’t think I’ve lost my mind. Any more than they already do, anyway. And there are situations I want you to take no part in. Situations I don’t want your help.”

His brow furrows. “Situations like what?”

“Whoever it was who marooned me,” she says. “They’re still at large. Still in the Imperial family. And when I learn who they are, when I confront them, it must be alone. That’s a hazard I can’t protect you from.” Her expression darkens. “And a deed I don’t want you to see.”

He glances at her notepad. His name with little butterflies around it. Written by a ruthless murder machine with a family she’s convinced plotted her destruction.

“Okay,” he says. He kisses her forehead. “Go learn about Eqtoran bugs. And build resilience.”

She snaps her notepad shut. “What will you do while I’m out?”

Grant rolls his shoulders. “I have a sergeant to annoy.”



“The arm is the last thing to move,” Ajax says. “Fast and last. It’s later than you think. Doesn’t come into play until your throwing shoulder’s up over the back leg.”

“Hold on—so that would be, like, here?” Grant moves through the gesture.

“Yep. Lift it as you go over it, and then—” Ajax imitates the throw, snapping his arm into a blur of predator-pounce motion.

“Jeez. Okay.” Grant adjusts his glove and focuses on the sim screen at the other end of the practice hall. The track along which he runs terminates in a screen, and the “javelin” in his hand is a carefully counterweighted handle that only flies a few inches when he throws it. But Ajax swears this is as accurate as real life, and the flying sim taught him well enough.

“As long as you’re releasing at the line, you can move past the line.” Ajax points at the block on the floor. “Don’t be afraid to let yourself through. Just halt before the scratch. You can stabilize with your, uh.”

“With what?”

“Your tail. Look, never mind that bit. Just use your right leg.”

Grant crouches and puts his weight into his back leg. He narrows his attention to the sim screen in front of him.

Six loping strides down the field. He rears back and hurls.

Sergeant and Prince watch the spear whirl away and into the simulated river next to the target.

“It spun that time,” Ajax says. “Good that it spun. You’ve got the power. Just need the accuracy.”

Grant huffs and shakes his wrist out. “Would you say I’m getting better?”

“Course you are, sire. That’s what practice is for.”

“Maybe practice is done for the day. Javelin practice, anyway.” Grant unbuckles his glove. He hesitates. Should he ask this of Ajax? Is he ready?

He goes for it. He’s a Prince now, after all. He lets that broaden his shoulders and straighten his spine. “I want you to teach me how to defend myself, Ajax.”
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He wakes up in a universe he knows all too well — a nightmare given form, where war never ends and survival is a fleeting privilege. He’s read the lore, studied the factions, memorized the fates of empires. But knowing doesn’t mean controlling.

Thrown into the lowest depths of this brutal reality, he refuses to be just another forgotten soul ground to dust. He watches, learns, adapts. Strength is the only currency here, and he intends to amass more than anyone — more than the warriors, the psykers, the so-called gods.

Not for power. Not for survival. For something beyond all of it.

Something greater than this universe itself.

[Read Here]















                



3.7. Lesson One


                Ajax’s inexpressive anticomp plate swivels up to him. “Now, sire?”

“Why not?” Grant fans himself with the lip of his shirt. “I’m warmed up.”

Ajax is still for a few seconds. “All right,” he concludes. He circles away from Grant and points at a spot on the practice room floor. “Take your mark right there. We’ll do lesson one.”

Grant stands at the indicated point on the edge of the spearfight circle. He widens his stance on the painted hardwood.

“Lesson one. I’m gonna come at you. First thing you want to do is keep me out of your face.” Ajax strides into Grant’s airspace, shoving his shoulder as he comes. “I’m arguing with you. I’m getting real close. Back it up, keep distance. Gods of the fuckin’ Pike, your arms are long. Okay, keep me back, keep me back. Good. And if it looks like they’re about to engage, like if they do this—” Ajax makes a sudden jerking movement forward that makes Grant flinch—“you run.”

Grant’s shoulders droop. “I run?”

“Yes, sire.”

“Ajax, I’m trying to learn how to fight.”

“You didn’t say that. You said to teach you self-defense. The best way to defend yourself in a fight is not get in that fight. And you have got long-ass legs.”

“What if I need to protect Sykora?”

“You don’t. She’s a trained weapon.”

“What if she’s unconscious or something?”

“Pick her up before you run.”

Grant snorts. “You know, I can see why Brigadier Hyax likes you. You’re like baby Hyax.”

“You don’t need to learn this stuff, sire,” Ajax says. “Sykora is an expert warrior, and she sticks to you like glue. And you have a hundred trained soldiers whose profession is keeping you alive. If you’re ever in danger, we’ll protect you.”

“I want to hold my own.”

Ajax taps the holster at his waist. “Just keep a weapon on you, then. You’re big enough to conceal one, you’re high-status enough that justification will be simple, and you clearly know how to use one. Like how you did Thror. One clean headshot, I hear. That’s good shit for a civilian.”

“I don’t want to rely on guns.”

He hears the skepticism in Ajax’s helmet-modulated voice. “Why not?”

“I don’t want to only have lethal force to rely on.”

“You’re talking about a situation where your wife will be out of commission and your soldiers are somehow out of reach. That’s justification for lethal force.”

“I mean the ethics of it. And its effect on me.”

Ajax taps his foot. “Is it the psychological aspect, then, sire? Because we can certainly address that. It might have to be adapted for your Maekyonite mind, but there’s plenty of resilience training we could do, if your wife allowed it.”

“Have you killed before, Ajax?”

“Yes, sire.”

“How did it feel?”

“Fine.”

“That’s it?” Grant raises a brow. “Just fine?”

“Everyone I’ve killed was under orders. Someone else made the call. I was the delivery mechanism.”

Grant grimaces. “Maybe it would have to be adapted. I don’t think that would work for me, the just following orders thing.”

Ajax chuckles. “You sound like a girl, sire.”

“I what?”

“This is how the chicks on shore leave talk about marines,” Ajax says. “The fantasy of whisking them away from the military and saving them from all those orders from all those scary officer women. Makes it hard to find a girl as a marine.”

Grant turns this notion over and tries again to plug it into his worldview. “What, like they think you’re slutty?”

“Yes, sire. They still drool over you. You get a lot of chicks chasing you for flings. But a soldier isn’t exactly who you’d take home to mom and dad. A girl isn’t gonna want to go steady with a guy who’ll take orders so readily from other girls. They want a big burly man in uniform who obeys them, and only them.”

“What about, like, your boss? At a civilian job?”

“Well, yeah, sire. Them, too. Why do you think it’s harder for civilians to get jobs? Except for jobs like bodyguard or firefighter or soldier, of course, and that’s a job where you put your body on the line for women you aren’t even sleeping with. Like a piece of meat.” Ajax imitates a fluttery lady voice. “Ooh, brave marine. Don’t you worry. I’ll take you out of that big dark voidship and you will never have to kill again.”

“You have a girlfriend, though, don’t you? Meena, right?”

“Yes, sire. She’s crew, though. She gets it.”

“How’d you meet her?”

“She was my stalker, sire.”

Grant decides that, joke or not, he’s going to let that one settle where it lies. “Sykora said that. That I’d never have to kill again.”

“Doesn’t exactly apply the same way to you, sire. Since any killing you’d do on the job is for her specifically. Your wife is your boss. That’s living the dream.” Ajax’s fingers drum on his quilted-armor biceps. “If she says you won’t have to kill again, I don’t understand why you’re in a hurry to.”

“What if I want to take someone out? Like, nonlethally?”

The marine shakes his head. “Don’t think like that. Shoot them. Nine out of ten times, you shoot someone once, they’ll live. And anyone who’s attacking the Princess or Prince Consort of the Black Pike has earned at least one bullet.”

“I shot Thror once.”

“Okay, smartass. And don’t shoot them in the brain.”

“Ajax, did you just call your Prince Consort a smartass?”

“No, sire.”

“You totally did.”

“A malfunction of your implant, perhaps, sire.” Ajax hesitates. “Look. Utility aside, I can teach you some martial arts, and it’ll be excellent exercise and give you confidence. I’m willing to do that.”

Grant drops into the stance he remembers from a Jiu Jitsu groupon he used once on a date. “All right. Teach me.”

Ajax sighs heavily. “If your wife comes in while we’re doing this, it’s on you to keep her from executing me, sire.” One of his feet pivots back. He loosens his stance. “Come at me. Try to get me to the floor.”

Grant takes a deep breath and lets it out. He pushes off and charges the marine, going for the waist in an amateur, age-yellowed attempt at a double-leg takedown.

Ajax tilts to one side as Grant charges. He leans in with his hips, his arm ratchets around Grant’s neck—

and both Maekyonite and marine gasp with surprise as Grant bears Ajax to the ground. The clatter of the marine’s armor echoes off the bleached walls.

Ajax’s legs immediately shift up into guard. He tugs an over-committed Grant into a forceful headlock. A ceramic armor panel scrapes against Grant’s cheek. “Tap, sire.”

Grant taps and sits back, breathing hard.

“Son of a bitch.” Ajax gets to his feet. “I was planning on humbling you, and you fucking grounded me.”

“Yeah, well.” Grant touches his tender face. “You just about ripped my head off.”

“I’m a marine, man. I mean, sire.” The bewilderment is clear in Ajax’s voice. “And you’re a civilian.” He steps back. “Come at me again.”

“Promise you won’t dislocate anything.”

“I promise, sire.”

Grant rushes.

Absent any useful technique, he goes for the double leg takedown again. This time Ajax leaps and rolls over him as he ducks down. The marine’s tail lashes around his neck and armpit, and yanks. He tips backward—

And halts his fall by sweeping out his back foot. He grunts and twists, closing his fists around Ajax’s tail and pivoting to pull the marine off-balance. An alarmed hiss of air from his opponent. For a moment, Grant feels like the god of war.

Then Ajax’s calves scissor around his back leg and pluck it from the floor. He slams onto his back hard enough to drive the air out of him. Ajax pirouettes to his feet.

“Fuck me.” He extends a hand. “You’re hard to drop, Maekyonite.”

Grant catches his breath as the marine helps him to his feet. “Doesn’t feel that way.”

“Maybe…” Ajax crosses his arms. “Okay. I’m willing to admit that maybe training you in close quarters combat isn’t a waste of time.”

“For real?”

“You’re untrained. You’re a civilian. My theory was that there’s no way to coach you to a point that fighting will beat running as a survival strategy when the chips are down.” Ajax straightens the askew tuft on his tail. “I forgot you’re big as fuck.”

Grant rubs his arm where Ajax’s tail lashed around him. He takes a moment to feel his body. He flexes experimentally. Is he imagining things or is he… stronger? It’s nothing he’s noticed visually, but just feeling his body, there’s more to it than he remembers.

The thing is,” Ajax continues, “you don’t have horns and a tail. The system I was taught is called Taiikarizia’i. That involves horns and tails, and doesn’t consider how you’re big as hell, which is going to be your primary advantage in any fight.”

“Not against Eqtorans.”

“If we have to fight any Eqtorans, we’re just gonna melt them from orbit,” Ajax laughs, and then remembers the “sire.”

Grant grins, but his stomach shifts a little as he absorbs that.

“What I’d do in your bigass shoes, if you’re really that determined, is hit the gym and get even bigger,” Ajax says. “Multiply that force. Get some glamor muscles for your girl. And maybe we could get you an Eqtoran coach once they’re in the Empire.”

“Maybe. As long as they don’t use their tails, too.”

“Or we could kidnap a Maekyonite soldier and have them teach you.”

“Please don’t.”

“What are you gals talking about?”

Sykora’s big red eyes are peeking into the practice room through a crack in the door.

Ajax snaps to attention like a lightning bolt struck him. He salutes. “Majesty.”

“Greetings, Sergeant. And hello, dove.” Sykora steps into the doorway. “I hope I’m not prematurely breaking up the dude time.”

Ajax bows low. “We were just finishing up, Majesty.”

“How’s my husband’s throwing arm?”

“Steadily improving, Majesty.”

“Tactful of you, Ajax,” Grant says. “Hi, hon. How was the tech prep?”

“So-so.” With every stride into the room, Sykora decompresses. Her shoulders loosen, her posture widens, her pupils grow. It’s like she’s transforming, or blooming, the closer she gets to him. “I was wondering if there was any handsome alien around who might want to pick me up and carry me around.”

He glances at Ajax, who’s back in stiff formality. “Thanks for your time, Sergeant. You’re dismissed.”

“Sire.” Ajax salutes and makes as inconspicuous a departure as a fully armored space warrior can.

Grant turns his attention back to his wife. She’s shifting foot-to-foot, her hands behind her back as she looks hopefully up at him. He thinks about what he once heard from the departing marine when he was eavesdropping. Whenever she’s not with him, she gets jumpy… think she’s got a Maekyonite-shaped security blanket.

Well, so what? There are worse things to be than a beautiful Princess’s security blanket.

“I was actually thinking about hitting the gym,” he says. “Now that I’m all warmed up.”

“Oh?” Her ears perk up. “Would you care to bring your wife along?”

“I’d never imagine doing otherwise, Majesty.”

Her tail wags. “I’m a bit formal for the rec room right now. If you’d be willing to swing by the cabin first, maybe your teeny tiny wife could change into the teeny-tiniest pair of gym shorts she can find.” She tugs on his pant leg and he lowers to a knee. Her voice is sultry and husky in his ear: “And before we hit the gym, you could help me stretch.”

She drapes her arms around his shoulders and lets out a delighted little squeak when he cradles her thighs and boosts her up into his arms.

And maybe this is what he’s for, he reflects, as Sykora kisses his jaw, then skitters monkey-like from his chest to his back. Maybe he doesn’t need to be the philosopher-angel on her shoulder. Maybe he doesn’t need to foil any would-be assassins. Maybe she’s right, and loving her is enough.

He’s still not sure. But it’ll do for now.
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It's been over 300 years since every human, witch, wizard, hag, vampire, centaur, dwarf, and every other supernatural race residing on Earth suddenly found themselves on Floor Zero of the Tower. The population now sits just under 20 million, a sharp contrast to the original 8.2 billion.

As a result, anyone under the age of sixteen is required to attend the Academy of Beginnings, a place designed to prepare them for the climb and uncover the mysteries of the Tower—why the System brought them here, and what lies at its peak. But with the highest known completed Floor being Floor 34… they still have a long way to go.

Determined to honor his father and mother’s deaths and become the first human to reach the top of the Tower, Deacon Surtr Hayes stands on the cusp of graduating from the Academy of Beginnings, ready to claim his Tier 1 Class and ascend the Tower with his closest friends by his side.

At least, that’s what should have happened.
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                Grant follows his wife—now in a form-fitting tank top and her promised teeny-tiny shorts, both in scarlet—out of the lift, and along the curving ring of the hab level to the rec center. Every Taiikari they pass stops their chatter or their tasks to acknowledge her somehow. Navy marines set aside their hand carts and snap salutes. Civilians and specialists pause their gossip and consultations to issue waist-deep bows and calls of “Majesty.”

He’s already unnerved by the “sire”s and the bows that get thrown his way. When he becomes actual Taiikari royalty, and they become compulsory, he might lose it.

The deference continues into the gymnasium, where Sykora returns the hails as the two of them step past the two-tiered main floor into a smaller, private room off the side of the central chamber.

“I am so proud of us. Look at this.” Sykora steps into the room. “I was half convinced we were about to spend the whole evening in bed and we’re actually working out.”

Grant looks around the mirror-lined room. Beyond the elegant banners and hexagonal panels of dark glass, it almost reminds him of a Maekyon free-weight room—the only nod to the science-fiction future that his life has become is the stationary bike, whose front wheel is a glowing, compact gravity generator. “This is nice,” he says. “Is this your private workout room?”

“Mine and the rest of the command group’s. Hyax’s heavy bag is over there in the corner.” Sykora gestures to a threadbare leather-lined cylinder hanging from a chain. “There’s some gear in here you can use, I’m sure. Our deadlift bars might be your preacher curl bars, but we’ll make it work.” She gestures to a rack-mounted pulley gadget he doesn’t recognize. “And I don’t imagine you’ll need to use the tail-pulling machine.”

Grant ruffles her hair as he steps onto the scale by the entrance. Its dial spins to a figure in kilograms, and he does some quick mental math.

His brow furrows.

He’s been eating, but he hasn’t been eating this much. Or at least not for this long. And he and the Princess have been engaging in sweatily enthusiastic cardio.

“Grantyde? What’s the matter?” Sykora’s in a deep couch stretch against the burgundy-painted wall, watching him with concern. His perturbation must be showing on his face.

“Those longevity pill things I’ve been taking,” he says. “Do they have side effects? On, like, weight?”

She switches legs and sinks into her lunge again. “They shouldn’t. Not the ones in your suite, anyway.”

“I just—I’ve gained a lot more weight than I was expecting. Maybe it’s a dietary thing.”

“Well, yes, dove.” Her tail straightens and relaxes a couple of times. “You came in a little underfed, you know. Now you’re eating right. Like a Navy nobleman, not a working stiff. I don’t think I sampled the best of Maekyon cuisine when I was on your world. It was mostly some kind of meat-and-oat slurry.” She pulls a face at the memory. “But whatever your diet before, it wasn’t carefully optimized by imperial nutritionists. Here on the Pike, we prioritize health and strength.”

“Are we sure my nutrients are Taiikari nutrients?”

Sykora shrugs. “You’re so like us in so many other ways. I imagine if the vast cosmic coincidence wasn’t continuing, we’d have heard from Malo by now. Your species likes protein, yes?”

“Yep.” He pinches his stomach. “Huh.”

Sykora stands up and drops into a forward fold. “And of course you’ve gained about 20% more weight just by being on the Pike.”

“What? Oh, shit.” He gazes at the dial between his feet. “The gravity’s different here, isn’t it?”

“Clever Maekyonite.” She straightens out and extends her arms up toward the chamber’s vaulted ceiling. “The Pike’s gravity generators are calibrated to Taiikar. And—I looked this up, because I was curious—Maekyon’s gravity is 84 percent of Taiikar’s. Haven’t you wondered why you’re filling out here and there, without stepping into the gym?”

“I hadn’t noticed.”

“I have.” Her eyebrows wiggle. “You don’t squeeze your ass as often as I do. You’re getting bigger.” The peek of her horns through her hair makes it clear how she feels about him filling out.

“My muscles have been kind of sore,” Grant admits. “But I thought that was just all the sex we’ve been having.”

“Not just sex,” Sykora says. “Sex with a weighted vest on.”

“Is the gravity difference going to cause any issues?” Grant joins in on the sit-and-reach his wife is doing. “Like are my knees going to fall apart?”

“Not as long as you stay consistent with your medical check-ups. I imagine the techs are preparing joint and tendon-strengthening enhancements for you. Can you tug on these?” She extends her arms.

He takes them and pulls his wife into a deep forward stretch. The resulting smoky groan would stir something in him, if the woman making it hadn’t just drained him dry before their workout. He releases Sykora’s wrists and she sits back. “Gods of the Firmament. I needed that. Okay.” She hops to her feet. “It’s deadlift time. Grab that bar for me, handsome?”

Grant pulls the indicated barbell down from the rack and sets it on the bar jack atop the lifting platform. “I was picturing a more futuristic setup,” he says.

“Oh, there’re all kinds of clever toys and gadgets, if you’re into that. You can take a tour of the bigger room out there and see everything.” Sykora tugs a heavy plate from its peg. The muscles in her arms shift and stand out. “But I say why mess with perfection, right? Two things that our bodies got right on their own: fucking and lifting.”

She crouches to load the bar, and gives her thighs a light slap as she rises. “If anyone should stress about their body, it’s me. Six cycles out of the weight room, with lightened gravity. I tried to keep myself in shape with calisthenics but I’ve gotten flabby. This’ll be a rough first set.”

Grant looks with alarm from the other side of the bar, where he’s helping her load. “You’re not trying to lose weight, are you?”

“Oh?” She smirks and sways over to bump him with her hip. “Is my husband worried about the wagon?”

“I mean… you can look however you want, of course you can, but—”

She chuckles and slides a collar along the bar’s sleeve to cinch the plates in place. “Don’t fret, dove. I’m hoping to put a couple of kilos on, not take them off. We’re going for a big round rear end, big round thighs, and a nice trim tummy.”

She stands on her tiptoes and tugs his shirt. He leans down.

“Nice and trim, and ready,” she murmurs, “for the day you make it big and round, too.”

He gets a little lightheaded.

She snickers and nudges him away from the platform. “You’re so obsessed with me, Grantyde.”

“You’re obsessed with me,” he says.

“I’ll never deny it.” Her tail wags as she lowers herself to the bar. The hems of her shorts hug her hamstrings.

Grant beholds the symphony along the Princess’s back, the interplay of locking strength and smushing curve as she sets up. Tomorrow, they arrive in the dark above Eqtora, and this little blue woman will dismantle a democracy in the name of her distant Empress. Will he stand by and watch it happen? Will he abet it?

Yes, he realizes, as Sykora hisses air out and her muscles fire and her blue butt flexes beneath her little shorts.

Yes, he’ll do what he can to bend Eqtora’s knee to the Empire. He’s told himself it’s because he wants to reduce the harm where he can, to ensure that the billions of aliens on the other side of the sweep are ushered into their new lives—their lives as subjects of the Empress—as painlessly as possible.

But that’s only half the reason. He can’t lie to himself about that.

The other half is it’ll make his wife happy.



Sergeant Ajax’s combat-trained eyes are the first to spot the Eqtoran System listening post. The shuttle that carries the command group and its complement of marines is a few kilometers away; Sykora’s pilot, a stuffy veteran named Arnak, magnifies it onscreen. It’s the same chilly slate color as the nebula in which it floats. From the outside, it appears like a slowly turning wagon wheel, its spoke jagged with a thicket of antennae, satellite dishes, and generators.

They coast into its membraned hangar and dock at the end of a telescoping landing pad, its suspension-bridge span like the legs of a silver harvestman spider.

Deep chill rushes through the opening shuttle door, and Grant is newly grateful for the thermal poncho Sykora insisted he bring. A staff of white-jacketed researchers, engineers, and soldiers gather at the walkway’s end to bow and applaud as the Princess and her servants disembark. She bows back. “Citizens. The culmination of your efforts is nearly upon us. Everything that follows is thanks to your dilligent work, which has gone heretofore unrecognized. You’ve honored me.” She stands tall. “Is Administrator Oorta here?”

A brick-colored Taiikari woman hurries forward. “That’s me, your Majesty. Such, such a privilege to welcome you.”

“The privilege is mine, Administrator.” Sykora smiles patiently as Oorta lays another bow onto the stack. “I look forward to meeting the community you’ve gathered. If you’d care to lead on?”

“Of course, Majesty. Of course.” Oorta scurries ahead of the party. The white-clad science team parts like ocean surf to let Sykora’s scarlet-and-black party through.

Grant feels their fascinated gazes clinging to him. Perhaps word came to them of the Princess’s giant, but none of them have seen him in the flesh before. He thought he was used to it by now, this attention, but the sterile, clinical walls and the hushed observers send chills along his skin.

The whole place reminds him of Archer West. Reminds him of his last days on Maekyon.

“Does it get easier?” he whispers. “The staring.”

“Yes, it does.” Sykora’s hand spiders up his pant leg until it finds its roost in his palm. “And once it feels natural, you’ll be ready for the Core. Where it’ll feel unnatural all over again.”

“Why’s that?”

“Because you’ll be used to being stared at like a monarch,” she whispers, “and they’ll stare at you like a stain.”

“Before we bring you to Yuvik, as its inhabitants have named it, I’d like to introduce you to someone.” Oorta makes a cutting turn into a large conference room and takes point position at a horseshoe-shaped table, its chrome surface ringed with coffee and tea stains. The command group takes their seats across its compass—their marine guards stay standing. There’s a sheaf of papers on the Administrator’s chair, which she surreptitiously slips to the floor as she sits. It’s clear this room has been rapidly cleaned to the best of its harried occupants’ ability. “It took a few rounds of steadily increasing incentives, but one of our guests has volunteered to be fitted with a language recomposition implant.”

Grant catches Sykora’s eye and taps his forehead.“That’s the thing I have?” he murmurs. She nods.

“She’s offered her services as your guide into the community,” Oorta says. “If you wish, Majesty.”

“That’s quite considerate of her, Administrator,” Sykora says. “We’d be honored to meet her.”

“Well, then.” A pair of heavy footfalls and the click of the door shutting. A low, smooth voice, with a harmonious modulation to it like slight autotune. “Reckon that’d be my cue.”

Grant turns around and beholds his first Eqtoran.
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Basic Thaumaturgy for the Emotionally Incompetent 

by Daniel Newwyn




He can’t conjure grief, can barely levitate a pebble, and once submitted a stanza instead of a spell schematic.

Meet Fabrisse Kestovar: aspiring thaumaturge rock collector, confirmed pastry enthusiast, and perhaps the least emotionally competent student in the Order’s seven-hundred-year history.

Which makes it all the more confusing when an ancient magical relic suddenly wakes up after forty-seven years of silence, launches itself across a holy sanctum, and crashes into his face.

Now bonded to a forgotten epochal calibration system buried beneath layers of ritual and myth, Fabrisse gains access to the PRAXIS NODE, a long-dormant, possibly AI-driven interface that delivers cryptic quests, sarcastic prompts, and calibration objectives measured in light-years. He has a Legacy Token, no combat thresholds, and a growing collection of useless rocks the system insists are ‘historically significant.’

He’s also the only one who can see any of it.
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3.9. The Eqtoran


                The Eqtoran is lightly dressed, despite the chill of the facility, in a matching linen halter and pants, worn beneath an embroidered duster with its sleeves rolled up to expose her thickly sculpted arms. A hole in the back of the garment allows her blubbery tail through. Her fringe lays to one side across her head, like a punky side-shave. She waves. “Howzit, folks.”

The command group stands as the Eqtoran tromps into the room. Her thick leather boots give a vibrating rumble to her approach. She’s as tall and broad as the hologram suggested she’d be. And just as the command group surmised, Grant is the first Imperial citizen she approaches.

“Finally a fella I don’t got to strain my neck to talk to. Name’s Ipqen. Ipqen-mek-Taqa.” She extends her hand, palm angled skyward.

Grant haltingly takes it. Ipqen-mek-Taqa chuckles at his uncertainty. “First lesson, folks. Take the hand, turn it vertical, then bump forearms. Like this.”

Grant finishes the gesture. “I’m Grantyde,” he says. “Prince of the Black Pike. This is my wife and the Princess of the Pike, Sykora.”

There’s a silty clatter as Sykora hops onto the table, which brings her up almost to Ipqen’s eye level. She holds her hand out in the same odd fashion Ipqen did. “An honor to meet you, Ipqen.”

“Ah. I hadn’t—well.” Ipqen bumps forearms with Sykora, though there’s a hesitation to the movement this time. “Guess I can’t be too surprised that an Empire has royalty. Your Majesty.” She looks to Grant. “Do I bow?”

Grant holds up a hand. “Really no need. It’s all right.”

Sykora gives him a concerned glance, then refocuses on their guest. She departs the tabletop and sits behind it. “What do you do on Eqtora?”

“Harok, actually. Born and raised.” Ipqen steps into the center of the horseshoe, and puts her big paving-slab hands in her duster’s pockets. “I’m a physicist.”

Grant glances at her thick arms, the banded tattoos across them. “Really?”

“Yep. At the Nquei Conservatory on Harok. Or I was, anyway.” She scratches her snout. “Don’t know if they’ll let me back in when I don’t speak the language anymore. They asked for volunteers. Offered a title to anyone who’d do it. So I guess I’m Lady Ipqen now, but that was incidental.” She taps her forehead. “The real reason I got the damn thing stuck up in here is cause I wanted to grill these people on how the gravity’s being generated. Not that anyone’s fessing up. No knowhow. Or maybe just no inclination.”

“Oh, you give me a half hour.” Waian brightens. “I’ll blow the top of your head off.”

Ipqen laughs, a contralto rumble. “All right. Now we’re getting somewhere.”

Hyax has a funny look on her face. This might be the first time Grant’s seen the Brigadier’s tail wag.

“Theuqa—you’ll meet her, she’s a linguist—is drooling, trying to get me to recall Eqtoran so she can get more footholds into the language,” Ipqen says. “But the medical team kept going on about some sorta complication. Whatcha call it—cerebrolinguistic tangling.”

“They warned me about the same thing.” Grant gives a commiserating smile. “Sounds bad, huh?”

“Sure does.” Ipqen scoots a chair out and sits down carefully—her seat is clearly custom-built, but it still doesn’t have enough surface area for her broad rump. “So I suppose I’ve been—Well, I don’t exactly have anywhere to belong anymore.” The edge of her crest flutters. “Can’t really talk to any of my people, don’t really know what to say to any of yours. So if there’s some use for me, I’m happy for it.”

“It’s a brave thing you’ve done, Ipqen-mek-Taqa,” Grant says. “The same thing happened to me, but I wasn’t so close to others of my people. I can’t imagine how lonely it must feel.”

Ipqen shrugs.

“We’ll work to bring all of it back, as soon as the pathways are settled,” Sykora says. “It’s much easier to learn a language the second time, I’m told. You’ll glom onto it at speed. And thanks to the medical longevity we’re bringing with us, you’ll have as long as you need.”

“Yeah. The crew’s been telling me,” Ipqen says. “You’re getting ready to introduce yourselves, right?”

“That’s right,” Grant says.

“And you want me to hear you out? Give you a preview and a consultation, maybe?”

“Yes, Lady Ipqen,” Grant says, and he notices the little flinch the alien physicist makes at the title. “First contact is a tricky time. Any insight you might have on our approach, we’d welcome.”

“Go ahead, then.” Ipqen rests her cheek on her palm. “Tell me what we’re in for.”

She listens, with sober silence, to Grant tell her about the Empress, and the Empire, and the coming of the Black Pike to Eqtora. He and Sykora practiced this speech a few times.

“This is a new era for your entire civilization,” Grant recites. “An era when your horizons will stretch further than you’ve ever imagined. The future has come, and you are alive to see it. You are not alone in the firmament, and the Empire that has kept you safe while you came of age is ready to joyously receive you.”

A few beats of unspoken absorption from the big slate-colored woman seated before them. She sits up and folds her hands in her lap. “So you’re here to conquer my people.”

“We’re here to welcome your people,” Sykora cuts in, unflappably. “As the latest piece in a tapestry that spans the entire firmament. The galaxy you’re about to discover is peaceful and prosperous. And united.”

“Okay.” Ipqen’s icy blue eyes flick to the sizable rifle hanging off Ajax’s shoulder. “Awful lot of guns for a peaceful galaxy.”

Sykora’s smiling charm stays on. “Peace is too precious to go undefended.”

“We’ve been observing your civilization for several Eqtoran generations,” Grant says. He's trying to sound natural, but the trappings of this new leadership (feigned it may be, in part) still sit oddly on his shoulders. “And we’re encouraged by what we see. Pious, civically minded, interdependent. Your culture will fit perfectly.”

Sykora holds up a finger. “There’s sure to be friction, of course. But we’re willing to work closely alongside your council to address any sour notes that may arise if your leaders will work with us.”

“Mmm.” Ipqen’s face falls. “Yeah. Uh. So, take my words with a dram of vquek, because I’ve always tried to tune it out, right? Just sit in my little academic corner away from the council and the politics. But I don’t think it’s gonna go the way you’re hoping.”

Sykora’s brows lower. “How do you mean?”

“I wish I thought otherwise. Honest.” Ipqen’s sad smile shows her rows of teeth. “You seem… kind, I guess. Heart in the right place, anyway. And me, I’m drooling over peeling your stuff open and seeing how it ticks. I took the offer of your implant because it seems clear, looking at all of this, the way the wind is blowing. But Eqtora, and the council…” She sighs. “Ah, you don’t need to listen to me. I’m just some dame, Majesties. With an education that’s about to go obsolete in a hundred ways, as soon as you make yourselves known.”

“We want to hear from you, Ipqen,” Grant says. “Anything you can give us will help.”

“Uh. Well, Majesty. I think…” Ipqen looks out the conference room window into the firmament, at the distant speck of her homeworld. A profound shade of mourning crosses her bullet-shaped face, like the shadow of a thunderhead over a meadow. Her crest droops lower along the side of her head.

“I think something terrible is going to happen,” she says.



The Prince and Princess of the Pike follow Ipqen onto a cavernous, violet-tinted deck, its electric sky circumnavigated by the electric green glow of an aurora borealis.

This glimmering skybox shines on a clutch of domed buildings in wood and elegantly curved steel. Each puts Grant in mind of a yurt—a cylinder topped by a vaulting ceiling with an oblong chimney sticking from it, like the bulb of an onion. Wood smoke rises from some of them; the whirring roar of ceiling-mounted vent fans presses against Grant’s eardrums. This is Yuvik. The artificial village the Taiikari gathered.

Ipqen crouches and holds her arms open for a petite Eqtoran dressed in a flowing, colorful poncho, who comes running, her feet tapping across the metal floor. Judging by her stature, this must be Grant’s first ymeq. Her crest is a shade of cerulean close to his wife’s skin, and much longer than Ipqen’s. It flows behind her like waist-length hair. “Nueq’tqe Muetkqe, Ipqen,” she cries.

“Shhh.” Ipqen rubs the back of the petite Eqtoran’s head. “Ruaq. Hey, girly.” She looks to the translator. “Tell her we can’t talk yet. Brain’s still cooking.”

Ruaq’s face crumples as the translator speaks. She says something that finishes in a mournful decrescendo. The translator holds up a finger and whispers with Sykora for a moment before answering.

Ipqen watches the Taiikari with stoic resignation. “How is she?”

“She’s well,” the translator says. “I’ve told her we’re going to get you a translation device. We just need to ensure your language pathways are baked in and our linguists have finalized the protocols.”

“They’re close, thanks to you,” Sykora says. “And then you won’t need an intermediary any longer.”

“She doesn’t look happy about it,” Ipqen says.

The translator dithers. Sykora doesn’t. “It’s not coming back on its own,” she says. “She didn’t know that.”

“Tell her I knew, before I did it,” Ipqen says. “That I did it for her and for everyone else. And that I—hold on. I’m risking the tangling.”

“Oh, dear.” Administrator Oorta flinches forward. “You really ought not to.”

“Sorry,” Ipqen says, and Oorta flinches again. The big Eqtoran pulls Ruaq into a hug, and murmurs something to her. Ruaq shuts her eyes, nods, and holds Ipqen’s linebacker shoulders tight. Then she backs away.

Ipqen stands up. She fishes out a pair of earplugs and pops them into her blunt ears. “See? I’m wearing the earplugs, now, even. We’re all goozbklaingk.” Her eye twitches.

Oorta’s tail switches like a snake. “Oh, no—”

Ipqen laughs. “Just fucking with you, ma’am. C’mon.” She jerks her head toward the largest of the domed buildings, which is decorated with red-and-white geometries along its curved walls. “I’ll show you the meetinghouse.”

Ruaq watches them as they depart. She’s trying not to cry, with mixed success.

They move through the sliding-slat door into the meetinghouse. The brisk chill of the outside is replaced with the force of a shoulder tackle by dry, pine-scented warmth. A sizable fire sits in the round room’s center, penned in by hand-tooled stone. Shadows are thrown out from their feet to undulate across the walls. A half dozen Eqtorans are gathered, in various states of repose and conversation, around the firepit. One of them, a soft-bellied marine blue man, is playing some kind of five-stringed instrument, plugged into a compact amp that his thick-socked foot rests on.

The assembly looks to the visitors. They see Ipqen. In near-simultaneousness, they make some kind of greeting gesture—thumb and middle finger curled in and pressed to their eyes like a monocle. Ipqen makes it back.

She takes the group around the circle, introducing each of the Eqtorans in turn as they stare warily at their Taiikari captors. Their gazes linger on Grant. His height, and his pale skin, and the Imperial ornaments of his Black Pike uniform. It's been a long time since he's felt this alien.

Ipqen puts her arm around a woman with a wrap skirt and an expression of nervous hospitality. “Here’s Puque. She worked at a fishery. She’s got a good attitude about this whole thing, on account of it’s not her day job, and we’ve been promised a stipend.”

She points at scarred male whose face is pierced and dotted with runic tattoos. He meets Grant's eyes with a narrow, darkened expression. “That’s Uqan over there. Veteran artilleryman. Tough piece, that guy. I can’t understand anyone anymore, but at least I’m not half deaf.”

Grant keeps Uqan in his peripherals as Ipqen moves on. The old man's agitation is growing with every Eqtoran their guide is introducing.

“This is Tektnal." Ipqen waves to the musician. "He’s a nurse from Hearth, does pediatrics.”

Sykora raises a hand. “Hearth?”

“It’s what the translator is turning Eqtora into, Majesty,” the administrator says. “That’s where the name comes from. We’ll hammer that glitch out.”

As Ipqen exchanges one of those forearm bump things with Tektnal, a rumbling cry breaks over the roar of the fire and the bell tones of Tektnal's instrument.

“Tamuraq!”

Uqan's on his feet. “Tamuraq,” he repeats, lower and flatter, like a curse. He points one stubby finger directly at Grant and casts accusatory looks at the Eqtorans around him. This is followed by a stutter-step flow of syllables, with those cracks and glottal stops that turn Eqtorish into such a percussive beatbox of a language.

The translator tries in vain to placate the old man; Ajax steps forward, hand resting on the stock of his rifle, and that’s enough to get him quiet again.

“What was he saying?” Grant asks.

“Old superstitious talk,” Ipqen says. “Apocalypse myths and such. Pay it no mind, fella. Uqan there’s just a surly one, that’s all. Listens to too many angry songs.”

They depart the meetinghouse, back into the chill of the village center. Grant looks back at Uqan, who’s standing silhouetted in front of the fire. The edges of his body wave indistinctly in front of its light and heat.

His sunken, glaring eyes glint off the artificial sky as the meetinghouse door closes.
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She always knew she would lose her freedom.

She never expected to lose her life.

Princess Auren of Vale was raised to be the ideal Queen - graceful, perfectly obedient, and destined to marry the victor of the Choosing Tournament. But when a long-dormant power awakens inside her, she becomes a threat to the very court that once revered her.

Branded as dangerous and cast from the throne she was born to inherit, Auren finds herself hunted by her own kingdom and forced into an uneasy alliance with Caelan Thorne - a disgraced noble from a traitorous bloodline.

His family is bound by duty to protect her. Auren is bound by pride to loathe him. But as the secrets of Vale's monstrous history begin to surface, Caelan may prove to be the only person Auren can trust.

As magic stirs, enemies circle, and old loyalties crack, Auren must decide: will she run from what she's becoming - or rise as the weapon they never expected she could be?




First in a duology.
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3.10. The Maekyonite


                “If you ask me, she was catastrophizing.” Sykora nudges Grant’s arm as they dismount from the shuttle, back into the opulent halls of the Pike. “Those people looked more than reasonable to me.”

“Hope you’re right.” Grant nervously sidesteps a pair of stardock workers, who take a moment from their jogging guidance of an exo hose to bow low to him. Word must be spreading about Sykora’s intention to make him a full-fledged Prince. The bows are inescapable now.

Sykora’s tail brushes his leg. She’s watching him close, a concerned look on her face. “Do you need an ear, dove? Is it about the Eqtorans?”

“No. Not really.” Grant looks to the rest of the command group, who are holding murmured conversation as the party relocates to the deck for their debrief, followed by a train of young ensigns rattling off dozens of preparations and contingencies. “Can I—is there any way I could steal a moment somewhere private?”

“Of course.” Sykora turns to the assembly. “Get set up on the deck without me, everyone. Grantyde and I will be along shortly.”

They bow. More bowing. Grant’s fingers itch.

“Majesty, if I could borrow your eyes for a moment?” An engineer falls into step with Sykora. “The decoy probe is almost ready, but there’s a disagreement about the—”

Sykora holds a hand up. “Is this a tech hiccup or a tactics one?”

“Tech, majesty.”

“Whatever Waian says goes. Thank you, Specialist.”

The engineer bows and peels off. Sykora leads Grant at last to a pocket of quiet in the hubbub, in an unoccupied muster room off the hangar level hallway. She locks the door with her tail and hops up on the hexagonal dais in the room’s center so they’re eye to eye. She pats her leg. “Come here.”

He walks over and leans into his wife’s furnace chest. She scratches the top of his head. “Take as long as you need in here, yes?” she murmurs. “It’s been a long, troublesome day.”

“Okay.” Grant breathes her scent in, and lets it suffuse him. He didn’t realize the tight fist of anxiety in his chest until the warmth of the Princess, her perfume and her sweet sweat intermingled, begins to unclench it.

She plays with his hair. “This is getting a little shaggy,” she says. “Do you want a hair cut?”

“Do you think I should?”

She shakes her head. “However long you want it, you can have it. No navy regulations for royalty.”

“Do you like it long?”

“I like it however you like it. But I do sort of miss the prickly sides.” She scritches behind his ear. “I forget sometimes you don’t purr.”

He imitates her throaty cat noise and makes her giggle.

“Talk to me, dove,” she says. “Tell me what’s getting to you. If you don’t mind.”

Grant hesitates. But if she can tell there’s something on his mind, he can’t lie to her. “It’s the bowing,” he says.”

“Ah. Yes.” Sykora sighs. “The bowing.”

“Is there any way we could get people to cut back on that, when it comes to me?”

“I had intended to have this conversation with you. I despise having to upset you, but the bowing is required. I wish it wasn’t.”

“What, always?”

“Always,” Sykora says. “Yes. It was all right when you were a Prince Consort, Grantyde. But you’re royalty now. Officially. For the Navy enlisted, a salute is permissible, but for the civilians and Specialists, the bow is compulsory. Especially aboard a ZKZ. If they neglect to, you’re within your rights to throw them in the brig.”

“I’d never do that.”

“I wouldn’t either, dove. And I’d never expect it of you, in the unlikely situation they forget or refuse. But you cannot discourage it. You need to practice the way you receive a bow. You can’t keep asking people not to, or making that face when they do it.”

“What face?”

“That uncomfortable face.”

“Well—It makes me uncomfortable.”

“I know it does. You’ll get used to it, I promise. Until then, you need to pretend. It’s necessary, Grantyde.”

“To remind them of their place?”

“To comfort them, dove,” Sykora says. “This might be foreign to you, from what you told me about Maekyonite behavior. But these people are a full sector away from safety and family. They want someone in charge. Someone who has a plan to keep them safe, who has a use for them. They want a ruler who will recognize their love, accept it, and reward it.”

“Like you and the Empress.”

“Yes,” she says. “And, in a way, like me and you, Grantyde.” Her hand finds his, and binds around his fingers. “When I give myself to your strength, and I know you won’t hurt me. That is the faith in submission that my kind looks for our entire lives. It’s the way a Taiikari feels safe.”

He strokes the webbing of her thumb.

“I could give a shit about the bow, honestly, from people whose loyalty I already trust,” she continues. “It is annoying, sometimes, watching everyone dip like a rocking fountain before you can hold a conversation with them. But you have to witness it, and seem to let it please you. It’s part of the job. Make them feel as though you have seen their fidelity, felt it. Do you value them? Are you grateful for their loyalty to you?”

“Yes.”

“Then let them show it,” she says. “Let them bow to you, dove, and hold your head high when they do. Please. I know it makes you feel strange. But accept it with grace. Accept the burden they place on you. Don’t act as though you don’t deserve it. That won’t comfort them. It’ll dismay them.”

“I hate to feel that I’m at a remove from them.”

She hums a sympathetic noise. “But you are at a remove from them, Grant. They need you to be. You can be their friend. I’m glad you want to be. But they won’t forget what you are, or what their duty is to you. You can’t forget it, either.” She taps his chest. “You can express your humbleness in other ways, once they’re more comfortable with you. Just not with the bow. The bow is important. You can’t spurn it. This discomfort you feel is the tradeoff for the life they allow us to live. The luxury. This is our side of the deal.”

He sighs and sits at the edge of the muster room table. “Okay. I’ll adjust. It just seems like a lonely way to live.”

“It was.” She nuzzles her cheek against his knuckles. “It was so lonely. I cried myself to sleep, sometimes. But that was before you.”

She guides his hand to her mouth and kisses each of his fingerpads as she speaks.

“I won’t bow to you.” His pinky. “And you won’t bow to me.” His ring finger. “And you and I will be equal.” Middle finger. “Truly and always.” Pointer. She pops his thumb into her mouth and nibbles on it. “Right?” she asks around it.

He chuckles. “Right.”

“Thank you.” She tilts her head forward so that his vision fills with her scarlet eyes. “My Prince.”

He gently tilts her head, and opens the way to her concord-grape lips.

Sykora nudges his shoulder a few seconds into their kiss. “Debriefing, dove,” she whispers. “We’ll fool around after, okay?”

His hand slips up the silky hem of his wife’s dress and squeezes a soft, generous handful of her butt as he lifts her off the dais and back to the floor. “Okay.”



But when they arrive at the scarlet-slatted command deck, a debriefing isn’t what awaits them.

Sykora’s brow furrows as she sees the yellow light over the door. They step through and suddenly there’s a muffling silence, like they’ve entered a noise-proofed room. The Princess ahems. “Why is there a dampener on in here? What is this?” She squints at the scratchy feed that her command group has pulled up on the monitor. “Are we not debriefing?”

“Majesty. We’re borrowing the listening post’s long-range equipment for this call.” Vora hurries over and skittishly repositions Sykora to a point on the floor. “There’s a situation that’s come up. In the Prelate system.”

“The—” Sykora’s pupils dilate. “Maeykon’s system?”

“Black Pike.” There’s a hissing, compressed voice from the screen. “This is Sarnath Yellow Six, hailing the Black Pike. Do we have connection?”

“This is Void Princess Sykora of the Black Pike.” The Princess stands up straight and adjusts the silver diadem in her dark hair. “What is this? What’s the situation?”

The image resolves into an anticompelled marine, in tactical black carapace. His comrade’s helmet camera reflects in his visor. “Majesty.” He salutes. “This is Gefreiter Durec of the Prelate System Defense Matrix. Your humble servants have intercepted a slavetaker runabout departing Maekyon.”

A shiver goes through Grant, from the base of his spine to the ends of his synapses. The camera sweeps around to reveal a dark industrial hallway, like a boiler room’s guts.

“A slavetaker?” Sykora wets her dry lips. “You’ve ended them, I trust?”

“We have, Majesty. Five kills. The vessel has been swept.” From off camera, a strangled cry of jumbled nonsense syllables. Grant’s frontal lobe itches. “But, uh—they’d taken stock. A Maekyonite male.”

Sykora’s face is a frozen mask of command. “Show me.”

“Majesty, he’s armed.” The marine glances offscreen. “He took a pistol with armor-piercers from one of the dead, and he’s brandishing it at anyone who comes near.”

“Give me a visual on that Maekyonite,” Sykora barks, and the marine moves immediately. The camera goes snowy as it shifts, and the command deck witnesses the soldier whose helmet they were stuck on. They spin as they’re screwed onto something—some kind of gyroscoped Taiikari selfie stick.

This is carefully stuck around the chipped, darkened corner. Grant’s breath sticks in his throat.

A fawn-colored Maekyonite, his dirty blonde hair matted and streaked with dried blood from a cut on his forehead, is huddled in the corner of a brutalist, boiler-room looking ship chamber. He’s wearing a pair of wrangler jeans and a sweat-stained henley, both crusted with dirt. Two tracked tear marks descend from his red-rimmed eyes through the soot on his face. He points a compact Taiikari submachine gun, held one-handed, toward the protruding camera. A panicky babble comes from his mouth. “Iywonnagohoamyuehirmi?”His hand shakes. “Iymchustafuckncashirniywonnagohoam.”

The camera sweeps and—oh wow let’s avert our eyes please—Grant gets his first look at Taiikari dong. One soldier has stepped from his suit, like Majordomo Vora did once during a spear duel. He’s removing his gauntlets and anticomps.

The screen fills once more with the gefreiter’s face. “We believe he was taken from the same geographical region as the Prince Consort. Someone paid out the nose for a Prince Consort of their own. We have a team preparing to go translucent and subdue him, with an implant ready. Once he understands Taiikari, he’ll be compellable.”

“You will not put that implant in his head, soldier.” Grant says it before he can think not to.

There’s a clear delay of about a second before the marine reacts. “It should—Who said that?”

“The Prince of the Black Pike said that.” Grant takes a step forward. “You will return that man to Maekyon, do you hear me?”

“He’s seen us. If he returns without being wiped, if word spreads—”

“A dozen Maekyonites a day claim they’ve been abducted by aliens,” Grant says. “It’s our most enduring myth. Nobody’ll believe him.”

“Prince Consort—”

“Majesty,” Grant says. “You will refer to me properly.”

“Forgive my error, Majesty.”

The marine’s head tilts to Sykora. She nods. “You heard my husband, soldier. Your objective is to bring him home. No implant.”

“That weapon he has is live, Majesty. Live and armor-piercing. If we’re going to put him back we need to know where. We are going to need his cooperation, and he can’t understand us.”

“Can you project me?” Grant asks. “Could he see me? Maybe seeing another human will help.”

A brief discussion between the soldiers. “We can do that, Majesty.”

The camera telescopes around the corner. The filthy, terrified human appears again. He yelps and hoists the gun toward the camera—then his face shifts into confused awe as the visual from the Pike’s deck is projected.

Grant points at himself. “Grant,” he says. “Grant Hyde.”

The man unleashes a stream of panicky English. Grant points at his ears and shakes his head. “Grant.” He points at himself again. He points out.

The man’s incomprehensible pleas stutter to a halt. His own hand raises shakily to point at himself. “Stephen.”

“Grantyde.” Sykora’s rubbing a worried mark into the dimple of her chin as she stares at the screen. “Is there any way you can communicate with uh, with Steefen? Is there any English left in you? Tell him we’re getting him home.”

Grant racks his brain, looking for any last scraps of his native tongue. No. No, it’s all gone. His throat thickens. Even the bits and pieces he had when the implant was new have gone. The last scraps of it, blown away. Suddenly he feels how Ipqen must. Impossibly far from home, unfathomably lonely. A pressure builds behind his eyes.

I’m so lonesome I could cry.

“Oh my God,” Grant says.

Sykora’s brows furrow. “Dove?”

He bolts to his feet. “I am going to be right back. None of you make a move until I’m back, okay?”

Grant holds up a hand to the terrified Maekyonite. He watches the screen glitch and chop as Stephen’s mouth opens in confusion. He does the same.

Grant raises his finger in what he prays will translate as a one minute gesture. “Don’t let them do a thing until I’m back, hon,” he says. “Please.”

“I won’t,” Sykora says. “I swear it. Where are you going?”

“I’m getting my goddamn guitar,” Grant says, and sprints for the lift.
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                Two minutes later, he’s sprinting back to the command deck, his guitar letting out a hollow clack as his uniform’s tunic fastener clips it. Sykora sees him coming and grabs his chair from its place next to her throne. She tugs it into place before the video feed.

“What in hellfire,” Hyax mutters.

“Uh. Majesty?” Vora stammers. “What are you doing?”

Grant’s hands tremble as he hastily tunes the guitar. No reason to have perfect pitch, he supposes, but it helps get the shakes out. “This man came from near where I was, right? That’s what you said? Same country?”

“That’s English he’s speaking,” Sykora says. “I’m sure of it.”

“Then I have a way to talk to him.”

Waian chuckles. “Fuck it. Godspeed, Majesty.”

“Hey,” Grant calls to the viewscreen. He holds his guitar up. “Stephen. Hey. Look here.”

Stephen the Maekyonite breathes a disbelieving sound, halfway between a laugh and a sob. “hoalishidihszthaddamuthrfckn guitar?”

“Yes!” Grant hears the one word he still understands. “Guitar. That’s right. And, uh—God, I hope this works.” He points to his ear. “Stephen. Listen to this, okay? You know it. You have to.”

He plays.

The words come haltingly to his lips. It’s all nonsense now. Just syllabic sounds. But his fingers and his voice know what his higher mind doesn't. There are some depths of the mind that are coded so deeply to the metal that not even alien technology can reach them. Grant is a Prince, now, of an empire larger than he’d ever thought possible. But he was born in a trailer park and he dropped out of college and he worked on an oil field and at this moment he is proud of it all. Everything that he was once ashamed of. Because he may not remember his language, but he’s a redneck, goddammit. A redneck with a guitar.

And even the might of the Taiikari Empire couldn’t erase this song from his brain.

The first verse, Grant fears he’s butchering. But to be fair, “Shenandoah River” is the kind of name that even Maekyonites can mispronounce.

The man’s face crumples in perplexity as Grant plays. Then it unfolds, still desperate and confused, but elated, too. He joins in, with off-key amateurishness.

Across infinite space, the two Maekyonites sing it together. There’s a time lag that puts the other guy almost a line apart and his voice is shaky and out-of-tune but it’s working. Grant laughs with triumphant relief as they go into the chorus, and every word clicks in perfectly. Of course he knows them. He’s never set foot in West Virginia, and the place he belongs now is right where he is, standing next to his wife as stunned delight spreads a smile across her face. But he knows them. Every Maekyonite—every human who’s ever gotten drunk enough to whip the six-string out at a bonfire knows them.

The last lines of the chorus tumble slapdash from Grant’s mouth. Tears cut through the grime on the man’s face. Grant slaps his palm against the strings to still their vibration. “Do you get me?” He points at the screen. “These people are gonna, uh—taeekmi hom kontrirode.”

The man lets out a long, desperate babble of syllables, nodding furiously.

“Put the gun down, okay?” Grant demonstrates with his guitar, lowering it to the floor. “Gun down and then we’ll take you home.”

He steps back from the guitar on the floor. He points to it. Stephen’s red-rimmed eyes blink rapidly. He lowers to one knee and puts the gun on the floor.

The soldier with the camera surges forward with his comrades and the screen blurs into a choppy, pixelated mess. Stephen cries out as his arms are wrenched around to his back.

“Hey. Hey. Stop,” Grant barks. “Let him cooperate, damn it.”

The soldiers loosen their grip on Stephen, who staggers back to his feet. Their commander appears on the cam again. “What’s your order, Majesty?”

“Get out a topographical map of Maekyon,” Grant says. “Have him point to it. Just do it yourself first and he’ll get the drift. Wherever he indicates, you fly him there and put him down as close to a Maekyonite settlement as you can get. Did he have a communicator with him?”

“One of these?” The squad leader digs through his satchel and pulls a battered smartphone from it. “We found it in his belongings.”

“Return it to him with the rest of his stuff. He’ll be able to find his way home.”

“Majesty, there’s a camera on it. What if he captures film of us as we depart?”

Grant smirks. “I’m telling you people. I’ve seen probably over a hundred pieces of footage of aliens flying around. Even if he films your takeoff in HD, nothing will come of it. I will bet my planet’s future on that.”

“Understood, Majesty.” The marine salutes. “We’ll see it done.”

Grant heaves a shaky sigh. “Thank you, Gefreiter. I’ll trust you.”

The camera points to the floor. “Terminating connectio—”

The feed dies.

“Fuckin’ hell.” Waian laughs. “Whatever that was, Majesty, it was genius.”

“Grantyde.” Sykora is pulling desperately at his sleeve. “Grant, look at me. Look at my lips.”

He does, of course.

The Princess speaks slowly and deliberately. “Are my lips matching what I am saying?”

His eyes widen. “They are. Holy hellfire, they are.”

It happened so slowly he didn’t even realize. The implant isn’t translating anymore. He knows Taiikari. My brain is permanently altered, he thinks, it’s done, and he interrogates his internal monologue and yes. It’s Taiikari. He’s thinking in Taiikari. It's all Taiikari.

“Dove!” Sykora squeals with joy and leaps into his arms. “You’re baked in! Your pathways are done. Do you know what that means?”

It means that it’s all gone. Grant tries to put the same kind of smile on that Sykora has, despite the existential wound opening in his heart. “Tell me.”

“It means that we can start putting it back.” Sykora snakes out of his arms and grabs his hand. “Come on. Come with me. I have something for you.”

Vora’s tail waves. “Majesty, we ought to—”

“Half an hour, majordomo. Just give me half an hour’s recess and I’ll be back.” Sykora is tugging Grant toward the command deck door. “Stand down for now, everyone. Thank you.”

A round of confused bows as Sykora practically drags Grant from the room. As Waian straightens, she catches Grant’s eye and winks.

Sykora is practically vibrating on the lift. It’s only two floors, but she hits the zero-G turbo anyway. “I’ve been waiting for this,” she says. “I’ve—well, you’ll see.”

Grant lets himself chuckle. “You’re keyed up.”

“I don’t even know what that means,” Sykora says. “But yes, husband. Yes I am.”

The lift lets them out at the munitions level. Grant looks confusedly at the storage racks they pass. The technicians and engineers shuttling gear to and fro look confusedly right back. Sykora pulls him into a low-ceilinged room full of neat rows of tagged and stacked boxes. Among the stacks, a pair of Taiikari men in anticompel goggles take inventory. They stop what they’re doing with nervous haste to bow.

“Good day, specialists.” Sykora forces a patient formalism into her voice. “I’m looking for the unassigned scriptomorphs. Are those in this wing?”

“Yes, Majesty.” One of the men points the way. “Just through that door.”

“Splendid. Thank you. Thank you, thank you.” Sykora throws the indicated door open. “Grantyde come here. I—it’s in here somewhere.”

Grant follows his giddy wife into the cramped storage room beyond the wing. She’s pulling heavy-looking crates out of their racks and yanking them open, murmuring as she seeks.

“Do you need help?” he asks. “What are we looking for?”

“We are looking for… this.” Sykora triumphantly tugs a hardcase from one of her pell-mell crates. She clicks the catch and opens the case, which blooms with bubble wrap. “I assigned a team of linguists,” she says. “They’ve been intercepting radio transmissions and analyzing them, and I let them use some of your books for a while—you can take that back."

She pulls a yellowed paperback from the box, one of his father’s John Carters. "Is this why Vora wanted to borrow them?" he asks.

"Uh huh." She digs further into the bubble wrap. “And they used them to make this.” She tugs free a glass pane set into a frame of black metal, about the size of a sheet of letter paper. There’s a button on the outside edge. “This is a scriptomorph pane. It’s one of the ways our diplomats communicate and quickly learn other languages.” She hands it to him. “Okay. Take this and let’s try it.”

She opens the book to somewhere in the middle and lays it flat on the crate’s askew lid. Grant squints at the characters upon it. So strange, how he used to read left-to-right and not up-to-down, or out-to-in.

“Look through the scriptomorph,” Sykora says, “and hit the button there on the side.”

Grant presses the button. The words on the page blur and shift. In the span of a few breaths, the book lays in front of him in Taiikari. He moves the frame out of the way. Back to Maekyonite letters.

His breath catches.

“And then with this bit right here—” Sykora flips a switch. A calm, tinny voice emerges from the pane, reading the text aloud and highlighting each word as it comes in a blue glow. “And you can shift them both around independently. So it can read aloud in English and show you the Taiikari, or the other way around, and it should work on all of your father’s books, and I hope so badly it helps, because it’s been one of my greatest regrets, taking English from you, I’ve felt so guilty about it, and I know we can’t reverse it, but I made one for me, too, the first two English scriptomorphs ever, and I thought we could learn it together, you and me, for a half hour or so every night, and maybe—”

She yelps as he seizes her and yanks her into the air. They spin twice and clatter against a storage room wall. He kisses her with frantic urgency.

“I love you,” he says. “I love you so fucking much, Sykora.”

“I love you, but Grant.” She laughs breathlessly as his kisses slip down her neck. “Grant. Wait. We have to get back to the command deck.”

His foot nudges the storage room door shut. “Does that lock?”

“Yes, but I told them—”

He pivots their makeout so that he has her pressed up against the door. He reaches past her hip and clicks the lock. “You told them half an hour.”

“Dove, there are people just outside.” Sykora’s babbling her objections, but her horns are out and sharp, and she knows the word to say if she actually wants him to stop. “They’ll hear—”

“Not if we’re quiet.” His forefinger presses lightly on her lips. “Will you be quiet for me, Majesty?”

Her inhale rattles. “Uh huh.” Her stomach is hot as a little oven where her arching spine pushes it against him.

“Are you grateful for my loyalty to you?” he whispers.

She nods vigorously.

He hits the catch on her uniform. She squeaks in shock as its fasteners demagnetize and fall away. “Then let me show it.” He grabs her communicator before it lands on the floor. He checks its dial. “It’s been... four minutes. We can get dressed and back to the deck in two.”

He steps out of his boots. She clings tighter to him as the motion bobs her up and down. The fabric is falling away from her. His grip sinks into the bold curves of her hips. Her nipples are tight and pebbled against him. His hand slides up her back and pauses on the nape of her neck. His lungs squeeze with a jolt of realization.

The choker he put on her. The one from their first party together. She’s wearing it. It was hidden under the high cuff of her uniform.

“Batty.” His hand trembles as he traces its silky edge. “What’s this?”

“I—” Her face is dark with her furious blush. “I knew today would be a trial. And it just—it grounds me. To remember.”

Her embrace tightens. Her arms are too small to fit all the way around his back.

“To remember who I belong to,” she whispers.

His heart gallops. He kisses the Princess’s gloriously exposed chest, right below the little birthmark on her teardrop breast. He slides a storage crate out of its shelf and plops her on top of it. Her toes curl and her ribcage swells and she’s perfect. She’s the most perfect thing he’s ever seen.

Her wide, lovely eyes dance across his hands as they tug her uniform the rest of the way off. “What are you doing?”

“I’m seeing how many times my wife can cum in twenty-three and a half minutes,” he says.
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                The Princess of the Black Pike is hanging upside down. Grant’s hands tuck under her shoulders to keep her stable. Grant’s face is buried in her crotch. Grant’s airways are being constricted by her legs as they wrap in desperation around his head, calves crossed at the nape of his neck. Totally worth it. If he dies, he dies.

Sykora dangles desperately. “Ohmygod Grant—”

“Shhh, babe.” He kisses the flexing tendon of her inner thigh. “Hold on, now. Okay?”

“Are you—oh—” Sykora writhes as Grant tugs her higher. Her thighs clamp around his head. The world goes quiet beneath his quivering blue earmuffs.

--content omitted--

She loosens her death grip on his skull, and he rocks backward to admire his handiwork. The tossed and wild mane, the skin glistening and flushed. The nipples tight and peaked on her heaving chest.

“That’s—that’s enough, Grantyde.” She blinks rapidly, trying to clear the curling haze. “We have to get back.”

“We still have…” Grant checks Sykora’s communicator. There’s a text chain from Vora on it:

Going over minutiae while we wait for you, Majesty. no rush!

Ignore any texts Hyax sends you, she’s being Hyax.

Don’t fret, Kora. I’m sure he’ll love it :)

And a message from Hyax:

whenever milady is done polishing her maekyonite’s meat spear weve got an invasion to plan

He chuckles as he dismisses them and checks the time. “We still have eighteen minutes,” he says. “You came so quick. Needy little thing.”

Sykora covers her face. “I’m not—it wasn’t on purpose. I just—”

He places the communicator on the ground by her clothes. “But it’s sounding like you can still form sentences. So my job’s not done.”

“Maybe you could—” She swallows. “Your hands. Do the, uh—the thing.”

--content omitted--

He takes her ankle in his grip. “I didn’t know you were the one giving orders here, Majesty.” These power plays of theirs—he remembers when it felt awkward to him, when it made him self-conscious. He hasn’t become some kind of alpha since then, but it’s easier and easier to let her flip that switch in him when she needs it.

And it intoxicates him now, too. He admits it. The transformation in them both. The look on her face when his shadow encompasses her, excitement and satisfaction and ardor spiced with a minuscule trace of apprehension.

“I am still in charge, you know.” She swallows to clear away the saliva that her body is making, in anticipation of what her husband is going to do to it. “I’m the only one onboard who outranks you, but I do.”

“Even though you’re a Princess and I’m a Prince.” He shakes his head. “How is that fair, huh?”

“Because you’re a big crude Maekyonite,” she says. “And I’m a cute little Taiikari lady, and we’re in charge.”

He tuts. “That isn’t a very nice thing to say, Princess.”

She snickers and sticks her tongue out at him. “What are you gonna do about—”

He grabs her other ankle and drags her to the edge of the crate. She groans and writhes as he kicks his pants the rest of the way off.

“I’m gonna show you,” he says, “what big crude Maekyonites do to cute little Taiikari ladies who think they’re in charge.”

His hands slip down from her ankles to beneath her knees. He pushes up, and in, and folds his wife in half again, the way she likes. Her glowing blush spreads from her face to the top of her chest.

“You girls think you can just kidnap us and not face any consequences?”

“You’re just. You’re just big. That’s all.” She laughs breathily. Her abs tighten and flex as she braces to receive him. “You think size matters? We could conquer your planet tomorrow if we wanted.”

Oooh. Sykora’s feeling spicy. Before the gift she gave him today, this might have been too much for Grant. But now it just makes him feel spicy, too.

“You know what? I think you owe the aliens of the firmament an apology, Little Miss Conqueror. I think I’d like to hear you say—” He leans down. “Sorry.”

Her throat trembles. “Taiikari don’t say sorry.”

“Taiikari don’t. But you married a Maekyonite.” He hooks a finger into her choker and tugs her halfway up to sitting. “A Maekyonite collared you. And Maekyonites say sorry.”

He observes her carefully. Is this delicious taboo, or is it too far? He opens the door in the back of his head and tarries at the threshold, just in case he needs to get out of the scene and back into doting husband mode.

“Make me, Maekyonite,” she says.

--content omitted--

His alpha act is falling apart. His wife is just too fucking cute.

“Come to me.” Her arms are open wide. “Husband.”

The raw vulnerability is obvious on her face. She’s rolled over to show her underbelly. She must be feeling the same thing. Play time is over. She needs his love.

For all their bravado, this is what ends up happening half the time. Setting up these kinky dom/sub situations is straightforward enough during foreplay, but now his wife is holding him and licking his face and her flesh is pulsing around him and the feeling of home and comfort is too strong, and they’ve fallen out of character and become two lovesick idiots again.

He can almost forget, when they're like this, what she's going to do when she leaves this room. The conquest she and her minions are planning.

No—that's letting yourself off the hook. You're planning it, too. But that voice is quiet, and it's getting quieter and quieter every day of his new life. Quiet enough now to be drowned out by shallow breath and slapping skin and beating hearts. So what, if his wife is a tyrant by Maekyonite standards? So what? He’s the only Maekyonite he knows anymore.

His wife is a villainess, and he loves her. He loves his evil wife. He wants to have evil kids with her.

He plucks her off the ground and holds her aloft as their tongues slide and intermingle. “Thank you,” he whispers to her. “Thank you so much, Batty.” Their noses nuzzle. He gazes into her dilating eyes. “Your gift. I fucking love it.”

She moans into his neck. “Anything.” The crate squeaks as she gyrates to meet his body with hers. “I’ll give you anything you want. I’ll conquer the firmament for you. I’ll have your babies. I’ll be your pet. Anything.”

--content omitted--

Her tail droops across his shoulder like a pageant sash.

“You’re so heavy,” she sighs.

He props himself up. “My bad.”

“No. It’s good.” Her tail reaches past his shoulder to rub his scruff. “Oh, it’s wonderful. If I didn’t have to run this big dumb annexation, I’d wanna spend the rest of the day like this. Pull out and get me my panties, please, dove.”

As he hunts for her underwear, she stretches like a cat, ass arched into the air, arms reaching forward. The shapely muscles in her back stand out.

“Three’s not bad,” she says. “But I’ll bet we can beat it, somewhere easier on the knees. Now you’ve got me feeling competitive.” She gives him an impish grin over her shoulder. “I’m not distracting you, dove, am I?”

“You’re the one planning the invasion.” He tosses Sykora her panties. “I’m the distraction. Long live the resistance.”

“Oh, shoot,” she says. “There goes Eqtora, I suppose.” Her butt bounces adorably as she shimmies her underwear back on. She sees his attention and turns the motion fluid and presentational. She clasps her uniform back on and tugs her leggings up.

Grant rests his palm on the back of Sykora’s neck as the choker disappears beneath its collar. “Where’d you get that originally, anyway? It was near the back of your jewelry drawer.”

“Oh, I have no clue,” she says. “A lot of my things are gifts from some toady or another and just go into overlooked little corners. I don’t recall whether I’d worn it before you. Normally I’m much spanglier.”

“We could replace it. Something more your style.”

“Absolutely not.” Her palm goes protectively to her throat. “All my favorite things are from overlooked little corners these days.”

He shoulders his uniform back on while she unlocks the door and peers out of it. He guessed right—the crew who were in here have made themselves scarce.

She sighs. “I’m setting an awful example, you know. Coupling is to be done exclusively in registered couples’ cabins or in a reserved room in the conjugal hab. I’m going to catch Gefreitor Reina driving stick-shift in the firing range again and I won’t have a leg to stand on, disciplinary-wise.”

He tucks the scriptomorph under his arm, along with the borrowed pulp book. “We’ll rely on Hyax.”

“For now, we will.” She smirks as she leads him back to the lift. “Don’t think I didn’t see her ogling all those Eqtorans.”

“That thing you do,” he asks her, as the lift hums them through the Pike. “The muscle thing. Does that have a name?”

She nods. “It’s called Nura’s Belt.”

“Can every Taiikari do that?”

“Other girls can, uh, flex,” Sykora says. “But moving it the way I do took hectocycles to master. It’s considered the mark of a nonpareil lover. Princess Nura was one of the greatest bedkeepers of the Terrestrial Empire. I read her books as part of my sexual autodidactism. They’re fascinating and informative. And quite graphic.”

“I still can’t believe you learned all this stuff without a soul to use it on.”

“I am a Void Princess of the Taiikari. I am always prepared. I knew I’d find a husband someday. I just needed someone worthy of my gifts.” Her grin is broad and smug. “Don’t you remember what I told you the night you won me? The night you deflowered me? This is how I keep you.”

The lift slides to a halt. Sykora’s tail thwips out to the button console and holds the doors shut a moment longer.

--content omitted--

She slaps his butt and skitters giggling from the lift.
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THE LAST [MAGE] KING


After witnessing his parents’ execution, King Exia Vanfoster serves the very Republic that slaughtered his bloodline.

To the public, he is a puppet monarch—powerless, heirless, ornamental. 



To the state, he is a weapon—unleashed to hunt the deadliest of rogue Mages, a necessary risk in a war where Mages are in short supply. Or perhaps, a convenient means to get rid of a King.

But what happens when the man who once held his leash vanishes?

With a losing war raging in the background, Exia is forced to work alongside his new handler: Captain Sasha Osin, a no-nonsense, fire-wielding Mage with little love for kings. 



Together, they navigate the shadows of Exia’s past, unearth dangerous secrets, and confront a question neither of them can ignore:

Just where do the King's true loyalties lie?

✨ Progression Fantasy Meets Epic Fantasy ✨
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3.13. Not Alone


                On the first day:

The comet streaks across the crushed-velvet sky above Reueq, the largest landmass on Eqtora. It craters into the Southern Ice Sheet. Its flames boil the frigid ocean beneath. Its passage is marked by a sparsely populated meteorological outpost, manned by a husband, wife, and their keeper. The throuple’s instruments tell them the impossible.

They pile breathlessly from their skidship at the site of the crash. They’ve been beaten, to the great wound in the ice, by a hunting party from the Nuktal Ocean tribe, whose divers are folding their frigid wetsuits by the radiator wagon.

“Did you find it?” The husband worries his fleece cap in his mitts. “Do you know what it is?”

“We did.” The scarred lead diver is sitting with his dorsal sweating before the iron grille of the radiator. “And we don’t.”



Grant knows when he’s about to make a blunder at Gravitas because his otherwise entirely po-faced wife’s tail wags before he puts the piece down. When she realizes the cue he’s using, she insists on tying her tail around her waist. Grant is far from competitive, but he challenges her to an immediate rematch so he can see the face she makes when she wins again.

“It’s a bunch of hurry up and wait,” Sykora explains. “And we’re far enough away from the quantum pylons and the comm lanes that nobody but the most determined bureaucrats can bother me. For the next tenday, the itinerary is monitoring the Eqtoran reaction to our little catspaw, making love to my husband, and kicking his adorable ass at Gravitas.”

Grant rubs the carved ivory of his mercenary carrier as he searches in vain for a move that won’t give ground. “I’m feeling good about my chances this time.”

Sykora sits cross-legged and perky in her nest chair, her voluminous silk robe pooling around her. She tilts her head. “You’re not going easy on me, Grantyde, are you?”

“Am I really that terrible?”

“You’re an excessively kind man. I wanted to make sure.”

“Untie that tail. I need a handicap.”



On the second day:

A small city of tents and government skidskips encircle the impact site. The Nuktal Ocean tribe is forcefully ushered from their hunting ground. Its elders lodge a terse complaint with their Councillor, who’s vociferous in her complaints to the Security Commission—vociferous enough that they show her the thing they found under the ice, and tell her what they think it is.

That evening, she informs the Nuktal that there is nothing she can do. No video call. She doesn’t trust herself enough to keep her fringe from trembling.



Quartermaster Kymai watches fretfully over Grant’s shoulder (or, well, under it, thanks to the heights involved) as the Prince investigates the vast food stores in the Agro larder. He concludes that Anakvanai Peppers are close enough to jalapeños for his purposes.

“Make sure you de-seed those carefully,” Kymai says, and hastily adds “Majesty.”

Grant brings his bacon-wrapped chile rellenos to the next command group meeting. The Black Pike’s rulers review the intercepted pundit recordings to determine which news stations will be most amenable to Taiikari doctrine, and have their first taste of Maekyonite cuisine.

Vora gazes with awe at the melty pull of cheese that ascends with her fork. “There’s so much cheese in this, Majesty.”

“Is it really all that much?” Grant scoops a portion off the filigreed silver serving tray the quartermaster insisted on. “Kymai looked at me like I was a madman while I was stuffing them.”

Vora takes a bite. Her tail wags. “It’s not a complaint. You’re expanding my mind.”

“If you’re gonna let a Maekyonite rule this boat,” he says, “you guys had better get used to a lot more melted cheese.”

“I need us to do a Maekyonite night every tenday if this is how you people eat.” Waian spoons filling onto a slice of pepper. “Fuck me, that’s tasty.”

“I wish I knew enough Maekyon recipes to make that workable, Chief Engineer. These and sloppy joes are kind of my two tricks.”

Waian nudges Sykora. “We shoulda stolen a cookbook when you swiped that guitar.”

Sykora raises her hand. “A sloppy joe?”

“I’ll make those next.”

Vora titters. “Do we want to know what a Joe is?”

“A Joe is a guy. It’s a Maekyonite name.”

“Is he particularly sloppy?” Sykora asks.

“Infamously so.” Grant nods gravely. “He was the sloppiest Maekyonite to ever live. We write about him in our history books and speak his name in hushed tones.”

Hyax has been eating in stolid, hurried silence. Sykora elbows her. “You like my husband’s cooking, Brigadier?”

“It’s all right,” Hyax says, around a mouthful of ground meat and pepper.

“All right.” Sykora titters. “That’s her third, Grantyde.”



On the third day:

The Security Commission presents its findings to the Central Conclave of Fifty.

“The probe’s been retrieved, deconstructed, diagrammed.” The trembling keeper advances the slide. “Its nature is unmistakable. The jaunt mechanism aboard—it’s past anything we’ve ever built. It uses materials we lack names for.”

Councillor Teqya clears her throat. “You’re telling us it’s alien.”

“Uh—” the keeper cycles the slideshow forward. “There are a few explanations we’re ranking in order of likelihood, but—”

“Yes, Councillor. This is alien. There is an extraterrestrial race whose spacefaring mechanization makes our grandest vessels as impressive technologically as harpoons and hake-nets. We are not alone, siblings.” The project lead presses her shaking hands together and interlaces them in prayer. “Gods be merciful. Eqt keep us. We are not alone.”

Some of them sing shaking prayer-songs. Some weep. Some already are engaged in whispered conference, on the close and crumbling edge of panic. The extant procedures for a revelation such as this are unsealed and judged, and found deficient. It’s one thing to idly imagine science-fiction invasions and first contacts. It’s another to stare at the singed, twisted proof.



Grant kisses the nape of his wife’s neck and rolls off her. Her ears twitch as she lays gasping in the memory-foam dent he pounded her into.

He scoops Sykora off her stomach and spoons her into his arms. “C’mere.”

She gives a weak, overwhelmed hum in reply. Her tail wags exhaustedly to the rhythm of her blown out lungs.

He brushes a few strands of her mane from his face. “Your hair’s so long, Batty.”

“Your hair’s long,” she mumbles.

He nuzzles into her neck. “Have you always had it like this?” he asks.

She sighs her exhalations steady again. “I wore it long, but never quite this long. It reached my waist during my stay on Maekyon.”

“You want to cut it?”

“Oh, I don’t know.” She stretches smugly and burrows her butt further into the crook of Grant’s midsection. “I like it like this, I think.”

“I do, too.”

They lay together and watch the firmament drift by. He watches his satisfied wife’s horns gradually retract, until they’re just peeking out from her hair. A minute of deep-breathing recovery and Sykora twists around to give Grant that adorable puppy-dog face she has when she’s waiting for him to kiss her. He obliges.

“You’re doing so much better on the bows, dove,” she murmurs into his neck.

“I’m doing better at pretending, anyway,” he says.

“That’s the first step.”

“But I’m not really a Prince, yet, right? There’s paperwork to do. And approval from the Core.”

“I don’t give a toss about the Core. And neither does the Pike. They’ve always been ready to accept you.” She brushes his lengthening hair behind his ear. “All you ever had to do was accept them.”



On the fourth day:

The next to know are the generals. In the Highhall’s briefing room, surrounded by hanging, burnished astrodon bones and the echoing songs of congregation and confrontation, they clutch their pelt cloaks and stare with muted, fringewilted shock as the cobbled-together team of researchers present the latest version of their much-revised analysis.

“What if they’re hostile?” A temple militant rubs his jowled chin. “What if their weaponry is as advanced as this jaunt engine?”

Commander-councillor Quniag’s palms are flat on the table in front of her.

“Then we lose,” she says.



Grant finally convinces Waian to jam with him in the Princess’s cabin. The Chief Engineer brings with her a two-stringed acoustic instrument she calls a strala, whose ambiguous tuning and airy reverberations remind him of Chinese opera. She plays it with a happy-go-lucky jauntiness at odds with its haunting timbre, slapping her thumb into it like a clawhammer banjo to accompany Grant’s fingerpicking cascades.

“You’ve been holding out on me, Chief Engineer,” Grant says, as her strala’s wolf-call song slips through his strums. “How’d I have to find out you play from Sykora?”

“I don’t exactly advertise it. Be honest with you, it’s a little bit cheating with the hand. I can just program sequences into it if I need to.” She holds her bionic hand up on the strala’s neck; its joints click as it forms intricate musical shapes in the air, sending an arpeggio across the Strala’s strings. “Y’see?”

“Hey. The crowd doesn’t care where the tunes come from, you know. My dad’s favorite band never actually played live. Just stood in front of the speakers and pretended.” Grant absentmindedly travis-picks along a bluesy chord progression.

Waian tilts her head as he finishes the phrase. “What’s that one called?”

“I dunno. Just jamming.”

Waian blows out an unbelieving scoff. “You’re improvising, boss?”

“Yeah.”

“Fuckin’ hell. Sykora said you were good but I thought that was just her being dewy-eyed over her new husband.” She examines Grant’s fingers against the strings. “You are really goddamn good, Prince.”

“You and Her Majesty are going to give me a swollen head.”

“A what?”

“Uh—big ego.”

“Well, this is coming from someone who hasn’t rode the Maekyonite Meat Express. So you know I’m not just honing your horns.” Waian follows his melody with faltering experimentation. “Maybe you’re a dabbler on Maekyon. But that means Maekyon has some incredible musicians.”

“Huh.” Grant plucks a slide down his D string. “Guess it’s just something the species is good at.”

“Big hunks, good music, an entirely cheese-based cuisine.” Waian clucks her tongue and shakes her head. “You sure you don’t wanna just cut us loose on Maekyon? I think our species would have a real good time with each other.”

Grant chuckles. “I think I pass.”

“I reckon there’s more than a few Maekyonite men who’d be very upset with you if they knew you were the only thing keeping them from arranged marriages to horny little Taiikari wives.”

“Entirely possible, Chief Engineer.” Grant stops chording in favor of twiddly little pentatonic runs. “Someone has to think of the Maekyonite women, right?”

“Hey, now.” Waian wags a mechanical finger. “Don’t underestimate Taiikari boys. We ladies are built to take a good hard dicking for a reason, y’know.”

“Do you have a husband or a boyfriend or anything?”

“Nope.” Waian taps her knuckle on her instrument’s crossbar. “I got about two-score fuckbuddies, though. When we’re done here, I’ve got a date with a couple of marines to take turns on me.”

Grant chuffs a laugh. “I can never tell when you’re joking.”

“What, just cause I’m old enough to be your grandma?” Waian wiggles her brows. “That’s a little something called seasoning, Majesty.”



On the fifth day:

The council of 200 are given a limited version of the truth. The nearly intact probe from another world becomes an object of interest. Doubt and discretion, the constant friends of the temple, now wielded against its members.

The savvy read between the lines. Whispered calls are made in sheltered halls away from the straining, conciliatory tones of the chamber’s song. Contingencies are constructed.

Grant and Sykora finish their first full dance sequence without a single mistake. The Princess screams in warrior triumph and tumbles into her husband’s arms. Vora and Oryn whistle and applaud.



On the seventh day:

A hack journalist publishes the first They’re Here article, in a seal-whispering rag on Harok. Sensationalist stuff. No need to move on it.

The eighth day is when the story first appears, uncredited, in the Reueq Advocate. They find the writer and disappear him. In the echoing catacombs beneath the Highhall they try to terrify a name out of him. But he’s still and sedate beneath the black hood they draped over his head and the headphones over his ears. His dorsal stands straight and proud.

“You’re trying to keep control,” he says. “It’s already gone.”

Grant convinces Ajax to lift with him by promising a spot in the command group’s private workout room. The Taiikari version of the bench press presupposes a tail. The sergeant looks askance at Grant’s butt-on-the-bench version. “You lift like how my girlfriend lifts,” he says.

“How’s that?”

“A lot more than I expected.”



On the ninth day:

The Eqtoran Armada secrets itself into an uncharted spot in deep space for its latest round of combat exercises. Fanned formations and shifting lines of fire. They think they’re unmonitored. They’re wrong.

Grant and Hyax watch the gauss gun flashes from the Pike’s command deck. The Brigadier’s eyes are narrow and analytical.

“There’s too much variance between their COs,” she says. “Teaching drill to the rank-and-file isn’t enough if you don’t follow through on regulating doctrine in your command structure.” Her hands are folded behind her back. “Not that it matters, I suppose.”

“Ask you something, Brigadier?”

“Of course, Majesty.”

“Why the crash and the tenday wait? Why not send down a probe saying hi?”

“The uncertainty,” Hyax says. “It’s useful when monitoring a republic. Identifies the real power brokers, pokes at the cracks. If you let them sweat for a while, they do a fine job at destabilizing themselves. Fractious dioceses are much more easily brought into the fold than a single unified front. No manipulation required. It’s different with autocracy. When there’s a dictator, we often ride up to the door and knock.”

“Does it haunt you at all, Brigadier? The mustering, the useless preparation?”

“Why would it haunt me, Majesty?”

“Existentially, I mean.” Grant watches the alien formations shifting. “The nation I grew up in counted itself the greatest military power on Maekyon. But the Eqtorans would crush us. And you’re going to crush the Eqtorans. What if the Taiikari run into something greater again than what you’ve got?”

“What you’ve got, he says.” Hyax raises an eyebrow. “You’re part of the Imperial family now, Majesty.”

He presses. “Would you still fight?”

“Why would I do that?”

“Loyalty, I guess. Isn’t it your duty to die for the Empire if you need to?”

“Certainly. But my loyalty is predicated on the trust she’ll spend me right. If I found out I’d tossed myself away on a hopeless fight, I’d kick her ass in the afterlife, glory to her.”

Grant rubs the stubble on the shorn edge of his beard. “Maekyonite stories are full of people sacrificing their lives in the name of doomed causes.”

“Hmmm.” Hyax squints. “And this is a virtue?”

“Sometimes.”

“You fascinate me, Majesty,” Hyax says. “So intriguingly counterintuitive. The more I learn of Maekyon, the more I look forward to commanding human marines. Once we house-train your world, you’ll give us superb soldiers, I think.”

Sykora ambles between them. “Brigadier. Behave.”

Hyax clicks her tongue. “I did mean it as a compliment.”

“They don’t let aliens on ZKZs,” Grant says. “Free ones, anyway.”

“They didn’t,” Hyax says, “and then you came along.”

“I’d think one Maekyonite would be more than enough for you.”

“Not at all, now that we know the trick to domesticating them.” The corner of Hyax’s mouth hitches up. “You fancied yourself such a firebrand rebel. But all we needed to turn you into a faithful Navy nobleman was a Taiikari lover. And it’s not as though we’d be lacking in volunteers to shack up with handsome alien giants.”

Grant smirks back, but lets the matter drop. “Waian said the same thing. Is it true she’s some kind of sex maniac?”

“Oh, certainly,” Sykora says. “She’s slept with half the vessel. I have a clerk whose primary responsibility is keeping an unobtrusive eye on the woman.”

“She propositioned me, once. I told her the command group is no place for canoodling.” Hyax gives Grant one of her scarfaced looks. “This was before Sykora made you an honorary member.”

“And now it’s too late.” Sykora nudges her. “I think you’re developing a taste for seafood.”

Hyax looks stubbornly ahead at the main screen. “Don’t know what you’re talking about, Majesty.”



On the tenth day:

The aliens arrive.
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How I Helped My Smokin' Hot Alien Girlfriend Conquer the Empire





Life was good. I was captain of a cruiser in the Combined Corporate Fleets. Master of my own destiny. As much as you can be master of your own destiny living under the Terran Corps.

Then it all came crashing down.

A simple mission to roust a livisk invasion fleet from a planet human colonists had rightly stolen went bad. Long story short I sort of got captured by the alien hottie I kinda disgraced at that aforementioned colony world battle and taken back to her world as her prisoner.

Only I didn’t get thrown into the reclamation mines with the rest of my crew. No, for some reason I’ve intrigued my alien captor. For some reason she’s keeping me close by in her luxurious skyscraper surrounded by her personal army.

For some reason I kinda like it. Especially after I discover her species has warrior pairs who psychically bond, and we accidentally pulled the whole permanent mind meld thing. Which shouldn’t be possible between human and livisk.

Oops.

Now I have a new mission in life. Free my crew from the mines and figure out what’s going on with me and my alluring alien captor. The only problem? It turns out her love language is conquest!

It won’t be easy. There’s a mad empress trying to kill us, nobles plotting around us, a crew to rescue, an empire to overthrow, and maybe if I play my cards right a wedding to plan. On a world where wedding planners think trial by single combat is a perfectly reasonable way to deal with a bridezilla!

Who knew it would take getting captured by humanity’s mortal enemies to find true love? 

What to expect:

-A strong HFY theme with humanity kicking ass

-A strong nearly instalove romance between a human and alien

-Fighting injustice against a galactic empire, sometimes using morally questionable means

-A slow burn fight against a sprawling cruel galactic empire that involves changing lots of hearts and minds. Sometimes at the barrel of a gun.

Patrons get to read up to five weeks (25 chapters) ahead!















                



3.14. The Message


                “It’s some kind of misreading. It has to be.” Sqorvik stares at the readouts beside the stellar map. “Some sort of stellar interference showing electrostat where there shouldn’t be.”

“It’s accelerating, Sqor.” His partner is dialing a number on the observatory tower’s bulky cadmium-orange radiovox. “It’s fucking steering. Don’t play anything right now. All right? I got a call to make.”

“Not even quiet?” Sqorvik looks up from his console. Yqar’s hands are shaking. Her fringe is bleached with fear; he’s never seen that before. “Help to calm you down, maybe?”

Yqar shakes her head. “It’s not a moment for calm.”

“Who are you calling?”

She pulls the receiver from the vox and holds it to her ear. “I’m calling the goddamn Highhall.”

“Do you reckon—is this it?”

“What else could it be?” Her fists bunch and release. Her eyes stare past him and his console and the tower window, out to the sky beyond them. “They’re here.”



A scythe-blade shaped hole in the sky, like an iridescent fingernail shaving, opens. And then the aliens are above Highstep.

It looks smaller than you’d think, the ship that brings the end of the Eqtoran United Republic. It doesn’t blot out the sun or dwarf the moon. It doesn’t hover in its immensity over the great mossy carvings of the Highhall. From the ground, it’s no bigger than an ant. You could miss it easily if it weren’t pointed out to you. If the city hadn’t seized like a prey animal in a floodlight. If Highstep’s auto traffic hadn’t ground to a halt like a flash-frozen reef, and if the stone-lined streets hadn’t flooded and if people weren’t screaming or praying or just staring in silent awe at the thing in the sky, the thing that everyone said well, surely they exist, surely we’ll see one some day, and never truly believed their words.

And now it’s here. The end of everything they knew, and the start of everything else.

“Sykora, Void Princess of the Black Pike and servant of Empress Zithra XIX, greets the Highhall Council.”

The voice rings out in the Chamber of the Two Hundred, frightening the dorsals off the two humming custodians who were in the middle of polishing the ivory altar. The theater-sized viewscreen above the obsidian altar on the other end of the room has activated. An alien, red-eyed and fanged and massively broadcast, speaks in smooth, accented Eqtorish.

“We request the presence of High Councilor Qilik-mek-Eqtor and any councilors or ecclesiasts she wishes to accompany her. The telecommunication device in her office has been repurposed to serve as a direct link to the Taiikari vessel in low orbit over your world. When she is ready to speak, she need only switch it on. This message will repeat.”



Grant itches his neck beneath his high collar. He feels like a total dork in this outfit. Its onyx fasteners, its gold brocade, its sleek scarlet longcoat with the Black Pike’s sigil on the breast. And the crown. It’s just a little silver circlet but it’s hard to ignore. Heavy is the head that wears the crown, they say on Maekyon, but they never mention how tight it is.

Sykora stands next to him in similarly grandiose clothes. She doesn’t look like a dork. She looks like the warlord she is, like an age-of-sail admiral crossed with a starfleet captain. Intricate plaits lay upon the great dark waterfall of her hair. Her head is held high. Her eyes and lips are lined in deep maroon. Her tail swishes back and forth behind her and cast eddies in the heavy scarlet velvet of her topcoat; otherwise she is still as a monument.

“They’ve activated, Majesty.” Waian calls from the bridge below. “We’re ready to patch you through.”

Sykora’s hand snakes into Grant’s. Her fingers wiggle playfully against his palm. “You look stunning,” she whispers. “Big debut. You’re ready. Be bold.”

He closes his fist around her fingers in a quick squeeze. They pull away from one another as the holoprojector cameras rise from the deck around them like a high-tech henge.

“You ready, Havnai?” Grant glances at their translator, a supermodel-gaunt violet woman named Havnai.

“Uh.” She bows. “Yes, Majesties.” Her voice, when it’s not the granite-firm burr required for Eqtorish, is unexpectedly gentle and soft.

“Right.” Sykora shakes herself out one last time. She cracks her back and plants her feet. “Connect.”

The monitor displaying the great span of Eqtora blanks out for a moment. It’s replaced by a huddling group of Eqtorans in richly dyed linen, beneath fur-fringed black-and-white robes. Their jolting reaction comes, no doubt, from the holographic projections that have appeared opposite them in the room, beamed down from the distant Pike above them. Sykora waits patiently as they reconfigure themselves and divert their attentions from the screen they’d expected her to appear on.

“Councilors of the Eqtoran system,” she says.

Havnai’s stentorian voice follows along beneath Sykora’s in propulsive, stone-hewn syllables.

“My name is Sykora, Princess of the ZKZ Black Pike. Beside me is my husband and Prince, Grantyde of the Black Pike. We greet you as envoys of Zithra XIX, Empress of Taiikar.”

One Eqtoran’s robe is open more than the rest, revealing more of the gold-colored suit she wears beneath it. She steps forward. Her amphibious skin is scaly and marred by scars in places along her cheek and neck. Her fringe is pierced; golden loops hang from it, attached to intricate ivory charms. She speaks, in guttural Eqtorish.

“This councilor before you is Qilik-mek-Eqtor,” Havnai says, leaning away from her microphone and talking in an impassive undercurrent to the councilor’s grand declamation. “With me are three of my temple’s ecclesiasts and Councilor Prana Makqi. We welcome you to Eqtora.”

Prana Makqi must be the other Eqtoran in gold. She’s a petite ocean-colored keeper with deep-set, suspicious eyes.

“We welcome you, as well,” Grant says, “We’re here to open the way for you to the firmament. You’re ready to join the great concord of worlds that prosper within the Taiikari Empire. Yours is a strong people to have made it this far. So many civilizations die in their cradle, never escaping their homeworlds. As much as we have to teach you, we look forward to learning from you in turn. With the discovery of the sweep, you stand upon the threshold of a firmament more wide and wondrous than you’d ever dreamt of. One final step remains.”

“The Empire will gladly accept you into its protection, as citizen-vassals,” Sykora says. “You’ll be given our technology and our advancements. Your lifespans will triple, your shortages will vanish, and the breadth of the Empire will open to your exploration. All we require in return is your loyalty, which you will give to its rightful recipient, Empress Zithra XIX.”

Grant watches as his wife’s words land and ripple through the pond of councilors and ecclesiasts. Eyes widen or narrow. Postures shift. High Councilor Qilik-mek-Eqtor whispers to Councilor Prana, then a man by her arm, then replies.

Havnai’s eyes dart to Sykora and back as she translates. “I will interpret your words. You have come here with a battleship to force us to kneel to your Empress.”

“To our Empress, Councilor. She was yours before you knew her. She has kept your system secure and safe from any who would think to harm it. She’s allowed you to grow and flourish without fear of outlaws or invaders, free from alien interference. And you have proven yourselves ready to join the rest of her subjects in the vaunted place she has prepared for you.”

“At her feet,” Havnai says.

“By her side,” Sykora says. “Behind her great bulwark.”

“We’ll uplift your people,” Grant says. “We’ll expand their horizons and keep them safe and prosperous. And our clerics will gladly work with yours in analyzing the scriptures and discovering how your faith might join and live harmoniously with those of the larger firmament. Our ways of worship are open and permissive. There are many roads to the divine. Many faces. We—” He pauses as a burst of guttural Eqtorish rises from Councilor Prana.

“The song of the gods is self-determination. The recognition that every person is equally blessed and cursed, and in their own doing may forge their fates in the eyes of the Holy Ones. How can an Empress claim to speak for them? An Empress is—” Havnai halts, her eyes dilating. “Majesty—”

“Continue.” Sykora is terse and clipped.

“An Empress is an abomination,” Havnai says.

Sykora takes a moment for a deep inhale and exhale. She clears her throat. “Grantyde?”

“Join with us now,” Grant says, “under your own power, and you will have the freedom to forge yourselves in whatever shape you want. Your government has to recognize the ultimate authority of the Empress. But provided you open your borders to the Taiikari and share your wealth and resources, as we share ours with you, it may remain in place. And as the friendship and trust grow between us, so will your autonomy and the rewards you reap from your new Empire.”

Qilik folds her arms. “You mean to take our freedom, then, Prince,” Havnai reports.

“No.” Sykora steps forward. “That is what I will do, if you deny our offer and refuse our friendship. If I must assimilate your civilization by force, I will take you not as a vassal state, but as an indentured system.”

“What’s the difference, when we’re enslaved either way?”

“There is a great and terrible difference,” Sykora says. “You will have a brief invasion and many cycles of sorrow and mourning to understand the difference, and contemplate it. And then you, or your children and survivors, will realize your mistake and make sufficient recompense to scrub the stain of disloyalty, and become the truehearted, proud Imperial citizens you were always meant to be.”

Grant inches aside to give her more room. His time in the spotlight, he reckons with no small relief, is finished.

“A kilocycle from now,” Sykora says, “you will be citizens of the Empire amid its golden age. You will have journeyed further than you could ever imagine. You will have witnessed wonders. You will be free of disease and famine. You will know the mercy and protection of the Empress’s invincible bulwark. Your daughter, Wyqen—yes, councilor, I know about Wyqen—will have grown up as an Imperial subject, will have a child of her own, a child who will be born a citizen of the Empire. A proud citizen.”

Qilik has begun a burst of infuriated reproof. Sykora gazes with icewall patience. “Tell her I am not finished speaking.”

Havnai leans into the microphone, her voice lower-register and firm.

“Your art will hang in Taiikari halls,” Sykora continues. “Your language will be taught in Taiikari academies. Your ecclesiasts will sing your hymns in the halls of the Omnidivine, alongside the priests of scores of civilizations. And this hatred you feel today—the rage that shakes you when you look at me—it will be gone from your descendents, gone as though it was never there. Cured, like the pernicious little disease it is.”

Her hands behind her back are fidgeting, Grant sees. Her thumb turns a ring on her index. The camera doesn’t catch it.

“Your grandchild will come home from school, having saluted the picture of the Empress that hangs in their classroom. Having learned with Taiikari children, having befriended Taiikari children. Maybe even having held hands with one. And you, at an age you never thought it possible, will have the strength to pick them up and lift them into your lap. And they will look up at you and ask you.” Sykora leans forward. “Grandmother, is it true we once imagined ourselves at war with the rest of the Empire?”

She allows Havnai’s translation time to catch up.

“There is no war, madame councilor. There is no rebellion, there is no resistance. There is one outcome. The only choice is how you arrive there: through joyful union, or through unspeakable calamity heretofore unknown to your civilization. Bring what I have told you to your council. Treat this decision with the gravity it deserves. It’s the turning point of your entire species.”

The keeper by Qilik’s teeth are bared. Her fringe ripples as she spits out a string of syllables like they’re burning coals.

Havnai’s ears twitch. “The councilor says—”

Sykora holds up a hand. “I don’t need to know what the councilor says in the passion of this moment, Citizen Havnai. And I suspect if I did, she’d look back on it later with heart-shaking regret.” She smiles at the venomous glare. “So let’s allow her time to think, and to choose her words.”

The Eqtorans are frantically murmuring among themselves, their whispers full of the grit that comes with the urge to raise your voice.

One of them is humming, Grant realizes. Humming some tune under their argument. A prayer, maybe.

Hyax steps forward to the edge of the circle of cameras. “Will we provide the ultimatum now, Majesty?”

“Not yet,” Sykora says. “Citizen Havnai.”

Their translator bows. “Majesty.”

“Inform the councilors that this telecom is now an open channel. They might want to move it out of the High Councilor’s office. I will expect their acquiescence by tomorrow morning at 0900, and we can begin to negotiate their integration with the Empire. If we’re refused…” She nods to Hyax. “The ultimatum.”

Havnai’s bold-type translation snares the fractious attention of the Eqtorans. Qilik steps forward to speak.

Sykora turns from the screen. The crossed pikes on her back flash, like the forbidding gesture of storybook throne guards. “Terminate the call.” She strides from the circle. The main screen fuzzes and the view is replaced by the glacier-blue planetary span of Eqtora once again. “Well done, Citizen Havnai.”

Havnai blushes, and goes back to her breathy Taiikari voice. “I only hope I was able to broadcast your intent as you wished it.”

Sykora tilts her head. “I do believe they got the message. You may return to your quarters. My marines will escort you.”

“That went about as well as we’d presumed,” Vora says, as the translator bows from the command deck.

Sykora huffs a humorless laugh. “Let’s give them a chance. I don’t imagine they’ll accept.” Her tail wraps around Grant’s leg and gives it a pulsing squeeze. “But miracles happen.”

She releases her hold on her husband and steps to the command deck’s balustrade. “At ease, bridge,” she calls. “You’ve all done well. Take a half day and rest. We’re about to have an interesting tenday.”

A chorus of Yes, Majesty and a field of bows.

“Take us up, Waian.” Sykora nods to her Chief Engineer. “Hyax—are you ready to present our timeline?”

Hyax’s eyes beam grim anticipation through her mask of scars. “Yes, Majesty.”

The command deck rumbles as it lifts from the bridge. Its shadow elongates, sharpening like a spearhead pointed at the planet below.

Grant crouches to Sykora’s ear. “Excellent villainous monologue, babe.”

Sykora smirks. “A little harsh, but I believe I made my point. They’ll answer us with a no or an orbital bombardment, and they’ll see how quickly we shrug both off.”

“Do you truly believe all that? What you said about the future?”

“I do.” She gazes at the Eqtoran horizon off the Pike’s massive prow. Her voice drops to a whisper. “I want this one to be like the Kovikan one. I want to have dinner one day with a happy Eqtoran Baron and his Taiikari wife and their adorable re-encoded children. I want my Brigadier to get screwed out of her mind by a big sexy fish woman. When we have babies I want them to grow up with Eqtoran friends, a favorite Eqtoran meal. I want them to be mystified at the idea of a Black Pike sector without its Eqtoran citizens. And if that means scaring the ovipositor off a nattering noble, I’ll do it.”

“Councilor.”

She snorts. “Same difference.”

“What’s this timeline Hyax is about to present?”

Sykora’s lips press thinly together before she speaks. “This timeline,” she says, “is what the Taiikari do to worlds that tell us no.”
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3.15. Show of Force


                “We begin,” Hyax says, “with a show of force.”

She hits the trigger on the command deck table. The Eqtora system unfurls from its projector. Eqtora itself is so small in the three-dimensional star map. Like a little bauble, and not the massive world before them.

Grant’s view of the genuine article’s great blue span is marred, somewhat, by the ships. There are more of them than he can count, filling the digital windows around them like a dot matrix. Lumpen and cubic and bristling with weaponry. They surround the Pike. Their weapons are live and pointed directly at the ship. The Taiikari at the command group table pay them no mind.

Hyax points to the simulacrum lunar body on the starmap. “This moon will do nicely. Eqtora’s largest.”

“Not that one,” Sykora says.

Hyax’s brow raises. “Doctrine is their homeworld’s moon, Majesty.”

“Overruled, Brigadier.” Sykora folds her arms. “Too many spiritual connotations. It’s the celestial palace for an entire wing of their deities. We don’t need that religious acrimony as our first action.”

Hyax bows. “Well argued, Majesty.” But Grant sees her glance at him as she straightens.

“Perhaps this one.” Vora points to another planet and Waian highlights it. “Taiqan. A twenty-eight arcminute moon and roughly four million inhabitants. Plenty of observers.”

Grant leans on his palms against the table. “Are you going to blow their moon up?”

“Of course not, Majesty. That’d wreak havoc with their axial tilt. No.” Hyax gestures to the dual-glaive logo embroidered into Sykora’s topcoat. “We’ll carve our Princess’s sigil into it.”

Grant stares at the blazon across his wife’s back. “Holy shit.”

“They will, of course, dispatch as many orbital and galactic defenses that they can muster to stop us.” Hyax does a slow turn, gesturing to the vessels that menace them. “The Eqtoran fleet—we’ll witness their action firsthand.”

Grant’s eyes dance across the armada arrayed before Eqtora. “Is this our first battle, then?”

Hyax shakes her head. “We’ll ignore them entirely. The only casualties will be if any of them get in the way of our plasma discharge. They’ll hammer our membrane for a few hours while we carve. When we’re finished, we choose whichever world has the smallest population or the least developed biosphere—almost always, it’s the same—and park ourselves in its orbit.”

“That’s Taiqan again, so we’re already there,” Waian says. “Handy.”

Hyax moves the display to the planet one place closer to the sun. “Here’s our target, then. We bathe its settlements in telecom waves. We announce from every device and loudspeaker we can reach—which is all of them—our ultimatum.”

Sykora’s hand finds Grant’s, and holds it tight.

“One cycle,” Hyax says. “Twenty days, five hundred twenty hours. To evacuate, or to come to the table and discuss terms of surrender. For the more dysfunctional or chaotic civilizations, we extend that timer up to two full cycles, but that won’t be necessary with the Eqtorans. At the end of the cycle, we desolate Taiqan.”

Grant stares at the scarred Brigadier. “What does desolate mean, as a verb?”

“It means we render it uninhabitable,” Hyax says. “We’ll turn the full power of the Black Pike upon it, the power they just witnessed, and we’ll boil its biosphere. Nothing survives.”

A stiff silence around the table.

Hyax punctures it with her emotionless exposition. “We count it down for them. Every morning, in a blanket broadcast that extolls what we’re offering and underscores our consequences. The only actions we take are to ensure the safety of any evacuating vessels. Any vessels or armies they send, we ignore. Any ordnance they launch, we allow the membrane to absorb. We make them understand the extent to which we can defend ourselves. We let them take their best shot.”

“That’s when the Kovikans gave in,” Sykora adds. “They had this marvelous flagship—it had taken a full hectocycle to build it—that they’d ordained as the ultimate defense of their system. And it was quite impressive. They’d come up with this ingenious hardlight point defense system. Something the Taiikari had never even considered, although our membranes are strictly superior. When we delivered the twenty-day ultimatum, they gave us three in return. They had banks of atomics. They’d figured out rail tech. I think they even had a plasma cannon, right, Chief Engineer?”

Waian’s half-paying attention, intent on her tablet readouts. “Mmhmm.”

“Day three came, and they launched it all,” Sykora says. “Two hours of constant bombardment. And the discharge clouds cleared, and the ZKZ was standing without a scratch on it. They surrendered the same day. You can still see that warship. It’s in an orbital museum on Kovik. It’s quite beautiful. Shaped like a crescent moon.” Her face when she looks at Grant has a quiet desperation to it. She’s watching his reactions closely, he realizes, as her Brigadier relays the horrors planned for the Eqtorans. “Perhaps I could take you sometime.”

“It’s a Kovikan shipwright company that designs all our interceptors, too,” Waian says. “Don’t let those placid squid gals fool you. The Kovikans were proper scary in their day.”

“That’s one reason we bring only a single ship, to begin with,” Hyax says. “Even a huge one. Large enough to terrify—but surely one ship has a weakness. One ship can be felled. One ship isn’t the end of the line. It’s useful to see how a regime acts when they still have a kind of hope. And how it reacts when it becomes clear they can’t hurt us.”

“You make it sound so monstrous, Hyax,” Vora says.

“It is monstrous, majordomo,” Hyax says. “We are here under the command to be monstrous.” She cycles her holographic presentation. “Once time is up, the selected world is glassed. We drop sufficient ordnance on it to destroy everything and everyone that didn’t leave. We leave it an inert lump of rock, like the vast majority of planets in the firmament.”

Grant’s fingers are tapping on the lacquered wood. “How many people does that usually kill?”

“It depends, Majesty. If they evacuate as ordered, none.”

He stills his drumming. “I’m asking usually.”

Hyax’s posture stiffens. “On average, it’s a few thousand. But that average is skewed by the Malkest incident. Most often, the evacuation encompasses the whole planet, or—”

“Malkest incident?” Grant looms over the system projection.

“An infamous incident, Majesty.” Hyax is expressionless and matter-of-fact. “The Malkesti refused to evacuate their colony and shot down any ship that tried before it could leave orbit. It stands as the costliest and most ignominious annexation of the Zithran Expansion. Twelve million Malkesti died in the desolation.”

Grant feels a numb chill, like Hyax has upended a bucket of ice water on his head. “Twelve million.”

“That will not happen.” Sykora’s tail is tightly wrapped around Grant’s wrist. “This is not Malkest. This is Kovik.”

“Once the bombardment is complete, we offer lesser terms,” Hyax says. “One last chance to enter the Empire as parolee citizen-subjects, under permissive but watchful occupation. And if we are still refused, the invasion fleet assembles in the Imperial Core, and the Black Pike prepares the way for them.”

The minuscule simulacrum of the Pike blooms with virtual cannon fire.

“In the days it takes for the main fleet to arrive, we destroy every satellite, bomb every spaceport, obliterate every military vessel that dares to fire on us.” As Hyax speaks, a growing nimbus of red encircles Taiqan. “We transform the interplanetary republic into fearful isolated pockets, their networks dark, their colonies unresponsive, their orbits blanketed with curtains of their own satellites’ shrapnel and Pike-released chaff. Over the next few days, as our full invasion fleet sweeps into the system, their supply lines, already strained by the mass relocation we caused, break down further in the absence of the satellites their telecoms relied on. No need to destroy production—we want to keep that where it is, to ensure speedy recovery. We aim for their distribution.”

Grant is trying to picture this happening to Earth. His mind isn’t equipped for it.

“We never leave the Pike,” Hyax says. “We remain here, behind our invincible membrane. There is nothing they can do to harm us. Casualties here range from the thousands to the millions, depending on the severity of societal breakdown.”

“What’s the estimate on that for Eqtora?” Grant asks.

Hyax clears her throat. “Majesty. This isn’t exactly my field of expertise—”

“Brigadier,” Grant says. “I know there’s an estimate.”

Hyax glances to Sykora. The Princess nods. “Considering their hardiness and closeknit temple communities? The listening post researchers figure approximately ten thousand.” The Brigadier’s mouth twists. “Optimistic, in my estimation. Our ground annexations and aid efforts begin within days, before the deaths by famine begin, but the distribution systems we break aren’t fixed overnight. And a republic can foster a sense of individualism as easily as collectivism.”

Vora nods. “Those same dioceses that are harmonious now can go territorial quick.”

“We detain or destroy every vessel that somehow gets past their shrapnelized atmospheres,” Hyax says. “By now, our invasion fleet has arrived, and firmament-based resistance is impossible; the system is already under our control. The Void Princess and the Princess-Margrave in charge of the ground invasion become joint commanders.”

Sykora’s expression darkens at the mention of a Princess-Margrave.

“The assassinations are next,” Hyax continues. “The demagogues, the high-ranking military, the councilors who led the resistance to our ways. We kill who we can see and reach from orbit, then send operatives to the surface to take the rest. This is the moment they find out about our invisibility and our compulsion. Whoever remains is now terrified of unseen Taiikari assassins or hypnotized male sleeper agents. They are blind, they realize. They are deaf and mute as well, because all of their satellite infrastructure has been destroyed and they haven’t yet discovered datacryption or quantum communication. The shelves are empty. Confusion, panic, fear. It’s time for us to give them one last chance, case by case. We broadcast into every radio tower, every communicator, we plaster it onto every snowed-out screen. We repeat our terms to every isolated leader.”

“We’ll use the temples and their councilors for this,” Vora says. “There’s two hundred of them across the Eqtoran worlds. The first few to willingly join the Taiikari Empire will do so with full citizens’ rights, with access to our medicine and our technology. Say the first twenty.”

“The first fifty,” Sykora says.

Vora bows. “As you say, Majesty.”

“We bring them wonders,” Hyax says. “We shower them with everything they have gained by their fealty to us. We supply aid and communications; we help them rebuild what we broke. Families reunite, profiteers and pilferers are punished, injuries and diseases are cured, everyone’s fed. The communities that resist are smashed, their populations made prisoners, house-arrested on their worlds, tagged and separated, monitored for the rest of their lives.”

Waian’s mechanical hand raises. “If we get to this point, I recuse myself. I’ll set it up with my Specialists and they’ll take it from the ground invasion on. I won’t be a part of it.”

“We have to be, Chief Engineer,” Vora says. “That’s what our commissions demand of us.”

“Majordomo.” Waian scoffs. “With all the respect and love for you in the world, fuck off. I’ve been in the Navy longer than you’ve been alive. I’ve given more than enough. I don’t give this.”

“That isn’t your prerogative, Waian,” Hyax says. “You don’t pick and choose your service to the Empress.”

“You can fuck off too, kiddo.” Waian parks her scuffed boots on the table. “Her Majesty can execute me for it at her discretion.”

“This is needless quarreling, command group,” Sykora snaps. “We’ll do our jobs and do them well, and it won’t come to that. We’re the ZKZ Black Pike. We will bring the Eqtorans into the fold bloodlessly.”

A trilling tone asserts itself into the silence that follows. Grant barely hears it. His gaze is fixed to the projection.

They made him a Prince. They gave him power. Now he needs to figure out how to use it. To prevent this worst-case scenario from happening, in whatever way he can.

The trill again. “That’s our Council connection, Majesty,” Vora murmurs.

“I know.” Sykora steps to the table console and hits a switch. “This is the command deck. Read, bridge?”

A monotone reply: “Yes, Majesty.”

“Accept that hail,” Sykora says. “And patch me through to Citizen Havnai for translation.”

“As you say, Majesty. Hold for translation.”

Grant steps to the window and stares at the world below them. He folds his hands to keep from trembling. A tiny blue hand settles across his knuckles.

“I know,” Sykora whispers. “I’m here. It’s going to be okay.”

A sliding glass hexagon ripples across the command deck, refracting their view of Eqtora. It thrums red before resolving into Translator Havnai's attentive face. A percussive wash of dissonant chords pipes into the bridge. The guttural Eqtorish pronouncement follows, ringing through the prow of the Pike. Havnai’s hushed translation accompanies.

“Alien vessel. In the name of the Gods and the self-sovereignty they champion, the Council of Two Hundred refuses to accede to your demands. Leave Eqtora’s orbit immediately, or be destroyed.”

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Dukerino
                        

                    

                    

[image: Warfall Legacy Cover]



"To Crown A God, Kingdoms Must Fall"

In a galaxy ruled by the augmented who wield mana, nineteen-year-old Leon is just another unaugmented with a debt marker and no future, left behind by the parents who vanished without a trace. All he wants is a way out. A quiet life. A future. But the Imperial Covenant doesn’t hand out mercy. When he hits rock bottom, he’s left with two choices...

| Sci-Fi Meets Fantasy | Nothing to Power Journey | Grimdark |

📘 Read Me






                



3.16. War God


                Ynaqi floats to the Rivenland’s cramped bridge deck and grips a handhold by the nav computer. No navigator today. War crew only. That’s her and Tennek and Suqen, who’s already at her missile banks, checking and re-checking and re-checking again.

Everyone has their rituals, Ynaqi guesses. She looks out at the huge splinter of dark metal that has lodged itself in her world’s orbit and wishes she had more of one.

Tennek is strapped into his captain’s chair. She nudges a caffeine bar into his hand. “You good, cap?”

He nods mutely as he unwraps the ration. He never remembers to eat, her captain.

“All vessels. This is Admiral Rkon of the Flagship Lacrimal." The vox crackles and comes alive. Behind it are the low war-calling drums. Ynaqi’s heart syncs to them. "The Council has concluded that the alien spacecraft is unwelcome in Eqtoran orbit and must depart or be destroyed. I have the utmost confidence in this battlegroup’s ability to execute their order. Captains, to your bridges. Warriors, to your stations. Prepare to open fire.”

Tennek chews, never turning from his place, staring out at the monstrous shape in the sky, surrounded by their siblings-in-war. But Ynaqi sees the knuckles go white on his armrest.

He releases the wrapper and lets it float by his ear. “Get to the main battery, gunner.”

“Can you keep that music going?” she asks. “The stuff the Admiral was playing?”

Tennek shakes his head. “Not how I want to be right now.”

“Cap. Are we—” She slows to silence as Tennek’s solemn eyes turn to her. She sees in his face the answer he’ll never say aloud to the question she’s too afraid to ask.

“Gods protect you, captain,” she says.

Tennek clasps her palm and presses elbows. He tips his forehead against hers. They take a silent moment. “Go, Naq,” he says. “Go with Apqar.”

Ynaqi goes.

Hand-over-hand, she clambers to her hatch and tucks herself inside. She cinches the straps across her midsection and latches herself to her turret seat. She flicks the war-god figurine glued atop her left zoomscope and lets its gun twirl in the zero-G. She watches it turn as she pivots her gauss repeater to the floating ship. “Whatcha think, lord? They’re just sitting there cause we’re just about fucked, huh?”

It’s so huge in her crosshairs. So impossibly massive. There're hundreds of ships arrayed before it and it’s still as a sledgepole. They’re not afraid. It’s not going to work. She’s going to die. She tries to keep that disaffected oo-rah armada cool. She tries to ignore the pulse in her throat. Just another target, that’s all. Just another piece of space junk.

Ah, fuck it. Why pretend? Nobody’s here.

Nobody’s here with her at the end.

The first tear cuts through her face. “Fucking come on,” she scoffs, and wipes it away. But here’s another, and the alien ship is blurring now, and she isn’t sure whether to be glad that no one is here to see her cry, or torn up even more that she’s about to die alone, unseen and en masse, and it’ll be like she was never there. Like she just disappeared. She’ll be one ant-size name on a massive memorial.

Her shaking hands dig her music player from her pocket and her prayer knot from beneath her uniform scarf. Don’t be greedy for mortal praise. The gods are with you. They’re witnessing you.

“Eqt, queen of creation. Watch over your children. Apqar, lord of war. Don’t take me yet. Taneq, guardian of my family. Bring me home.” She holds onto her prayer knot hard enough to dig its familiar tangle into her palm. She tries to sing it along with the wordless chantry song in her ears, tries to let it calm her, but her voice is shaking too badly to stay on tune. “Eqt, queen of creation. Watch over your children. Apqar, lord of war…”



The Eqtoran pronouncement echoes through the Black Pike and settles in Grant’s gut. He never expected the Eqtorans to just roll over. None of them did. But hearing the confirmation fills him with a dizzy vertigo feeling.

Hyax shakes her head. “Here we go.”

Waian ahems. “Permission to lower the platform, Majesty? Looking like we’re about to see action.”

Sykora’s eyes are glued to the window. “Granted, Chief Engineer. Let’s prepare the vessel for zero G, majordomo. All decks.”

Vora bows and scurries to her intercom. Waian plugs into her console; her eyes glaze over. Hyax squares her shoulders and steps to Sykora and Grant’s side at the window. The three of them watch the Eqtoran armada’s positional thrusters ignite. “This will come as no surprise, Majesty,” Hyax says. “But that’s fusillade formation. They’re about to open fire.”

“All decks, prepare for zero-G.” Vora’s voice doubles over the echoing PA. “All decks, zero-G in sixty seconds.” She leans away. “It’s rare we go full-vessel. Zero-G in the daycare level.”

"Are they gonna be okay down there?" Grant asks.

“Oh, sure," Vora says. "The kids love it. The caregivers, less so.”

Sykora's tail taps him. “Boots, dove.”

“Right. Right.” He clicks his heels.

“Oh, shit.” Sykora slaps herself in the forehead. Behind her, a lance of blazing energy is curving up from the orbital emplacements of the distant city. “I owe you zero gravity maneuvering lessons.”

The first shot of the Eqtoran invasion slashes into the Black Pike’s membrane and cascades mad whirls of pale light across its membrane.

“Totally slipped my mind,” Sykora says.

The panoply around them flares into a constellation of violence as the Eqtoran armada opens fire. The main monitor goes blizzard-white with the sheer force it’s absorbing. At the edges of the absorbing galaxies are fuzzy granular rainbow eddies that cascade like mandala sand across the ZKZ’s envelope, meeting and twirling in refractive galaxies.

The command deck rumbles downward, beginning its slow descent to the bridge level. Sykora’s cloak and hair flow upward as her boots keep her stuck to the platform. Beside her, Grant surreptitiously tucks his tunic hem further into his belt to keep his stomach from showing.

A rustle of uniforms in motion as the entire bridge pivots to salute Sykora, several of its zero-G maneuvering members anchoring themselves by their tails to complete the motion.

Sykora returns it, and glances at Grant. He does the same. Hyax kicks from the balustrade and floats on a diagonal down into the bridge’s pit, catching a handhold erected by the gunnery deck and entering low-voiced conversation with her ensigns about the bombardment they’re weathering.

“Good afternoon, crew of the Black Pike,” Sykora calls, and the movie theater-screen monitor on the main bridge floor switches to a visual of her in flawless rouged and wing-lined solemnity. Grant sees himself beside her and straightens his shoulders. “As the lower decks may have guessed by the call for zero-G, the Eqtoran Republic has begun its armed resistance against this voidship. The next cycle will be a crucial one for the fate of this system. Remember that the same aliens who now bombard us will soon be our fellow Imperial servants; until our doctrine demands we raise our hands against them, we’ll treat them like the friends they will one day be. Stand firm, stand proud, and stand by for the command group’s orders, and we’ll deliver this civilization intact to our Empress, warriors and all. I have every confidence in you. Gravity will be restored once we begin the sweep to Taiqan. Glory to the Black Pike.”

“Glory to the Black Pike,” comes the chorus.

“Glory to the Empress,” Sykora says.

“Glory to the Empress.” Grant repeats it, too.

The bridge crew returns to its duties. Sykora strides to her throne and eases herself into it, buckling a belt across her waist to keep her steady. Grant tromps across the deck to stand next to her.

“Maybe we can try some easy little launches,” Sykora muses. “Just to get you used to the flow.”

“I’d rather stay stuck to the ground,” Grant says. “I have a feeling my lack of tail is going to mean hard mode."

“Oh, shoot.” Sykora glances at the empty sheath on his topcoat where his tail would be. “Very true, dove.”

“We need to move further out of orbit, boss.” Waian’s voice crackles over the comm by Sykora’s head. "Our asses are getting tickled by atmospheric interference.”

Sykora looks to her inert chief engineer. “We’re well within tolerances, aren’t we?”

“It’s just a few points off the dial, boss. But if we’re soaking up orbital defenses, I’d like peace of mind.”

“We want no impression of our retreat.” Hyax has curved back onto the command deck. “The bulwark is holding firm. Eyes on morale, not membrane.”

Sykora checks the readout over Waian’s shoulder. “Five more minutes of ineffectual fire. Can you give me that?”

An uncomfortable hum from Waian’s digitized voice. “We’re gonna drop below ninety-five if we’re not careful. I want to make that clear.”

“I hear you, Chief Engineer. We’ll reposition soon. Majordomo, can you fetch the navigatrix for me?”

Vora bows and kicks off from the command deck.

“Ninety-five percent?” Grant glances at Sykora. “Is that some kind of tipping point?”

Sykora exhales. “It’s the point Waian tips over into getting mad at me.”

He chuckles.

The bombardment abates after a couple of minutes, and then intensifies once more as the disbelieving Eqtorans relay commands and, presumably, panic. Sykora unbuckles herself to speak with the navigatrix on duty, a somber-faced male Taiikari with his horns decorated by minuscule brass studs.

“Half burn on the sweep, I think,” Sykora says. “Gives us time to replenish our membrane before we re-emerge. Thank you, Ensign.”

“Majesty.” The navigatrix clicks his heels and disengages his magnetic boots.

“Navigatrix is the feminine term, right?” Grant asks Sykora, as the man floats back to his station.

“Mmhmm,” Sykora says. “But it’s the official title, and their guild declined to masculinize it when they began accepting gentlemen. Too matronizing, I suppose.”

“Patronizing?”

“Patronizing.” Sykora chuckles. “I suppose on Maekyon that would be the word.”

“Majesty, we’re at ninety seven to ninety eight holding. Decline is point oh-three per second.” Waian’s voice is more strident now. “I want us out of low orbit. There’s atmospheric interference. Atmospheric interference under fire.”

“Steady on, Chief Engineer.” Hyax holds her hand up. “Trust the Pike. Let it do its job.”

“Let me do mine, Hyax.”

“Easy, command group.” Sykora’s magnetic boots plant themselves between her quarreling officers.

“Point oh-three what?” Grant asks.

“Percent,” Sykora says. “We’re close enough to the atmospheric interference that we’re losing one percent of our membrane integrity a minute. As soon as we’re back out on high orbit we’ll recalibrate and regain it all.”

Waian’s tail is lashing the air as the minutes tick down. Grant’s never seen the woman look this agitated, especially when plugged in.

Sykora calls Hyax over and enters murmured conference. Grant leans in—the Brigadier glances at him askance.

“He’s a Prince, Brigadier,” Sykora says. “Go on.”

“The more they shell us, the quicker they’ll understand its uselessness, Majesty. We can’t seem to retreat.”

“I know, Brigadier, but we’re giving Waian conniptions. Let’s go slow on the maneuvers and make sure the cannons are superheated once we’re out of sweep. If we carve immediately, we’ll clarify that we’re still in control.”

Hyax folds her arms. “As you command. But Waian needs to adjust those risk parameters some day. Makes us look weak.”

Sykora moves to the balustrade edge. “Reposition, helm. Lift us out.”

“Aye, Majesty,” comes the reply, and the voidship vibrates as its thrusters carry it out of low orbit.

“Ninety-three percent.” Waian’s fist yanks out of the console. “We’ve dropped below ninety-five on our membrane integrity. That’s the atmospheric interference I warned you about, Brigadier. Gonna take the whole fucking sweep to recalibrate it. God dammit.”

“I take responsibility for it, Chief Engineer,” Sykora says. “Hyax’s orders were at my discretion. It was a twentieth of our protection for an important psychological impact. I take that trade.”

“A twentieth of the way toward death in vacuum, Sykora,” Waian hisses. “A twentieth of the way toward every single one of your subjects dying in the worst way you can die. Soldiers, civvies, kids.”

“Do not call me Sykora in public, Chief Engineer.” Sykora’s frown is deepcut. “I hear you, but mind yourself.”

“You have my objection to the way we handled the membrane, Majesty.” Waian gives a terse bow. “We’re invincible on here because we’re smart. This wasn’t smart.”

Sykora exhales. “I acknowledge it, Waian. We’ll be more careful from now on, I promise.”

“Good.” Waian stretches her back. “I’m taking a fucking walk. Be back once we sweep.”

The chief engineer stomps away, muttering under her breath. Outside the main window, the barrage continues.

Seven minutes since it began. Seven minutes, and the Pike’s membrane integrity has dropped seven percent, and only because of the atmospheric interference. Grant stares at the storm being hurled their way and tries to see past it to the ships that uselessly attack them. He wonders how many of them understand what’s happening, and what they’re witnessing.

How many of them realize they’ve already lost?
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Pug's Journey





I died an old pug. Peacefully. Warm blanket. Chicken dreams.

Then I woke up in a new world, still a pug, but now the runt of a divine litter born to a literal godbeast. My siblings are radiant wolf godspawn destined to save a nation. I wheeze on stairs and get stuck in ceremonial robes.

Now, my goddess-mom is dead, the holy empire is panicking, and everyone’s expecting miracles. I have no mana. No prophecy.

While my siblings roar, I read. While nobles scheme, I nap. 

An underdog fantasy about divine legacies, spiritual politics, and what happens when the pug refuses to roll over.















                



3.17. Ailov yu


                Grant sidles up to his wife as she watches Waian storm off the command deck. “Chief Engineer’s kind of intense about the membrane, huh?”

“Let’s not get tetchy with her over it.” Sykora sighs. “It’s her job, after all. And she knows what happens when a membrane’s integrity fails. She was a specialist on a ZKP that broke up in an engagement with rebels on the north spin. Two hundred deaths. Everybody she knew. She floated in a vacsuit for three days, dehydrating and exsanguinating. By the time they’d recovered her, the arm had to go. She spent a few decacycles in and out of psych wards and re-ed stations, and then the Black Pike needed a chief engineer. She only said yes because they offered to pay off the debts she’d accrued from trying to drink herself to death.”

Grant squints at Waian as she paces up a wall. “Jesus.”

“Jesus, indeed. Whatever that means.” Sykora pats Grant’s hand. “I have these vague memories of her as a crusty, angry woman. I suppose we found one another at the right time. Two outcasts.”

Grant wonders how that must have looked, a younger, drunker Waian bringing up Sykora the tiny bottlebrush-tailed sprat.

“It’s not just the membrane, anyway,” Sykora says. “She’s having a hard day. We all are. Would you mind terribly if I went to go speak with her one-on-one?”

He shakes his head. “Not at all.”

“Once the bridge crew calls out ready on sweep, have the navigatrix initiate immediately, yes? And we’ll get that gravity back on.”

“You, uh—you want me to give that order?”

“Why not?” Sykora’s eyes light up. “Ooh, Grant. I just realized. It’ll be your first, won’t it? Your first shipwide order.”

He nods uncertainly.

“I’ve changed my mind. Wait until I’m back. I want to watch.” She kicks off the deck and calls over one brocaded shoulder. “Look authoritative till I return, yes?”

“Oh. Okay.” Grant puts his hands on his hips.

It’s just an order for a sweep they already figured out, to the next world in his wife’s plan. It’s fine. Grant’s palms don’t need to sweat this much over it.

“Majesty.” Hyax’s boots clatter to his side. “Do you have a moment?”

Grant folds his arms instead. The hips pose is too much. “Sure.”

“I…” Hyax picks an errant thread from her uniform. “I want to register my concern, sire. I fear you’re in danger of influencing Sykora away from standard Imperial doctrine for annexation.”

Grant raises a brow. “Is this about the moon? I didn’t even tell her to do that. Do you have a problem with her logic?”

“No, Majesty. But the way she arrived at it worries me.” Hyax folds her hands behind her back. “She needs a husband who will stand by her without question. For the sake of the mission.” She adopts that clipped, didactic tone he remembers from his first day with her on the firing range. “If this invasion progresses to the point of action, we cannot have a Princess who dithers, who has one eye on conquest and the other on her Maekyonite’s feelings. And this task—”

“I wonder if you’d speak like this to Sykora, Brigadier.” Grant leans forward. “I’m not a Prince Consort anymore. I’m your Prince. Don’t forget that.”

Hyax’s eyes widen. “I meant no disrespect, Majesty.” She shrinks back. “Forgive my lapse. I’ll mind your station.”

Grant isn’t entirely sure what to call the emotion he experiences at Hyax’s deference. He settles on satisfaction. “All right. Go on.”

“It’s only that this might be the most fraught and difficult task the Princess has taken on since her commission,” Hyax says, “and I worry for her. These procedures are tested and proven. And for the servants of the Empress, they’re obligatory. We all have the Princess’s ear, but you most of all. You trump her command group. I request only that you be cautious with that power. This goes beyond business as usual. It’ll be a hard cycle for all of us.”

“I—” He hesitates. The word exists for a reason, Grant. For impossibilities.

“I’m sorry, Hyax,” he says, and watches her cringe. “I am. But I have orders that outrank yours. Sykora says I’m to be her conscience. That’s what I’ll do. I can promise you I’ll keep what you told me in mind. And that I want this to go well. I’m as dedicated to the Eqtoran annexation as the rest of you. But I can’t suborn myself.”

Hyax bites her reply back and chews it over. “I ask only that you and the Princess recall my misgivings when you have cause.” She bows. “I give them as your concerned servant.”

When she straightens, there’s a new look in her eyes. Grant is witnessing some kind of alchemy behind them. An intentional reordering of her internal universe, slotting him out from his old, bumbling position as her captive and placing him above her. He returns the gaze of this scarred, hard-bitten veteran warrior and feels an bone-deep sense of protectiveness.

Because she’s your servant, Grant. Your subject. Your responsibility.

“All right, Brigadier,” he says. “I’ll keep the Maekyonite moralizing put away for the small stuff.”

“Everything’s small from your vantage point.” Hyax snorts and a dose of that old Brigadier flows back into the new admixture. “Such a loomer. I’m going to miss the days I felt entitled to push you around some.”

He chuckles. “You can push me around some, Brigadier. I see how you do it to Sykora.”

“Don’t know what you’re talking about, milord.” Hyax nods past his shoulder. “One eighty north. Wife incoming.”

The Princess is returning, floating through the air like a little blue seraph, her face contemplative after whatever words she exchanged with the grousing engineer who raised her. When she sees him looking, she brightens up and waves. “Thank goodness. I didn’t hold anything up.” Her tail wraps around his shoulders to reposition her descent, and she floats bridal-style into his arms.

“Sweep is ready, majesties.” The gravelly call from the Navigatrix. “Sails extended. We’re standing by.”

“Right.” Grant removes Sykora’s tail from his arms. She pouts confusedly. “I don’t think you should be in my arms like a kindek for my first order, babe,” he says.

She tuts and drops to the floor. “Fine.”

Grant clears his throat and looks out at the expectant bridge. “Initiate that sweep, navigatrix. Let’s go brand a moon.”

“Yes, Majesty.” The navigatrix snaps a salute.

The sky full of attackers smears before them, abstracting to blocky maze-geometries, then breaking into a dazzling rainbow spectrum as the Black Pike rockets into the sweep.

“Tell Vora gravity on in thirty seconds,” Sykora whispers.

“Gravity on in thirty seconds, please, Majordomo,” Grant calls.

“Of course, Majesty.” Vora unhooks her microphone to broadcast the countdown.

Sykora bats excitedly at the hem of his topcoat. “How’d that feel?”

“Unreasonably nerve-wracking,” Grant says.

“You’ll acclimate.” She kisses his knuckle. “Brigadier, prepare the gunnery crews. I want our cannons heated and prepped by the time we’re out of sweep.”

Hyax bows. “Immediately, Majesty.”

“The bridge is yours, command group. Make sure Waian comes back down so she won’t break her neck when the gravity kicks in.” Sykora taps Grant’s leg. “Let’s get out of here, dove.”

“Where are we going?”

She tugs him to a crouch. “Our cabin,” she murmurs. “I need to be alone for a while.”

“Does that include me?”

“Of course not.” She lets him up and starts for the lift. “You’re my comfort.”



The Prince and Princess of the Black Pike stand before the floor-to-ceiling windows in their cabin and watch the garish light show that accompanies their travel.

“What’s Malkest like these days?” Grant asks.

“It’s across the Empire, on the far side of the sector.” The lights slide across his wife’s face. “And it’s a paradise. The waterfalls, the mountains. I’d love to take you. The Malkesti are citizens, now. It took kilocycles, and there were tragedies and atrocities, and their culture and stories and myths have resisted all misguided efforts of expungement, and the Void Princess upon whom the task fell resigned and took the cloth. But they joined us, and they healed, and they are citizens. They haven’t forgotten, though. None of us have. It’s the deepest scar of the third Imperial expansion. But the anger is cured. And it’ll be cured here. We’re going to make these people whole.”

“What about Thror?” Grant remembers the Amadari’s cruel, vengeful grin from the other side of his shotgun. “That was an anger that wasn’t cured.”

“The Amadari uplift… it was difficult.” Sykora’s tail scratches her arm where her topcoat’s stitch left a worming mark. “The Empire’s arrival worsened fault lines that already existed, and their unified civilization shook itself apart rather than give a firm answer to the ultimatum. They fully evacuated their world, but it was one with a complete biosphere that was eradicated. And their surrender was slow and fraught and piecemeal. Kilocycles later, and there are still scars that still have a ways to close. This one will be different. Not the Amadari, not the Malkesti. I’ll see to that.”

“Tikani seemed sort of morose about the Kovikan annexation,” Grant says. “And the compulsion. That’s going to be an unfamiliar weight hanging over their heads.”

“Tikani’s a morose man,” Sykora says. “But the Kovikans are a success story. He’s a success story. He lives a different life than he might have, yes. But a better one. I believe that with every fiber of me. A longer and wealthier life in the care of a loving Taiikari wife, with loving Taiikari children. And perhaps it’s a more submissive one, too. But there is a profound joy that can be found in submission.” She raises his hand and gently places her chin against his knuckle, so his fingers are brushing her neck. “As long as it’s to the right people.”

He slips his thumb along her jaw.

“The Taiikari don’t always think like the rest of the firmament, I know.” Sykora’s tail flicks her tricorn off her head. He sees the nubs of her horns. “But I hope you can feel that, too. At least a piece of it.”

“I do, I think. A piece.”

Her eyes flutter shut. She leans into his touch.

“That was good of you,” he murmurs. “The moon thing.”

“It’s the right move,” she says. “We don’t need any further provocation. And, um.” She huddles against his legs. “The tiny Grant in my head told me to.”

His palm slips up into her hair. He pets her silky head, getting behind the ear where she really likes it. He feels the gentle vibration of his wife’s purr against his thigh.

“I hope—” She blinks her eyes open. “I hope you see why this is necessary, Grantyde. All of this.”

He smirks. “That’s a loaded sentence.”

“Well, it’s true. I don’t know how else to say it. This is doctrine. This is what my Empress spared my life for me to do. I’ll execute it as mercifully as I can, but I’ll execute it. And I’m praying you’ll be merciful with me.”

“I will be. I, uh.” Grant sinks to one knee. “I’ve had conversations. I’ve done some thinking ever since I met her. I guess I have a tiny Batty in my head. And what you said…” He takes a stabilizing breath. “I think I’m ready to call myself a servant of the Empress.”

Sykora’s eyes widen. “You are?”

He nods.

“Oh, dove.” She throws her arms around him. He feels her heart beat fast against her silk tunic. “You’re—come here.” She takes his hand and pulls him toward their bed. He lies facing her and snorts a soft laugh as she touches his face like she’s trying to memorize its contours blind.

“Thank you,” she whispers. “Thank you, thank you, thank you. She is infinitely blessed to have you. And so am I.”

“One thing,” he says. “I want to be a servant of the Empress. Not the Empire.”

Her brows furrow. “It’s the same thing, surely.”

“I—hmm.” He props himself up and tries to think of the Taiikari way of saying this. “I mean that I want to be the kind of servant you are. The kind that isn’t afraid to interpret her words. And one of the reasons I’m ready to serve her is that I’ve met her, and I think she wants to avoid as much pain and death as she can. So I’ll break from this doctrine if the way it unfolds runs counter to that. And try to convince you of another way.”

“That’s your right,” she says. “That’s why I made you a Prince. You answer to me and to Zithra XIX and nobody else.” Her tail wags against his thighs. “Your two favorite ladies.”

“I don’t know if she rates that high.”

“You see?” She gives a feline grin and wiggles her hips. “You can spout Imperial heresy and I will be so relaxed about it.”

“Your mercy is unmatched.”

“Grant. Would you—” She rolls onto her stomach. “Would you just squish me for a while? I’m too overwhelmed for sex and we ought to go back soon. But just lie on me. Is that all right?”

“Of course it is.” He repositions and lowers himself. “Like this?”

She groans gratefully as he lies on top of her. “Yesss. Oh, God. I needed this.” Her limbs splay out.

“I’m not hurting you, right?”

“No.” Sykora’s voice flits up from beneath his chest. “No, this is perfect. I’m going to hide underneath you like you’re a big, sexy rock. And nobody will find me. And this will all be someone else’s problem. They’ll all say where’s the Princess and I’ll be down here hiding from the firmament and milking my Maekyonite.”

He laughs. “Gross.”

“Mmhmm.” Her butt cants back and forth. “I’m going to be a gross cave dweller. This is my cave.”

He lays his head on his folded hands. “Batty in her bat cave.”

Her ear twitches. “Bat cave. What’s that?”

“Bat’s a kind of animal. It’s what your nickname comes from.” He shifts. “I could show you.”

“Don’t.” Her tail pokes him. “I like it too much. I wish to live in ignorance.”

“They’re cute,” he says.

“I’m cuter,” she says.

“True.”

They lie together. She is warm and solid and breathing gently underneath him and the quiet miracle that Sykora is alive, that she’s here and she’s real, unfolds again in his mind like the title page of a favorite book.

Eventually, he feels her shift and turn. “Damn it all. I have to pee.” She taps his chest. “And then I have to bomb a moon.”

“Oh, well. Cave’s caved in.” He leans back and sits on his knees.

“Grantyde.”

She catches his sleeve and stills him. She sits up.

In English, she says: “Yuwar my hosband.”

He chuckles. “Yesayam.”

They’ve been working on this together, re-learning his old language. Grant’s picking it up quick, like a half-remembered story from his childhood. Sykora makes up for her lack of experience with enthusiasm.

“Ayamlov yu,” she says.

“Ailov yutu,” Grant says, and wonders how he spent so much of his life speaking such a start-stop language. “I think it’s just ailov, not ayamlov. Love’s a thing you do, not a thing you are.”

“Well, if that’s what the English think, I’m glad I stole you from them.” She tugs him back down to her lips and they linger in each other for a moment. Then she hops to her feet and skitters to the bathroom.

Outside the cabin window, the singing rainbow tessellates and resolves into recognizable reality once again, as the Black Pike scythes into orbit above Taiqan.

The warmth of his wife’s kiss still lingers on Grant’s lips. He gazes out at the medallion-yellow world she’s preparing to destroy.
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The Endless Dream [Horror LitRPG]





Dorian is a college sophomore trying to piece his life together: graduate, build a life, find love. Then one day his brother didn't wake up and no one could tell him what happened. The only thing his brother left behind were a series of rambling journals and static filled VHS tapes. Dorian tries to go on with his life like nothing happened, but he can't. He scours the journals, studies every frame of the tapes until he sees two words in the static.

[Once more]

Now every time Dorian sleeps there's nightmares of The Endless Dream, filled with surreal landscapes and horrific monsters. Surrounded by mysteries Dorian holds onto the single strand that drives him forward: what happened to his brother Rowan?



[Dark Fantasy] [LitRPG, no classes or levels, skill based] [Tactically Minded MC] [Mystery Focus]



Influences:

House of Leaves, Shadow Slave, Look Outside, Game at Carousel, Severance, To Your Eternity, Planescape Torment, Are You Even Human















                



3.18. Proven Doctrine


                “People of the Eqtoran Republic.”

The voice from beyond the stars cuts through the Rivenland’s bridge vox. It’s grammatically perfect and smooth, and unmistakably alien. There’s no grit to its vowels, an uncanny softness to its trills. And there’s no music under it. No war drums, no pomp, no nothing. Ynaqi pops the hatch on her gunnery station. Tennek has frozen at his controls.

“An offer has been made for peace between our people. A place is kept for you as citizens of the Taiikari Empire. The Council of Two Hundred has refused both, and instructed you, the populace under its supposed protection, to attack the Zek Kan Zek Kei’na Terokai.”

Ynaqi’s fringe curls as she climbs into the cockpit and reorients herself so Tennek’s on the floor instead of the wall. “Fuck’s a Kei’na Terokai?”

Tennek squints out the window. “Reckon it’s the bigass alien warship you’ve been shooting all our slugs at, Gunner.”

“Despite the aggression that met our call for sisterhood, we remain eager to share our advances with you, alleviate hunger and disease, and welcome you into the wider firmament. But our patience and our mercy have limits, and we are prepared to return in kind the violence—”

The voice of the Lacrimal’s comms officer cuts urgently through the broadcast. “All vessels, emergency encoded channel. Switch now.”

“I swear to the gods if I stay up there counting the warheads and listening to my focus music, I’m gonna drive myself deepdweller.” Suqen’s lithe form emerges from the missile pod. “Should we—”

“Shh.” Tennek holds up a hand. “In a moment.”

Their petite missile tech squeezes in between the two bigger crewmates.

“Hey, hon,” she whispers to Ynaqi. It’s been a few weeks since she started calling Ynaqi hon. The gunner still isn’t sure what that means. Probably nothing. She calls Tennek hon, too. Suqen’s not the sort of woman to be careful with her words or withhold her affections.

“Hey, Qen.” Ynaqi makes room for their crewmate. Somehow, Suqen’s slender thigh still ends up nudging against her hip. The absurd impulse rises in Ynaqi to rest her hand on it, to whisper into the keeper’s ear the secret, illicit hope she’s been sitting on all this time.

It’s just three of you. A man, a woman, a keeper, all alone in a leaky boat at the edge of a great civilizational nightmare. One of the oldest songs there is. If not now, when?

“You all right?” she asks instead.

“Right as I can be.” Suqen gestures to the vast alien obelisk hovering on their horizon. “With the apocalypse and such.”

“Starting immediately after this broadcast, a countdown of four hundred and forty-six turnings will begin,” the droning voice continues, dry and tuneless. “If no agreement to commence annexation has been reached at its conclusion, the Kei’na Terokai will open fire upon the world of Taiqan, destroying every living being and structure on its surface and rendering it uninhabitable. To those on Taiqan—we urge you to evacuate the planet as soon as possible. Our vessel will take no offensive action against you until the countdown ends. A demonstration of the destructive power of this warship will now begin.”

The silence hangs heavily across the bridge.

“Riots, you reckon,” Suqen says.

Tennek shrugs.

“We oughta switch to the emergency encode,” Ynaqi murmurs.

“Uh huh.” Tennek flicks the radio and the military chatter blooms back into the room.

They listen to the chatter between the fleet ships. “You think any of this stuff’s gonna do anything?” Suqen asks. “I sorta reckon not. I mean, how much ordnance did we just sink into that big bitch?”

Tennek shrugs.

“Could put some tunes on instead,” Ynaqi says. “Get one last go of Tooth and Tail in before they nuke the armada station.”

“If they try to nuke 88.80, I’ll fly us into the warhead on some Book of Thorns shit,” Tennek says.

The cabin breaks into fevered laughter.

“If I hear Tooth and Tail, I’mma mutiny and nuke them myself,” Suqen says. “When we’re all radioactive dust, that song’ll survive like an ice slug.”

“C’mon,” Tennek says. “With how that chorus hits?”

“That’s why it sucks,” Suqen says. “I turn on the radio, I’m not trying to suddenly get all misty-eyed about the service. I already fuckin’ joined, didn’t I?”

Ynaqi chuckles and reaches for the handhold near her, to pluck herself out of the cramped command module and back to her station. Suqen’s leg shifts.

Their missile tech has never been the sort to say one word when ten will do, preferably at a volume you can hear from across a feast hall. So when her calf hooks around Ynaqi’s to keep her where she is, and when she quietly and simply asks “Will you stay, Naq?” it boosts the gunner’s heart into her throat.

Suqen’s eyes flit to the captain. Ynaqi glances in his direction. Tennek glances back. Suqen’s hand is in his.

Ynaqi stays.

The three of them hang in the weightless cabin, linked by the most tenuous of touches, as the blinding beam of violet light lances from the alien vessel to the surface of the moon.



Grant’s been struck, at times, by the casual cheer aboard the ZKZ Black Pike’s bridge. When a bandit opens fire on them, or an asteroid pings off them like an oversized billiard, it’s often accompanied by a spirited choral ooh and a smattering of applause. For all their emphasis on hierarchy and loyalty, they act looser than Maekyonite military.

As the Pike carves Taiqan’s moon, there’s nothing but blinking silence. Perhaps they’re picking up on the royal couple and their command group, who watch the bombardment with taciturn anxiety.

The Eqtoran armada has finally caught up with their short swept jaunt, taking hours to reach what the Pike arrived at in mere minutes on a quarter-burn. Sykora held the ultimatum and the plasma cutter until the orbital lanes around Taiqan were thick with the battlegroups of two worlds. They’ve been holding their fire in eerie stalemate; with the flaring plasma cannons and the lunar bombardment, the assault has begun again.

Through the crackle and glow of the membrane, the great pale marble of Taiqan’s moon boils beneath the Pike’s guns. Thick clouds of combustion and dust are dimming the equator where the mark is being made, but the signet shape is still visible.

The armada’s efforts to halt the branding disfigurement of their moon are as useless here as they were above Eqtora. Even more useless, if anything—without the atmospheric interference, Waian’s recalibration protocols are enough to keep them protected indefinitely. The Chief Engineer returned to the deck in stony, professional silence, but she’s warming up again little by little.

“Majesty.” Her tail nudges Grant’s leg. “Is it my imagination or are those hafts uneven?”

Grant peers at the moon. “Maybe a little? On the left?”

“Hear that?” Waian prods Hyax. “Your gunnery team’s being asymmetrical, Brigadier.”

Hyax frowns. “We’re not exactly using a grease pencil here, Chief Engineer. Orbital bombardment isn’t usually the realm of the fine arts.”

“Not in the way you’re doing it.” Waian points at the monitor. “Just round it off down there. By that canyon.”

“It’s fine,” Hyax says.

“If we don’t glass this world, these people are gonna be looking at your handiwork every lunar month from now on, y’know,” Waian says. “Fine, if you wanna settle for fine.”

Hyax scoffs, but surreptitiously unhooks her communicator. “Hyax to Gunnery. Extend that left-hand haft further down the southern hemisphere.”

Beneath Grant’s bolstering palm, Sykora’s shoulder blades loosen as the Chief Engineer natters with the Brigadier. His touch is light on the brocade version of the same sigil they’re carving in massive magnification.

“We’re gonna have something in common with the folks down there,” he says. “We fall asleep with the halberds on a tapestry over us. They’ll have it on the moon.”

“If the world’s still inhabitable in a cycle,” Sykora says.

A polite ahem from the approaching majordomo shoots a spark of tension back through them.

“Uh, Majesties. Is this a bad time to make a strategic suggestion?” Vora’s tail swishes on the hardwood command deck.

Sykora slaps a smile on. “Never a bad time if it’s from you, Majordomo.”

Vora shuffles closer and lowers her voice. “I hope this won’t come across as viciousness. But I wonder if we’re erring in our care around their religion. To hear the councilors tell it, their gods are diametrically opposed to Imperial annexation. We may do more harm than good in accommodating it. Perhaps we ought to pull it out from the root. We’ve done it before.”

Grant crouches to join the huddle. “Have you ever done it with a theocracy?”

Vora pushes her glasses up her nose. “Not to my knowledge.”

Grant sucks air through his teeth. “I have to imagine if we pull this root, it’ll take a whole heap of their civilization with it.”

“Grantyde’s right,” Sykora says. “We’d be advancing past our remit. The goal is to preserve as much of Eqtora as we can in their transition to Imperial citizenship.”

“It’s just—” Vora spares a look toward the planetary horizon before them. “I have a foreboding feeling that it’s going to interfere with the complete evacuation of Taiqan, Majesties.”

“Religion is fine in the high times, Vora, but I’m blowing their moon open.” Sykora steps forward. Her silhouette frames in the blazing light of the Black Pike’s plasma battery. “Eventually, their material reality will lead to a doctrinal shift. The hour will come and the gods will be silent, and they’ll realize the need for less-than-divine salvation.”

Vora chews her tablet’s stylus. “I hope you’re right. I’ve been studying their texts, some. The Library Sacrosanct, it’s called. And there’s this one book, the Book of Thorns. It’s about martyrdom, Majesty. Religious martyrdom. I’ve taken the liberty of noting it down as a keyword for our media broadcast monitors. In the hours since our ultimatum, it’s cropped up again and again on the collective airwaves of public access news and entertainment. Across ideological lines. This was a minor entry in the canon. It, uh… it’s growing.”

Sykora’s mouth twists. “These are not unreasonable people, Majordomo.”

“Not yet, Majesty. But we’re cornering them.”

“They’re about to have a full cycle of futile effort,” Sykora says. “Do I believe they’re ready to sacrifice themselves for a valiant cause? Certainly. But I can’t believe they’d be eager to toss their lives away for mythology.”

Grant remembers his conversation with Hyax. Her frowning inability to understand the willingness to die for a doomed cause. Maybe the rest of the command group can’t imagine it. Maybe it's not a common trait in the firmament. But Grant grew up watching documentaries about poisoned Kool Aid and purple shrouded bodies. And maybe the Eqtorans are more like Maekyonites than Taiikari.

“This Library Sacrosanct,” Grant says. “It’s machine translated? Do you have a copy?”

“I do.” Vora holds her tablet up.

“Can you look up a word in there for me?”

Vora’s pen hovers above the tablet’s surface. “Certainly, Majesty.”

“Tamuraq,” Grant says.

She blinks. “How do you spell that?”

“I have no idea.”

Vora chews the edge of her pen. “What does it mean?”

“I’m not sure,” Grant says. “An apocalypse myth, I think. It might have to do with Maekyonites in particular, or it might be because we're propping me up as a figurehead leader.”

“Er, well, Majesty.” Vora fiddles with the tablet’s interface. “I haven’t seen much in the way of apocalypse stories, but it may have been swept into some odd translation, or not translated at all. Surely something exists along those lines. It’s such a common theme in mythological texts. I imagine the researchers at the listening post would know more.”

“Can I talk to them?”

“We’re trying to minimize communications.” Sykora cuts in. “The Eqtoran capacity for interception isn’t fully known. The one vulnerability we have in the system, the one place they can hurt us, is the listening post. Its membrane is much weaker than the Pike’s. Weak enough that Eqtoran weapons can harm it. I don’t want the blood of those people on my hands. We need to do what we can to ensure that it stays hidden.”

Grant squeezes the end of Sykora’s tail. “Would you pardon us for a moment, Majordomo?”

“As you wish, Majesties.” Vora has mastered the art of genuflection while backing away.

“Batty.” Grant gets on his knees and lowers his voice. “I have this pit of dread in my stomach. That feels like inevitability. I think this won’t work, this ultimatum. Or if it does, it’ll be flawed and incomplete, and we’ll kill a lot of people.”

Sykora tucks his hair behind his ear. “This is proven doctrine, dove. It works.”

“It’s not proven on Eqtora. It usually works.” Grant rubs his stubble. Hyax is looking over at them; he drops into an urgent whisper. “How many theocracies has the Empire annexed? How many have been strong and disciplined enough to unify their system?”

“This is so new to you, Grantyde. I completely understand why you’d feel this way.” Sykora glances at the chiseling moon. “But—”

“Have you ever desolated a world before? You threatened to do it with mine, I know, but was that bluster?”

“I, uh—” She clears her throat. “Yes. It was. The two other annexations I've done, they blinked first.”

Pieces are falling into place behind his eyes. A slow-rolling idea he’s been building since the day he learned about the Eqtorans.

He rests his hands on her shoulders. “Do you trust me?”

She tilts her head to nuzzle his knuckle. “With my life, dove.”

“I think,” Grant says. “I think I have another way.”
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Somewhere Someplace





~Basically a slow-burning 'magical' sci-fi within an isekai-esque fantasy setting*~

An operation failed. An ambush by unknowns. An ancient trooper, now an enigmatic foreigner stranded somewhere someplace. Rescued by a deserter, someone similar yet distinct, who vanished without a trace. Abandoned yet again, the foreigner must survive alone within this land of adventure and fantasy made real, blending in… to a point, while being hunted… nominally. A virus in a system. Alien among aliens. Masks worn as faces, devoid of identity. A mind decayed by time. A purpose long lost.

Gods scheme upon rotting thrones, shackled to wills not their own. Great powers feast upon their world, stomachs never satiated. Underneath, a graveyard sleeps while primordials conjure air to breathe. The world’s grand play motions forward, yet its evolving stage remains contrived.

Meaningless happenings, granted meaning. People found, turned to characters. Memories, turned to story. Events in observation, narrativized. The play’s stage being set for a narrative dance between the protagonist designated and it which watches, with ever meddling interest.



  















                



3.19. The Book of Thorns


                Sykora steeples her fingers against the soft curve of her lower lip. “You’re asking me to do something against doctrine, aren’t you?”

“I’m not asking you to do anything. This is all me. I’m only asking you for permission to let me do something on my own. You’re the only one here who outranks me. Remember?” His knuckles brush her midsection. She leans into the touch. “I think there’s a way to reach them. I think there’s a different way to go about this, a way to get them to capitulate without having to blow one of their worlds into ashes.”

Sykora’s fang glows in the pale light of the scarring moon as she chews her lip. “You know I don’t relish this thing I have to do, dove, but—”

“This thing we have to do, Batty.” Grant takes his wife’s hand into his. “I’m doing it with you. I’m a Prince of the Taiikari Empire now, and I’m here to conquer Eqtora. I’ll work to make these people imperial subjects. I will. I’m not asking for us to leave them alone, I’m not arguing in favor of their self-governance. All I am asking is that you give me a chance. And if it works, we won’t have to destroy Taiqan. We’ll conquer them without a shot. We’ll let them feel all right.” He puts Sykora’s palm on his chest. “Like you let me. Meeting in the middle.”

“Grantyde, let’s—come on.” Sykora tugs his sleeve. “I don’t want to be on the deck for this conversation.”

Hyax is watching them as they depart the bridge. She catches Grant’s eye. She salutes. He salutes back.

Sykora pads across the carpeted hall beyond the command deck and beckons Grant into a side office they’ve furtively banged in a few times. He ducks his head habitually as he enters, but there’s no need; under the Princess’s strident orders, the archway has been resized to accommodate him.

“Grant.” Sykora parks her butt on the table and sits cross-legged; he takes the chair before her, which—sized as it is for a Taiikari male—barely fits him. “If we fail to follow through on the Imperial procedure, and it leads to disaster, we’re sunk.” She leans forward. Her red silk sash rides up her stomach. “That is the sort of quagmire that ends a Void Princess’s career. And I can’t even imagine what they’d do to you. They might revoke your citizenship. I can’t countenance that.”

“You can’t countenance mass murder, either, Sykora. Not without exhausting all the alternatives. I know you.”

“We don’t know what will happen as the clock winds down.” She twists to one side, her arm sweeping to encompass the attacking fleet. “As their attacks continue to fail and they realize how badly they’re outmatched, as the hours draw near, they’ll see sense.”

“The Malkesti didn’t.”

“The Malkesti are alien. Really alien. God love them, and their tapestries are quite gorgeous, but they’re Maekyonite-sized hivebrained arachnids, dove. You look into their eyes and there’s nothing recognizable. We met Ipqen. We saw that anger and fear in the councilor.”

“We did,” he says. “But we’re missing something. Maybe the faith they live with. They’ve never shed it, and I kinda see why. A religion that holds choice sacred. I might have stuck to that if I’d grown up with it.”

She smirks. “Knowing you, I don’t doubt it.”

“Maekyonites and religion have a long and complicated history,” he says. “Some of our most beautiful creations, some of our worst atrocities. And those religions weren’t globally unified, and they didn’t maintain the same chokehold that this one has even after globalization and democracy. From what I understand of the omnidivine, it’s sorta universal, right? Like it’s the blanket name for a whole quilt of religions you borrow and bind.”

She nods with new hesitation. As he’s been talking, her certainty has ebbed.

“This isn’t that,” he says. “It’s specific. In ways I don’t think we fully understand yet. And it’s strong enough to keep an entire interplanetary civilization in its bounds. That’s not something either of us has ever experienced. I think it’ll sink us if we let it. But it could also save us.”

He scoots his seat in. She unfolds her feet past the lip of the table and rests them on his thighs.

“All I request is you let me work on something,” he says. “I swear to you I won’t take up space. I wouldn’t be asking this if I didn’t have confidence. You can keep preparing for the official method. And if the clock winds down, and they still haven’t evacuated, let me present my way to you and the command group. And you can make your decision then.”

“And you’d accept it?” Sykora’s red gaze bores into him. “If I pulled the trigger as my Empress demands, you’d accept it? You’d stand by me?”

He takes a deep inhale. “I would,” he says. “If you’re right, and we get a more complete evacuation, I would.”

A tremor clatters the golden hoops in her long ears. “What if we don’t? What if I kill millions? What if this is Malkest again?”

“You won’t. I can’t believe you would. You told me when you threatened Azkaii Trimond—”

“This isn’t Azkaii, Grant. This isn’t something I can say no to.”

“Sykora—”

“Just tell me.” She leans further forward. Her forehead is inches from his. “Please.”

“I would try,” he says. “I would try really, really hard, but I don’t know. I will always love you, but I don’t know if I could stay. I can only promise I’d try.”

Her eyes close. Her chest rises and falls. “Do it,” she says. “Make your plan. Any resources you need, tell me and you’ll have them.”

“Thank you, Batty.” He kisses the bridge of her nose. “I won’t let you down. I swear. And I won’t let the Empress down, either.”

That summons an uncertain smile from her. “What are you planning to do?”

“If I tell you,” Grant says, “you are going to laugh in my face and tell me to forget about it.”

“Oh.” Sykora sits back onto her elbows. “Lovely.”

“I need time and space and help, to prove I’m not being totally nuts about this. What I really need is a connection to the listening post, somehow, but if it’s too much of a risk I’ll make do. We have that translator, Havnai. I can work with her. And maybe some of the chapel clerics. There’s a lot I need to understand about the omnidivine and the way Eqtoran religion works.”

“I don’t—” She blows a curtain of air toward the ceiling. “I don’t know about the clerics, Grantyde.”

He cocks an eyebrow. “Why not?”

She turns herself around on the table so her head’s dangling from the lip and she’s laying looking at him upside down. “The clerics, of course, are essential servants of the Empire. Of course they are. But they’re some of the only people on this ship that aren’t my direct subjects. They obey the Church of the Omnidivine. That’s not above me, you understand. But it is around me. If you’re going to look into some alternative to doctrine, I want to ensure word about it doesn’t get back to the Imperial Core. It would reflect poorly on you if this was a failed attempt.”

“What if it works?”

“Well, if it works, it’d reflect poorly on you, anyway. But you’ll also have conquered a solar system, so there’s only so many spears they can throw at us. Either way, I’ll defend you like a rabid cave wolverine.” Her tail swishes in emphasis, hissing along the silk of her tunic. “And you will have your cleric. There’s only one I trust to keep mum about this thing you’re attempting. It’ll take a couple of days to bring him here, but I’ll retrieve him for you.”

“Who is he?”

“Brother Tymar of Indrik. Brother to all the firmament.” She reaches a finger up and pokes his chin. “Brother-in-law to you.”

“Am I about to meet the last member of the family?”

“You are,” she says. “And the only one I’d happily claim. Tymar is a lovely man. He’s always told me he’ll be there if I need him, and it’s always been a quiet guilt in me I’ve never called on him.”

“I don’t think we should fly him to the Pike,” Grant says. “There’s so many eyes on it. What about putting him at the listening post?”

“We have stealth transports, dove. It’s a bit of a risk, but even in the worst case, I have every confidence in our pilots to run that blockade. Their spacing is quite wide; slipping through should be elementary. It could honestly be less of a risk flying to the listening post than beaming a message to it. We have the measure of their ships already.”

“I’m going to get on one, then, and I’m going to fly to the listening post. I’ll rendezvous with your brother and with the experts there, and with Ipqen-mek-Taqa, and we’ll put together a proposal.”

“Grantyde.” She clicks her tongue. “I can’t just up and ditch the Pike in the middle of preparations, dove. There’s so much to get ready for the Eqtoran surrender.”

“Batty—”

She gesticulates as she speaks. “And even more if they refuse, God knows.”

“Batty.” He catches her hands. “I mean just me.”

“What? But—” Sykora’s eyes widen and dilate. Her spine compresses. Grant’s tiny wife shrinks even tinier. “You’d leave me alone?”

Grant’s heart does a U-turn. “Maybe we could, uh. Maybe we could fly the team from the post to the Pike. I know there’s a no-aliens rule, but—”

“No.” Sykora blinks rapidly. “No, no, I’m being ridiculous.” She shakes the coiled tension from her shoulders. “No, Grant. It’s a good plan. It’s what you should do. It’s good.”

“Are you sure?”

She nods. “You’ll figure it out in no time, and I’ll see you soon and you’ll have something brilliant for me. And I’ll just—we’ll just have a little while, in the meantime.” Her smile doesn’t reach her eyes. “To see how much of that resilience I’ve built. That’s all. It’ll be okay.” She sounds like she’s trying to convince herself most of all.

“I’ll—” I’ll call you every day, he was about to say, but he can’t, can he? Not with the threat of discovery looming over them. “I’ll work as quick as I can.”

She slides off the table and into his lap. “You’re not gone yet, darling. And it’ll take a couple of days to get word to my brother and retrieve him.” Her butt nudges into his crotch. Her thighs are warm atop his. “And we are going to spend those two days stuck to one another like lampreys.” She settles back against his chest.

He rests his chin between her budding horns and gazes with her out the conference room window at the progress Hyax’s gunners are making.

“We should return to the command deck,” he says.

“Mmhmm.” She shuts her eyes and doesn’t move. He buckles his hands across her stomach.

The plasma of the Pike’s cannons flare as they drag north along her sigil’s left axehead. He watches his wife’s warship inflict the largest-scale destruction he has ever witnessed.

(So far.)



Nightfall never comes to Laudr.

The sun cycles down and the dark doesn’t come. High above the planet, a thin strand of light lances from the invisible alien vessel to the moon Winvr’s distant chalky surface. So bright is the destruction that the half-formed landscape glows in eerie, flickering violet.

Hroq gazes out the vast vaulted window above the obsidian altar. The huddling contingent of ecclesiasts and celebrants are vastly outnumbered by the chattering throng around the ivory altar that faces it.

He’s seated in the middle of the kirk. Moran’s hand is tight in his. Her thumb draws little circles on his wrist. They were going to stay home with Aqva today, pigging out on roe cakes and watching horror movies. Then the TV became an alien’s face and the message came down, and Aqva had to buckle her armor on and run to work, and Moran couldn’t stop crying, and now they’re at temple watching the sacred exchange while their wife is out trying to control the panic in the capital.

The argument tonight is the only argument anyone’s having.

“My mother and my mother’s mother spent their lives making this world habitable.” A woman he doesn’t recognize has jostled her way to the ivory mic. “They want to glass it, they’re gonna glass me with it. What kind of world do we have waiting around for us on the other side of this? Huh? An Empire? No, ma’am. There’s one last choice before choice is gone. And I’m gonna take the one that matters. I’m gonna take the one that shows those sky slavers up there who the children of Eqt are. To send a message to the ones above and the ones who are left. If I have to burn to shed that light, I’ll burn.”

A rumble of voices follows. Consternation, sure, and disunity. But strains of approval, too. In the long oval pews, singly or in pairs or threes, Hroq’s temple family are scooting toward the kirk’s ivory side. The humming music changes, rebalances. Its minor key sharpens.

“Siblings. Please.” A slate-colored keeper, her fringe mottled with worry, has captured the obsidian altar. “If we don’t let people flee the planet, is that not as egregious a sin as the one they’re threatening? Keeping the ports locked down is complicity.”

“Complicity?” An unamplified man bellows to be heard from the ivory altar. “We’ve got laws, sister. Most of those attempted flights are unauthorized.”

“Nobody’s got to tolerate piracy or unlicensed takeoffs. But they’re trying to stay alive. They’re trying to escape. How can we blame them?”

“There is no escape.” That’s sister Maqi. She taught Hroq algebra. “Not from this.The skies will show to burn and melt the edifices of Eqt and they are. All the blades of the children of Eqt will turn from its hide and so it’s been. You all know me. I’m proud to know many of you. I’ve never been a brimstone sort of woman. Snorted at the armageddon folks. But we were given eyes to see. And goddamn if it ain’t the Tamuraq.”

At the name, the coiled energy in the kirk is let loose. Whispers, prayers, shouts. “Don’t you say that name, sister,” a silvery-skinned man a few rows down cries.

“Tamuraq is here.” Maqi’s fist thumps in emphasis. “Anybody who doesn’t think so is dunking their heads in the murk.”

“Siblings.”

All Ecclesiast Noma needs is the one word and the churning voices are silenced. The wizened keeper stands in the center of the room, at the gray altar, framed by the darkwood shelves of the Library Sacrosanct. She lifts the golden mantle from the altar’s surface, and lays it across her shoulders. The gazes of the kirk solidify and bond like freezing ice. Noma has slipped from qer day-to-day identity. Qe now speaks with the breath of the gods. The verse of the sacred word.

A sharp inhale from Hroq’s keeper. Moran idolizes Noma. Who doesn’t?

“The chant tells us the holiness of the gods below is reflected in the self-determination of their children,” Noma says. “That’s what separates us from the beasts of burden and the stones and the evergreens. The Song of Aeons—you folks know your Song of Aeons, don’t you? Song of Aeons says: Such was the world made—”

Ecclesiast Noma only needs to sing the first few words for the whole kirk to join in tri-part harmony.

“That the fate of our children might rest within their own minds. That by their hands a paradise is built, atop the ice and below the ice.”

The belonging flares in Hroq’s chest with the syllables joined with his neighbors. The unity.

“Beautiful, siblings. Beautiful, and true.” Noma slaps qer palm on the lectern in time to the song. “But I want to read to y’all from another songbook. I want to tell y’all about what to do when the sky sets on fire. When paradise melts onto your feet. I want to talk about one of the most sacred choices you can make.”

A rustle of anticipation and bated breath. Hroq finds his lungs as arrested as his neighbors’. Noma stands on tiptoe and reaches to the high shelf of the Library, to a book limned with dust that shines in the bonfire light like the luster of prophecy unveiled.

The spindly little ecclesiast drops the book onto the lectern with a leaden cemetery-gate clunk. “I want to sing to you from the Book of Thorns.”
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Reborn as a Goat – A Magic Cultivation LitRPG





Nathan Lin, an ordinary human from Earth, wakes up in a land filled with magic and immortals—a world where beasts speak, humans soar through the skies, and immortality is within reach.

But there’s a problem.

System Error. System Error.

[Eat grass – 20,000 times]

[Head-butt – 200 times]

[Jump – 1,500 times]

[Run – 50,000 steps]

Nathan hasn’t transmigrated as a prince, a dragon, or a prodigy. Instead, he’s been reborn as a goat—stuck on a farm, trapped with a glitched system, and forced to perform absurd tasks to survive.

All this, while facing threats far bigger than his small goat body can handle.

Yet beneath the endless grind beats a stubborn heart burning for more. Dreams of freedom, of soaring across endless skies, and unlocking the secret to immortality keep Nathan moving forward—even when hope feels distant.

The farm is only the beginning. Beyond its fences lies a mysterious and dangerous world.

Will Nathan become just another forgotten meal? Or will he defy fate and carve out his own destiny in this strange new world?















                



3.20. Be Extraordinary


                Brigadier Hyax turns a heretofore unseen shade of purple when Sykora announces her intention to accompany Grant off the Pike.

“I’ll turn right around.” Sykora buttons the topmost gold-leaf fastener on her ornate flight suit. “I just want to give him my goodbyes.”

“You can give him your goodbyes on the hangar deck,” Hyax says.

“I’ll hardly be in any danger.” Sykora rolls her eyes. “Arnak’s flying me. He threatened to resign his commission otherwise.”

Hyax’s armored finger tings fretfully against her pistol holster. “Can I threaten to resign my commission to keep you here?”

“You can, but I won’t believe you.” Sykora shoulders her harness on and buckles her gun belt. “What will you do without the Void Navy? Command a particularly draconian homeowner’s association?”

Hyax has marshalled the blood back out of her face. She keeps her expression impressively blank. “Maybe.”

“I will be fine, Brigadier. If I’m shot out of the sky, you have my permission to execute me.”

“Fair enough.” Hyax bows to Grant as he approaches across the hangar bridge. “Looking very Maekyonite this evening, Majesty.”

“Artifacts of my old life.” Grant hefts his go-bag over his shoulder. It clatters against his guitar case. “I used to love camping.”

Sykora’s eyes widen. “I want to go camping.”

“Excellent way to be assassinated,” Hyax says, sotto voce.

“We were about to, y’know.” Grant tousles Sykora’s hair. “Before you abducted me. I was gonna drive us into the woods, live on the lam for a while. I had a sleeping bag for you and everything.”

“Sleeping in the chilly outdoors with no underthings on. I should have waited to summon the ship. I could have seduced you far earlier.”

“You were covered in blood and hadn’t showered in half a decacycle.”

“I had so.” Sykora folds her arms. “They used to spray me with a big hose every few nights.”



The chrome skin of the stealth fighter warps and refracts as they cross the hangar’s lip of light and slip into the firmament black. Arn, Sykora’s personal pilot, is stolid and motionless but for the twitching manipulations of the flight stick in his gloved hand. Grant has exchanged about a dozen words with the guy, mostly variations on “Good afternoon, Majesty.” Sykora reassures him that’s just how Arn is.

The armada’s guns have silenced again, now that the Pike has finished its bombardment. The vast scar is permanently seated now on Taiqan’s moon. The dust storms swirl across its surface and obscure the sigil, but the contours are faintly visible through the dim.

On the stealth ship’s monitor, the navigation computer has extended the Eqtoran vessels’ sensor ranges in scarlet wireframe cages that mushroom from their distant fuselages. Without their virtual presences or the spitting flares of their weaponry, the mighty Eqtoran fleet’s individual vessels are so diminutive that even the closest are nearly invisible in the vast dark of the firmament. They’re all dwarfed by the slender span of the Black Pike, but even Grant’s home is reduced to a silvery toothpick by the vast distances at play.

Home. That’s his home. It’s more his home than any apartment he’s ever had. How quickly that happened.

They pass the blockade and into open space. A slow decompression of Arn’s chest clues Grant into the breath he’s been holding. He flicks the black plastic cover from the sweep switch and toggles it. The abyssal night furls and folds and gives way to the rainbow kaleidoscope.

Sykora stays in Grant’s lap the entire time, warm and solid and spread out like a sunning animal. Her eyes are closed. She’s pressed tightly against him, her fingers fanned out on the tops of his thighs like she’s trying to maximize the surface area of their touch. He listens to the slow, purposeful sound of her breathing. She’s trying to get as much of him as she can before he’s gone.

He shifts below her. “Have I ever told you about my brother?”

She opens an eye. “The bandit?”

“Yep,” Grant says. “You think I’m a rebel, you should have met Joshua.”

“Jozzhua.” Sykora sounds the name out.

“Joshua,” Grant says. “Shhh.”

“Zhhh.”

He chuckles. “The sorta stuff he used to get up to back when we were kids. There was this place called Florida—”

The rainbow fades.

“Majesties.” Arn’s gruff, unsparing voice. “We have arrived.”

Grant’s mouth droops open. “So fast?”

“It was an in-system jump.” Arn adjusts his gloves. “Simple. Could have done it quicker if Her Majesty would let me practice more often.”

Sykora sighs and climbs from her husband’s embrace. She peers out the cockpit window at the turning spindle of the listening post. Her look back to Grant is full of the same unfortified anxiety he’s feeling.

“I thought we’d have more time,” she says.

The fighter taxis into the stark white hangar of the listening post. Such contrast from the grandiose scarlet and brass trappings of the Pike, Grant reflects, as he and the Princess disembark. Waiting for them in customary bowing supplication are the staff of the listening post, accompanied by a stranger in a sleek, buckled saffron frock, with his long hair in a tight braid.

His eyes are covered by the anticompel goggles that the men of the Empire wear habitually, but Grant can see the Princess in what’s visible of Tymar’s face. He has Sykora’s silky, dark hair and her delicate, upturned nose. And he has her smile, too, when he sees Sykora jog forward and open her arms.

“Kora.” He takes a knee.

“Tyme,” Sykora folds herself into Tymar’s embrace. “I’ve missed you.”

“The feeling’s mutual.” The plain steel bracelets on Tymar’s wrist clatter as he pats her back. “But it’s been so lovely to hear the ways you’ve shone. Your disappearance was only recounted to me midway through the occurrence. News travels slowly to a hamlet like mine.” He glances over Sykora’s shoulder. “I did hear about your husband. And here the gentleman is.” He stands up and extends his hand. “Brother Tymar of Indrik. Brother in a couple of ways to you, sire. It’s good to meet you.”

Grant shakes his brother-in-law’s hand. There’s dried ink crusted against Tymar’s cuticles. “Likewise.”

“We’re sheltered, somewhat, at my monastery. The only aliens I meet are the pilgrims, and there’s precious few of those in a backwater place like Indrik.”

“You’d never have met a Maekyonite regardless, I’d say. I’m the first.”

Tymar’s nose wrinkles. The motion is so disarmingly like Sykora’s. “You don’t have Maekyonite parents?”

“The first in the firmament, I mean.”

“I know.” Tymar retrieves his hand and gives Grant a playful tap on the arm. “Just rustling your robe, sire. God’s wounds, you’re tall.”

“Grantyde here is a Majesty, you know, not a sire.” Sykora smugly pats Grant’s thigh. “He’s the first alien Prince.”

Tymar bows. “The honor is doubled, then.”

“Sykora’s enthusiastic. I’m not a Prince just yet.” Grant gives his wife a gentle nudge. “We have a situation to sort out before I can feel comfortably coronated. That’s why we’ve called you here.”

“I’m at your disposal,” Tymar says. “Sykora gave me the broad outline.”

“That’s all Grantyde has given me. I’m monstrously curious.” Sykora sighs. “But he’s staying cagey until he’s sure of himself.”

“Oh—before you go, Kora. I’ve got something for you.” Tymar unzips his sizable duffel and digs through it. He removes a folded robe and a set of leather-bound and gold-leafed tomes. “Something that sloshes… here we are.”

Sykora’s face lights up. “You didn’t.”

“Oh, but I did. I traveled light, Kora, but not so light.” Tymar tugs a weighty-looking jug from his bag. “Behold the bounty of the Omnidivine.”

“Indrikan cider!” Sykora’s eyes dance. “Oh Grant, you’re going to love this stuff.”

“Uh-huh. A whole triliter of it. I had to take all of my books on comparative religion and conflict resolution out of my luggage to fit it.” Tymar bounces his eyebrows toward Grant. “We didn’t need those, right, Prince?”

“It would have been nice,” Grant says. “But I understand priorities.”

“You’re certainly going to understand when you taste this stuff.” Sykora’s little hands make the jug look cartoonishly huge. “It is delicious, and it is strong.”

“You’ll save me some?”

“Oh, I’m saving every drop, dove. We’ll crack it open to celebrate your triumphant return.” She hugs the cask to her chest, then places it on the sterile metal floor behind her. “Thank you, Tymar. With this much, I think I might finally get my husband drunk.” She kisses Grant’s wrist. “Bring him back with you, why don’t you? I’m quite overdue on hosting him.”

“I’d love that, sister.” Tymar says it over his shoulder as he re-packs his lumpy duffel bag. “It’s been far too long.”

“That it has. And there’s… I have need of your council, I think.” Sykora’s touch lingers on Grant’s fingers. “Recent events have me—somewhat faith-curious.”

Tymar beams. “I’ll bring my full catalogue. We can go dogma-shopping and pick you the perfect scripture.”

Sykora’s laugh is light and unburdened. “You’re giving Grantyde the wrong idea about the Omnidivine, you know.”

“I’ll have plenty of time to give him the party line, I’m sure. You’re going to tire of me, Majesty.” Tymar tucks his robe back into his rucksack.

As her brother rummages, Sykora draws Grant to a knee. Her lips find his. They ignore the silent aversions of the eye from the researchers standing vigil. He finds a moment of tranquility in his wife, in her scent and the warm dark of their kiss. He holds her and wills himself into the present, as if he could slow the time before their parting by counting the seconds. The Princess’s dark, sweet-scented hair whispers softly against his face.

“I’ll miss you.” She presses her lips to the point of his nose. “But I’ll be okay. And it will be worth it. You’ll focus on your idea. On your mission. And then you’ll come back to me. And I’ll leap into your arms and kiss you again, and you’ll give me a way out. And we’ll annex Eqtora in peace and sisterhood, and we’ll make love in a sledgehouse on the ice of the South Qanak Sea, under the light of the aurora.”

He brushes the cursive span of her neck. “That’s right.”

She releases her grip on him and steps back. She clutched him so tight her nails have left crescents in the skin of his forearm.

“Take care of him, Tymar,” she says.

“As best as my faculties allow, Sykora.” The cleric bows.

“I love you,” Sykora says. “Both of you.” She bows back low at the waist. “Be safe. And be extraordinary.”



Oorta leads the cleric and the Prince to the edge of the artificial village of Yuvik. There on the fake-snow boundary she holds a hand up and presses a golden button by the wall.

In the artificial sky, a star blinks yellow with a regular signalling pulse. Over the middle-distant sound of woodfire and music, Grant hears footfalls approach.

“Ma’am.” A man’s voice from the air in front of them. Grant squints and marks the subtle ripple of an invisible Taiikari.

“Hello, Zaros,” Oorta says. “That’s Zaros, right?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“The Prince is looking for a visitation. How are our guests today?”

A tail appears and taps against the floor. That’s the mostly invisible equivalent of a bow. “Tense, but within tolerances. They’re all worried about Taiqan, of course. From what I could pick up, there’s hope we’ll finish up before the scouring.”

“That’s good,” Oorta says. “And how are you, Zaros?”

“Freezing my balls off, ma’am.”

Oorta laughs nervously. “In front of His Majesty, Zaros. Really.”

“His Majesty has balls. He gets it.”

“I do.” Grant half-bows at the approximate location of the marine. “Can we let him off early, administrator? I think we’ll be all right in there.”

“Uh. Very well.” Oorta steps back. “Let’s give the gentlemen space, Zaros. You can clock out and warm up.”

“Ma’am.” The tail thwacks again, and the invisible marine’s bare footsteps tap down the service hall behind them. Oorta bows Grant deeper into the village.

Outside a wood smoke-scented cylindrical cabin, the language implanted Eqtoran Ipqen-mek-Taqa sits on a long carved bench. Ruaq, the keeper she was worrying over the last time they met, has her head laid in Ipqen’s lap. The keeper’s munching on slices of smoked fish.

Ruaq’s humming to Ipqen between mouthfuls. Ipqen joins in, now and then, a winding up-and-down tune an octave beneath Ruaq’s.

Ipqen waves. “Hey there. Look who it is. Howzit, Majesty?”

“Lady Ipqen.” Grant inclines his head. “It’s going all right. You?”

“Can’t complain, far as alien abductions go.” Ipqen spits something into a basin by her feet.

“What’s that you’ve got there?” Grant peers at the juice Ipqen’s wiping off her chin.

“Little bit of xhurr,” Ipqen says. “Makes food taste better and music hit harder.” She reaches into her pouch and holds some out. “You wanna try?”

Grant remembers the dirty brown teeth his dad’s drinking buddies always had at the end of their chaw pouches. “I’m good.”

Oorta clears her throat as she takes in the scene, the pads of paper and the pens lying around the two Eqtorans. “You’re not trying to communicate with her, are you?”

Ipqen snorts and takes another bite. “No, ma’am. Just eating together. Little ditty.” She dangles a strip of creamy whitefish over Ruaq, who obediently opens her mouth. Ipqen drops the piece of fish and it plops partway onto Ruaq’s cheek. They laugh as Ruaq pokes the fish the rest of the way in with a thin finger.

Ipqen smiles down like the sun rises in the little keeper’s eyes. She scoots a sketchpad out of Ruaq’s hand. She glances back up at Oorta. “Pictures are okay, right?”

“Possibly.” Oorta frets at the lapel of her cream-colored uniform. “Depending on what you’ve drawn. If it’s glyphic—”

“How about this?” Ipqen flips the sketchpad to a previous page. A stick-figure version of the administrator with her hands on her hips and an exaggerated scowl is disgorging a speech bubble full of cruel-looking murder weapons.

Oorta’s hands go momentarily to her hips. “That, uh—that’s permissible.”

“Thanks, ma’am.” Ipqen licks her fingers off and picks her pen up. “Your empire’s got some fuckin’ amazing fish, you know, Majesty.”

“I’m glad to hear it from an expert,” Grant says. “The cuisine I’ve tried has been strangely lacking in seafood. You folks are going to bring a much-needed corrective to the Taiikari diet.”

Ipqen doodles idly in her notepad. “Didn’t expect to see you back before you took over the world.”

“Are they keeping you informed about our progress?”

“Uh, no.” Ipqen’s medallion-yellow eyes widen. The edge of her fringe leaches its color. “It’s not over already, is it?”

“It’s not. It’s only just begun. That’s why I’m here.”

“Ah. Uh-huh.” Ipqen’s face falls. “Trouble?”

“Nothing catastrophic has happened yet,” Grant says. “But I think I’ve caught the foreboding you had when I met you.”

Ipqen scratches her snout with the pen cap. “Sucks, don’t it?”

“It does.” Grant checks what Ipqen’s drawing. It’s him, he thinks, by the scribbly whiskers on the figure’s face. He’s still the only alien he’s met with facial hair. “Last time I was here, that scratched-up guy at the meeting house called me something. You remember?”

“Old Uqan? Shoot, Majesty.” Ipqen laughs nervously. “He didn’t mean nothing—”

“No. It’s all right.” Grant holds up a placating palm. “But he said Tamuraq.”

A ripple goes through Ipqen and Ruaq. “Tamuraq,” Ruaq breathes. A half-sentence drops from her before she can stop it; she bites it back and looks guiltily at Oorta.

Ipqen’s forehead wrinkles. “I remember.”

“I need to know what that is, Ipqen,” Grant says. “I need your help. Anything you can tell me about your religion and its end times mythology. There’s, uh—there’s a lot riding on it.”

“Well hell, Majesty.” She shifts. Ruaq grumbles and sits up as the thigh she was using as a pillow departs. “Whatever I can do. The Tamuraq is—he’s like a brother to the gods, or a son, or some piece of the darkness that broke off and got itself a mind. Depends on what version of the mythos you’re paying attention to. He’s destruction. You don’t talk about him. The books and the songs he shows up in… they’re not the ones we sing anymore.”

“Tamuraq?” Ruaq reaches for the pen. Ipqen passes it.

“There was a movement for a while to make him more than that,” she continues. “But, eh… not something that lasted. The Tamuraqists.”

Grant’s mind races. What was it that Hyax told them, at the initial Eqtoran briefing? A pre-light religious schism of some kind slowed them down.

“Now when you say ‘more than that.’” Tymar has produced a tablet from his ruck. His stylus is poised. “I’d love to hear more.”

“It’s, uh… this is all before my time, you understand,” Ipqen says. “But it used to be he was more than just a boogeyman. Used to be you’d worship him, too. Like, he’s there to burn everything down for what’s next.”

“A cleansing figure.” Tymar scribbles rapidly in some kind of shorthand that Grant can’t parse. “The executor or custodian of a cycle, perhaps?”

“Yessir.” Ipqen glances between the cleric and the Prince. “You know, sometimes shaping the ice, chipping at it, isn’t enough. You gotta melt it to freeze it into something new. That, for a while, was the Tamuraq. Same fire that burns your life down can warm you in the dark.”

“Fascinating. A fascinating archetype.” Tymar’s tail is a wagging blur. “Everywhere it appears.”

Ipqen grimaces. “Uh. If you say so.”

“Forgive my enthusiasm.” Tymar adjusts his anticomps. “I don’t mean to imply that this Tamuraq is less notable by association. He’s arresting enough of a force that he appears elsewhere, with other faces. Other facets. His name among the Kovikan Mezists is Ue’vikk!ntavi. In his form as phenomenal nature rather than a figure, he’s the Lothrian Tempest of the Amadari sandbreathers, or the Genesis flood of the Maekyonite Christians.”

Grant’s heart flips a zero-G switch. “You know about that?”

“Your wife,” Tymar says. “When she retrieved that gift for you, the, uh, the instrument. She got me something, too. I’m one of the individuals she contacted about translating Maekyonite’s English. As a cleric of the Omnidivine, that’s one of my specialties. Although it’s dense enough that I’m afraid I’ve only translated a piece. I’m still on the Old Testament, on Isaiah. But it has patterns and motifs and common traditions the same as the Eqtoran religion. These are the threads my order has sworn to weave. The ones that bind the firmament.” His breath, outpaced by his enthusiasm, turns firmament into a croak. He takes a moment to inhale. “This Tamuraq expresses the destruction that brings a purer creation. One of my favorites.”

“Well, that’s a pretty thought, I suppose,” Ipqen says, though her tepid expression suggests otherwise. “But not one in fashion anymore. There was some nasty business around when the final unification happened. The Tamuraqist Rebellions. Some ecclesiasts took things too far, thought that the cleansing had to be brought forth in his name. Bombings. Things like that. Once the smoke cleared, I suppose the appetite for worshipping him ended.”

Ruaq is drawing Eqtora. Grant recognizes the continents. The world is breaking in half in a cartoon explosion. She looks up at Grant and points her pen to the drawing. “Tamuraq,” she says.

Grant glances back to Ipqen. “Is there a Book dealing with this in the Library Sacrosanct?”

“Not a recognized one. Not anymore. They expunged it. But, uh… there’s copies.” Ipqen shrugs her boulder shoulders. “Around.”

“Around here?”

“Can’t imagine there would be,” Ipqen says. “But you got a team. I know they’ve fetched stuff for us before. I only wish I could tell you where to look.”

“I’m not gonna give up that easy,” Grant says. “We need to canvass the village. If anyone has any sort of lead on the Tamuraqists, we need to follow it. Ipqen, I think you have to be present. With apologies to the administrator.”

Administrator Oorta bites her cheek. “That’s quite all right, Majesty. As long as she keeps her earplugs in.”

“I can do that,” Ipqen says. “If it’ll help. What do I do? Just sorta—” She folds her arms and puts a stern expression on her face. “Like this?”

Grant pats her tattooed arm. “At ease, Lady Ipqen. I don’t need your muscle or your mediation. They trust you more than they trust any of us. Just stand with us and look like you’re invested in the process.”

Ipqen licks her sawtooth chops. “What process am I investing in?”

“Melting Eqtora down,” Grant says. “And freezing it into something new.”
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Soul Spark





✦ What would happen to the world if those with souls could act upon them? ✦

The dull and unfair world was blessed by a spark of sentimentality. The “Global Soul Event” caused select individuals across the globe to awaken their souls and supernatural abilities - becoming known as 'soulfuls'.

They formed factions around their beliefs and fought and killed in their name. They danced on thin ice with the rest of humanity - the 'soulless'. The stage was set for a disastrous play.

Sakuto Hitori, a 17 year old nobody who had given up on finding happiness or purpose in his empty life, became entangled in that play. Despite dying, murdering, abandoning his old life and risking an uncertain future, he saw his soulful life as a blessing.

 ✦ The dream that exposed the colors of a soulful bond to him became the compass for his salvation... 

 [Psychological]-[Character Driven]-[Third Person, Multiple POVs]-[Urban Fantasy]-[Action] Content Warning - Contains references to sensitive subjects. Reader discretion is heavily advised.

 2 Chapters release (almost) every day. 




























                



3.21. To Hope With You


                The first day of the book-hunt, they have no luck. Even with Ipqen by their side, the translator needs only to say Tamuraq for whatever wary Eqtoran they’re communicating with to clam up and close off.

“Do you reckon there’s a different way we should go about this?” Grant conferences with Tymar outside the meetinghouse, in the artificial violet of the evening.

“Just be around them today, I think,” the cleric replies. “Just be present. We can’t blame them for being insular.”

Maybe not, Grant thinks. But our time is running out. Sixteen nights left, and then the death of Taiqan.

He goes to bed with plans and implementations and anxieties crowding his head. Normally when a day ends with this much consternation, he lets his wife’s sleeping breath against his chest carry it all away.

But Sykora isn’t here.

For much of the second day, it seems like it’s going to be the same thing. Grant and Tymar and Ipqen and their intermediary speak to blank faces and downcast eyes.

“Is there something I should do differently?” he whispers to Ipqen.

She shrugs. “If I could talk to them, I’d tell you.”

Grant sighs and squares his shoulders. He looks across the flickering bonfire to where the omnipresent music drifts from Tektnal’s amplifier. He approaches the man.

“Can I try—would you let me give this a shot?”

He holds his hands out. Tektnal gives a slow, considering blink. Then he lays his instrument into Grant’s outstretched palms.

“What’s this thing called?” Grant hugs it to his chest, mirroring Tektnal’s playing posture.

“Lquok,” Tektnal says.

“Lquok,” Grant repeats. He taps a knuckle against it and listens to the resonance. He plucks a string and its spectral song crackles from the little shoebox amplifier.

The tuning is droney and microtonal; there are no frets to guide the notes into a scale. That’s okay. He’s played a fretless bass a couple of times out of curiosity. He traps his tongue between his teeth as he explores the neck.

Tektnal, who’d been shifting from foot to foot, pauses as Grant finds his groove. Grant plays a simple pentatonic along one string, finds his interval on the next, and strums a chord that makes the big soft-bellied Eqtoran grin and let out a string of gritty syllables.

“He says that’s very pretty,” the translator reports.

Grant rises his plucking along the instrument’s neck. “It’s a very pretty lquonk.”

Tektnal laughs. “Lquok.”

Grant gives a self-effacing shrug.

Tektnal starts to hum along with the music, a low and resonant tone that climbs and sinks like an autotuned sine wave. Perfectly pitched. Grant grins.

“You play that thing funny,” Ipqen says.

“I don’t use the same notes or structures you all do, I’m sure.” Grant slides down the lowest string. “It’s nice, though. Lilting.”

Ipqen hums along with Tektnal, and that same warm, sonorous slide comes out. Maybe Eqtorans all have good voices.

They’re departing the meeting house when a limber Eqtoran woman with a sleek fringe and a squinting, seeking expression takes the translator aside, into the shadow cast by the meetinghouse’s garlic-bulb roof.

“Royeb is—” The translator starts, and the woman hisses her to silence. “Uh, one moment. This way, please.”

The woman leads them to one of the white-topped buildings clutched like a cluster of eggs off the side of the meeting house. She ducks into the furthest-out building. Grant follows and is buffeted by a wall of sweltering, pine-scented air. The single room beyond is an uneasy amalgamation of synthetic creature comforts. A patterned rug with too-perfect, machine finished stitching. A kettle over a fireplace whose flame is an obvious hologram under a heating element. The Taiikari have tried their best, but this isn’t anyone’s home.

“Royeb thinks she knows where to look for this book,” the translator says, as their hostess murmurs over the fake fire’s recorded crackle. “She says her cousin is caught up with a Tamuraqist sect on Eqtora, that she’s always had a cache of unapproved literature. The Book of Renewal is among it.”

Tymar’s face lights up. “Is that Book of the same structural prefix as the rest of the Library Sacrosanct?”

The translator nods.

“Fuck yes. Get that location from her and then tell her thank you as effusively as you know how.” Grant extends his hand. “Thank you, Royeb. I can’t tell you how much this means that you’re giving it to us. I mean I literally can’t tell you. But I wish I could.”

She takes his hand like it’s a live wire linked to some sort of high explosive and completes one of the most incredulous handshakes Grant’s ever taken part in.

“Tni iknamaq tniqui,” she says.

The translator’s brow furrows. “A fish from the sky is still a fish.”

Ipqen titters. “It means, uh. Means blessings can be fucking weird sometimes.”



It’ll take a handful of days to get their hands on the Book of Renewal. Tymar and Grant take a break from poring over what parts of the Library Sacrosanct they’ve already got in order to eat together.

“If I’m taking a hiatus from the Pike on this weird religious study, I’d like to get an education in the Taiikari ways, too. I want to know more about the Omnidivine.” Grant tinkers with the cutlery his hosts have supplied. They offered Taiikari rations, but Grant requested Eqtoran food instead, which means he’s using an Eqtoran handhook to eat it. “How does an Empire develop such a universalist approach to religion? The Maekyonite way has always been a lot more… fight-y.”

“Our permissiveness began as a matter of necessity.” Tymar spears a steamed root vegetable the color of the fake sky. “When you’re unifying a world, a universalist approach, as you call it, that’s important. Long ago there was a thicket of Taiikari religions, and the church of the Omnidivine was a veritable melting pot. But on a long enough timespan… things melted, I suppose. And I am the agglomeration. It does my heart good to see the halls of my order fill up with the monks and missionaries from new civilizations.”

Grant pops one of the purple veggies into his mouth. It crunches and unleashes a thick oily roux into his mouth that tastes like almonds.

“As aggressive and expansionist as my species is, religion as a weapon, to unify a culture against its outsiders—this isn’t the Taiikari way, because it isn’t necessary for our warriors. They are eager to obey; individuals are as easy to rally round as dogmas. Is that a virtue or a vice? I’m not sure. But it’s allowed us to build a church of tolerance. I’ve read treatises on freedom and self-reliance written with such eloquent facility from our sister species. I’m sure that Maekyon has its own share. It’s somewhat like reading about desire, from my place of asexuality.”

Grant settles his hook across the shingle they’re eating off of. “Do you take K-wort like Narika?”

Tymar shakes his head. “Just my natural inclination. That means Sykora’s the only one of Inadama’s bastards who are getting any. With luck, you’re knocking boots enough for the whole family.”

Grant coughs and sips some of the storm-dark, savory tea that they’ve been supplied.

“Handy enough as a cleric, I can tell you,” Tymar says. “My submission is to the Omnidivine exclusively.”

“What about the Empress?”

“The Empress is an Omnidivine facet. Closer to the Inner Core, she’s the deity of a score of imperial cults and, of course, the Heavenly Court of Empresses Past has a seat for her, once she’s, well, past. The Amadari of the Fekl Cliffs have a religion that revolves around whoever you love as your deity. So in a way, my sister’s the Omnidivine too. As are you. That’s omni for you.”

“Is that how it works? What you said to Sykora about dogma-shopping?”

“Somewhat,” Tymar says. “I’m not exactly denominational. The clerics of the Omnidivine are sort of… counselors. Our place is to keep harmony between the various faiths and to shepherd the curious or the doubtful to whatever facet of the Omnidivine best suits their personal relationship with God. Or the gods, as the case may be. For most Taiikari, that’s the ancestor worship of the Heavenly Court of Empresses Past. But it’s a point of pride within my order that there are Taiikari supplicants to nearly every religion we’ve incorporated. I’ve made a study of every civilizational aspect of the Omnidivine. I’m excited about encountering another. I can’t wait to investigate further into your species’ collection. Christianity fascinates so far.”

“Yeah?”

“The holy book is rather dense, in parts. I won’t lie. A lot of begetting. But there’s such gorgeous poetry in it. And crystal-clear familiarity in many places. The Garden of Eden, the Original Sin. I think I’m learning a lot about your people. The recognition of mortality’s intense flaws, the longing for transcendence past the needs of the flesh. The striving.” He nods thoughtfully. “I appreciate all your striving. I see why Sykora is so fascinated by you.”

“I’m not exactly a religious guy.”

“Perhaps not. But through reading these stories and understanding these perspectives on the metaphysical, we can learn our commonalities. Throughout the firmament, do you know what’s surprised me over and over?”

“What’s that?”

“How similar our souls are,” Tymar says. “All over. The eyes are different, but so much is the same behind them. Different versions of the same fundamental stories.” He pulls a cheap, glossy-covered copy of the Bible from his rucksack. “That’s what I love about this. How clearly it’s such a conglomeration of ideas and sources and voices. Some holy texts all stem from the same pen. They’re cohesive, but they aren’t intriguing. There’s nothing to grab onto but the handholds that were chiseled for you. Your people’s book reminds me of Taiikari Oksaianism, actually, the way it depends on archaeology and reinterpretation. So many voices. So much intrigue.” He chuckles. “The Song of Solomon was quite the eye-opener.”

“Is that the one that’s just porn?”

“It’s not just porn. But it’s surprisingly explicit, yes.” Tymar places the book on the table and picks his hook back up to spear another creamy strip of whitefish. “You’re afraid of the Empire coming for your home. I understand that. But I’m excited to learn from your clerics. I hope that by the time your cradle world has joined with the Empire, I’ll know enough of your language to pray with them.”

“My dad used to say he was a born-again, but he practiced none of what he preached. It gave me an odd taste. Seeing beliefs so boldly spoken and weakly practiced.”

“Lip service is the common pain of the parish. You get plenty of that with the Omnidivine. Your wife, Divine keep her, wishes grace and blessings without actually feeling the import behind the words. No judgment from me. She’s already under so much pressure to serve the flesh and blood of the Empire. She’s always told me that having spiritual masters stacked atop her material ones seems like a recipe for a nervous breakdown. Perhaps it would be. All of Inadama’s bastards share a dogged approach to loyalty, I think. It can make us single-minded. But I hope some day to show her the succor one can draw from it, the practices and preachings.”

Grant rests his chin on his fist. “What do you believe in, Tymar? You personally, I mean.”

Tymar gives this question slow and deliberate consideration.

“You, Majesty.” He smiles. “I believe in you.”

Grant transfers his fist to a nervous rubbing of his beard. “Can I tell you what my theory is? What I’m trying to accomplish? And you can tell me if I’m being stupid?”

“Of course.”

Grant tells him. He’s silent for a while.

“You can tell me,” Grant says. “If this is idiotic, just tell me.”

“I think,” Tymar says carefully, “that when certainty is lacking, the urge towards cynicism beguiles us. It makes us feel safer. Gives us less to lose. If two men face a terrifying unknown, and one man chooses hope, and the other chooses skepticism, the world will see the skeptic as quite sober and sensible, and the hopeful man as a childish idiot. But hope isn’t idiocy. Hope is hope.”

He clasps Grant’s shoulder.

“I’m going to hope with you,” he says.



Grant returns to his room. In its simple and spartan accoutrements, it reminds him of the cell his wife threw him into, on his first night aboard the Pike. Taiikari seem to favor their sleeping situations recessed; in the absence of an architecturally included pit in the floor, they’ve supplied a low lip around the bed that puts Grant in mind of a crib.

Strange how quickly he got used to the luxurious silks and fabrics of his wife’s nest. The dorm room feeling of this bed bothers him more than his lowborn blood cares to admit.

In the pocket of his discarded tunic, his communicator chirps.

Grant blinks. A moment of panic lances through his chest. He’s not supposed to have any outside contact. All the names in his communicator are aboard the Pike. Is someone disobeying the blackout?

The communicator chirps again and then solidifies into a call tone. Grant mantles the low wall of the bed and retrieves it.

His heart flutters. MY BEAUTIFUL WIFE is calling him. He presses the sideswitch and the call connects.

“Oh Grantyyyde,” his wife’s dark-chocolate alto sings over the line. “Guess whoooo?”
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They destroyed his core and left him to die. But death didn’t take him, something darker did.

The power to devour souls and grow stronger with every kill. In the monster-infested wastelands where the very air burns at night, James must learn to control abilities and his hunger.

A cultivation fantasy where power comes at the ultimate price.

Alongside Luna, a demi-human shunned by society, James carves a bloody path through Forsaken-infested ruins, collecting corpses, crafting makeshift gear, and struggling with the monstrous instincts rising inside him.



The first three books are written, and the fourth is close to completion.

Releasing Chapters Daily.



What to Expect:

• Power through soul consumption and cultivation

• Slow-burn revenge arc

• A cheeky, slow-burn romance between outcasts (fade-to-black)

• Crafting, enchanting, and soul-based power system

• Multiple POVs

• Descent into monstrosity as power comes at the cost of humanity

Mature themes. 18+ only.
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3.22. Your Voice


                “Baby, I thought—” Grant’s smile aches the edges of his mouth. “I thought it was too risky for us to talk.”

“In the latest survey report, they said the risk would be low as long as I keep to close-band audio only,” Sykora says. “So I can’t see your face, but I can at least hear your voice. There is a minuscule risk of signal interception, but I really—forgive me. I need this.”

“I do, too.”

“I missed your voice so badly.”

“I missed yours.”

“What’s this Book of Renewal you’re chasing, dove?”

Grant rolls onto his stomach and props the communicator up in front of him on the bed’s nesting border. “Are you snooping?”

“You may have been my second call. The first was a request from the listening post for resources and a quick confirmation of your command.”

“Confirmation? They had to run it by you?” He scratches his nose. He surprises himself at how frigid his touch is in this cold-ass facility. “That feels like some princely disrespect.”

“I know it does. Do try to forgive them, dove. They need to get used to obeying an alien male. And I am glad they called. If a mission calls for a planetfall, I want to make sure it’s Pike boots on the ground. They’re the ones I trust. Sergeant Ajax has insisted on leading the effort, in fact.”

“He has?”

“Mmhmm. Wants to deliver the package himself. You know what I think? He misses you. God knows I do.”

Grant grins. “You think?”

“Don’t tell him I told you.”

“Aww.” Grant chuckles. “He’s such a sweetheart.”

“He is. I didn’t realize. I suppose because he’s a protégé of Hyax’s, I thought he was a natural hardcase. Anyway, I’m sure you’ll see him soon. I instructed him to bring my fond regards.” A shuffling acoustic burst accompanies her repositioning on the other end of the line. “Do you know something ridiculous? I’m here getting everything ready to bomb the hell out of Taiqan and you’re there looking for a way to save it. I’m the damn antagonist again.”

“It doesn’t feel like it.”

“That’s because I’d love for you to come home and stop me.” Sykora’s voice goes sly and smooth. “You could tie me to the bed and keep me away from my orbital cannons.”

“That’s a solid Plan B. I might tie you to the bed, regardless.”

“Would you tell me what it is you’re planning yet?”

“I’m close to giving you something real,” he says. “Let me make sure I’m not chasing my tail, and I’ll fill you in.”

“You don’t have a tail.”

“It’s an expression.”

A rattling rustle as she moves the comm. “I think Maekyonites have tail envy.”

“I think Taiikari wish they weren’t so shrimpy.”

“Shrimpy.” She gasps. “Okay. Now we’re actually fighting.”

“Let’s agree whoever gets their way on Taiqan is in charge of dinner for the next tenday. To make up for it.”

“That’s psychological warfare,” Sykora says. “You’re bribing me with cheese to let you win.”

Their laughs mingle and fade across the unimaginable distance between them.

“The first time we made love,” she says, “you told me I’d never wake up alone again.”

“Do you want me to give you a call in the morning and wake you up?”

“No, no. I’m being foolish. I’m an adult. You’ll be back in no time at all. And you’re never the one who wakes up first.” He hears her smile. “My big sleepy husband.”

“If your pillow purred like mine does, you’d stay in bed all morning, too.”

“I miss you,” she murmurs. “I miss your face.”

“I miss your eyes.”

“I miss your hands. They’re so big.” Her breath thickens. “I’m thinking about them and touching myself and I’m too small.”

“I miss how small you are. I miss picking you up.”

“I want to be picked up so badly right now, Grantyde. I miss your beard.”

“I miss your scent. You have so many of my shirts. I should have stolen your pillowcase or something.”

“I miss how heavy you are. I want to be underneath you again. I want your shelter.”

“I miss your ass.”

“I miss your ass.” A little unsteady whine in her exhale. “I want to wrap my ankles over it while you’re crushing me.”

“I’ll be back soon. I’ll come home and we’ll have a big dumb cheesy Maekyonite dinner and then I’ll bend you across the table and fuck the twist out of your tail.”

They stay on the line and whisper the things they want to do to each other until Sykora’s voice cuts out and Grant hears her gasping exhalation in a tangled rush of static over the line.

He breathes with her a while.

“God, we’re ridiculous. Comm sex, like desperate teenagers.” She giggles weakly. “What’s wrong with me? My whole life by myself, relying on myself. And then you’re here for half a decacycle, and suddenly I’m falling apart without you.”

“I’ll be back before you know it. It’ll get easier and then I’ll be back.”

“You be back with something that works, dove. Okay? And don’t let Tymar god-bother you too much. I told him you already had a Maekyon religion, so he’d leave you be, but I think that just excited him. It’s been so long—I forgot how inquisitive a man he is.”

“He’s been nothing but helpful. If anything, I’m the one pouring the questions on.”

“You’re delighting him, I’m sure.” Sykora’s voice saturates as she moves closer to her receiver. “Could I ask you for something?”

“Of course.”

“I’m sleepy, and I’m sure you’re sleepy, too. But could you… could we stay on tonight?”

“All night?”

“Just put the comm by the pillow. So I can listen to your breathing.”

“Okay.” He rests the communicator next to him.

They don’t speak much more after that. Just a few whispered endearments before she goes unresponsive and her soft snoring pulses across the line. And it’s almost like she’s there with him. And even though her warmth and her sweetly scented hair and the softness of her skin are hundreds of millions of miles distant, sleep finds Grant much easier than it did on the first night.

He dreams about Richard Hyde.

They’re at the mall; at the kind of mall you see in movies where there’s people everywhere and stores stocked full. Not like the malls Grant has been to, the half-dilapidated liminal ones. Dad keeps getting lost, and he keeps having to ask people have you seen a guy who looks like older-me? He’s sick and I have his meds. Have you seen him? He’s pointed all over the place.

When Grant finally finds him, he’s crouched on the ground. A little Taiikari girl is teetering toward him. C’mere, kid, he says. You got it. Come here.

She has hazel eyes, Grant’s daughter. That’s how he knows this is a dream. When she comes, they’ll be red, like her mother’s.

She’s growing fast, Richard says. The Taiikari words are so strange coming from his smoky drawl.

Not as fast as I did, Grant says. Making sure of that.

It’s hard, boy. Hard as hell. There’s so much you just gotta figure out, and so many people know exactly what you gotta do, but nobody has the same advice. And everyone’s so confident.

Hard. You wanna tell me about hard? You knocked up a Chili’s waitress. I’m challenging an interstellar empire for my kids. You never wanted me. And I want mine so goddamn bad.

You think you’re gonna be such a good dad, huh? Gonna do all the shit I never did, make none of my mistakes?

I could make them all, Grant says. I have Sykora in my corner. They’d still end up surpassing me. And I’d still be a better man than you.

No, someone says.

Grant turns around. Thror, the Marquis Consort of Entmok, is standing in the aisle. His head’s open like a rotten melon. His one remaining eye is wide and accusatory. Grant’s throat goes numb; he can’t talk.

“No,” Thror repeats, in his wife’s voice, and Grant sees through the gory hole in his head, out to the other side of the aisle, and Grant’s eyes open. A staticky sound of motion from the communicator.

“No,” Sykora mumbles. “No no no.”

Grant blinks the lingering dream away. “Batty.” He fumbles for the communicator. “Batty?”

Her groan resolves into a wail: “No!”

Grant’s heart bungee-jumps into his guts and back up his throat. “Sykora.” His hands scrabble for the communicator. “Sykora. Baby. I’m here.”

“What?” A shifting hiss from the other side. Heavy breath. “What’s—oh, God.”

“Are you okay? What’s going on?” Grant forces a full breath to calm his galloping pulse. “You were screaming.”

“I just—just a bad dream, dove.”

A wet sniff.

“Just a dream,” she repeats. “Two nights away from you, and I’m having nightmares about that shitty cell again.”

“Fuck. I’m s—that’s terrible.” He sits up, cross-legged, his communicator cradled in his lap.

“No, it’s not. It’s fine. It’s just my stupid brain being pathetic.” Her voice shakes. “I didn’t—I thought I was strong again. I thought I was all the way back, but I’m not. It was all fake. It was just you. You’re what was keeping me above water. And now I’m falling apart so quickly. Everyone needs so much from me and I’m messing up, and I keep on starting some lame joke or aside to you, and then I remember you’re not there. This is what I was afraid of. That I’d shake apart without you. I’m so weak.”

“You’re not weak. I’m your husband. I’m supposed to be there for you. It’s not your fault. Should…” Grant goes ahead and says it. “Should I come home? Should I give this up?”

“No. No, don’t. It was just my mind being silly. Just a nightmare. I’m not a child.” Sykora attempts a lightness in her tone, but she can’t keep her voice from quaking. “I just need to stiffen my chin. What you’re doing is…” A staticky sigh. “The evacuations are just a bare trickle. The takeoffs are all private luxury vessels. Any public efforts have stalled out. And what’s worse—there are no riots, not anymore. No holding of the takeoffs by force of arms. Those people all left. The remainder aren’t being kept there. They just aren’t leaving.”

Her words put a vertigo feeling in Grant’s stomach. This isn’t a plan B anymore. She needs this to work.

“These councilors are trying to call my bluff or find some backdoor weakness or else they’re crowing about this Book of Thorns.” Sykora’s sharp scoff hisses the connection. “I wish Vora’d never said that name to me, because now it’s all I can think about. The mentions are endemic now. Those numbers crawling upward.”

“What about Tamuraq?”

“Tamuraq’s there on the edges, and it’s growing, too. I think—I don’t want to put anything on you, but whatever your alternative option is, I’m praying for it.” A stuttering laugh. “Actually praying, I mean. I think my big dumb brother’s influenced me.”

“He’s a sweetheart. And he’s smart. We’re going to figure this out, and I’ll come back.”

“I know you will,” she whispers. “I love you.”

“I love you, too.”

“My whole life, the Pike’s been home. A home I’ve brought with me wherever I’ve gone. My deepest fear on Maekyon was that I’d return, and that feeling would be gone. And then I set foot back on the Pike and I thought—thank God, this place is still home. And it isn’t. I fooled myself. I changed.” She sniffs; he hears the tears gilding her words. “You’re my home now, Grant Hyde.”

His fingers are so longing for her softness beneath them they flex involuntarily.

“You aren’t allowed to leave again, okay?” she whispers. “Not until you give me a son.”

“Okay.”

“With your eyes.” Her voice is getting bleary again with fatigue. “So that I can see them while you’re away.”

“I’m hoping they’ll have your eyes.”

Her words have a soporific slurring at their edges now. “That’s why we’re gonna have three.”

“Three? I’d do three. Like Wen and Tik.”

He hears the sleepy smile on her face. “Mmhmm.”

“They seem happy.”

“They seem so happy.” She’s mumbling at the edge of coherency now as she drifts away. “I want babies.”

“I do too.”

“Come get me pregnant.”

He chuckles. “Be right there.”

A wordless, drowsy hum from the Princess. She’s slipping under again.

Grant rolls onto his back and looks at the shadows shift across his ceiling and imagines the weight of his warm little Taiikari wife across his chest and feels lonelier than he’s ever felt.



The shuttle slides into the fluorescent span of the listening post’s hangar. Grant remembers the first time he saw a Taiikari vessel, how silent and foreboding it was. The chattering calls of the hangar crew and the roar of the unfurling landing equipment and the whooping safety siren are a stark contrast. The shuttle lets out a hydraulic hiss as its bay doors open. Brother Tymar stands by Grant’s shoulder; the two watch the marine squad pile out from its crimson interior and file across the gangplank.

“Always so goddamn cold, this system.” The marines aren’t easy to tell apart in their full armor, but Grant recognizes the squad leader’s voice and the shape of his horn sheathes.

“Sergeant Ajax.” He raises his hand in greeting.

“Majesty.” Ajax salutes as he strides down the gangplank. There’s an emergency-red hardshell case in his other hand. “Brought your book. Hope it’s a page-turner.”

“Outstanding.” Grant holds his hands out and the sergeant places the case into his grip. The visible billow of Grant’s breath dulls its metal patina. “Any trouble retrieving it?”

“No, sire. Simple homestead, easy in-and-out infiltration.” Ajax taps a knuckle on the case. “Just about froze a bollock off when I stripped down for the camo, but that was the only threat of casualty.”

“Well, I’m thankful, Sergeant.” Grant inclines his head and dips his shoulders—the superior’s bow (one of five that Sykora taught him). “The Princess told me you personally requested to take this on.”

“Just wanted to make sure it went right. Her Majesty impressed the import, and I don’t know these listening post boys.” A wry tone edges into Ajax’s terseness. “Back to the training wheels.”

“That’s right. We’ll make a stuffed-shirt bodyguard out of you yet.” Grant puts a hand on Ajax’s back and pivots them to Brother Tymar. “This is Sergeant Ajax of the Black Pike.”

“Honored to make your acquaintance, Sergeant.” Tymar shakes the marine’s hand. “Are you His Majesty’s valet?”

Grant snorts. Ajax’s spine stiffens. “I’m a marine.”

“Is it not possible to be both?”

“Let’s just call him my friend,” Grant says. Ajax’s helmet pivots his way. The marine’s face is, as always, hidden.

Tymar gestures to the hardshell in Ajax’s hand. “May I?”

Ajax snaps the clasps open and passes the case to the cleric.

The three men behold the Book of Renewal.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Dukerino
                        

                    

                    


	


[image: image]


How To Love Your Archnemesis





Two heirs of opposing nations under the same kingdom meet for the first time. They’re doomed to be hated rivals from the very start; but destiny seems to have other plans.

Naomi Rosenthorn, quiet but sharp-tongued, is heir to Monroe of the sun-kissed South. She knows the stories well from a lifetime of lectures: Northern greed, cruelty in conquest, the cold hounds of brutality. So when her path crosses with Cassien Rivain - heir to the cold and calculating North - she has every reason to turn away. Except, he's patient when she expects scorn, listens when she anticipates dismissal, and yields when she does not deserve his mercy.

Cassien Rivain has been raised on tales of the southern nobles’ honeyed words; reputations of songbirds that sing melodies so sweet you'd willingly walk into your own betrayal. But Naomi is nothing like he expected - infuriatingly radiant, fiercely compassionate, and impossible to forget.

Their budding trust is shattered during the long delayed Accord - a peace summit hosted by the Imperial family - and Naomi and Cassien find themselves tethered by ancient magic: bound by a psychic link that lets them see through each other’s eyes, and forced into constant physical proximity to avoid agonizing pain.

Now they can’t escape each other. Not in the waking world or the privacy of their thoughts.

Forced into an uneasy alliance neither thought possible, their connection may be the one thing that could save their kingdom... or tear it apart.

 

Enemies by blood. Bound by fate. And trying not to fall for each other, despite it all.
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Volume 1 is COMPLETED with 35 chapters spanning ~88,000 words, with Volume 2 currently in the works.
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♡ Enemies to Lovers

♡ Romantic fluff 
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3.23. The Coming Thaw


                The Book of Renewal is a slim volume in carnelian red. Its pages are dogeared and crinkled. Someone’s gone over it with a highlighter and pen, scrawling notes in the margins in a spidery hand. In the conference room, which has steadily reobtained the workday clutter that was cleared away for the previous visit, the listening post researchers huddle over it, murmuring and passing instruments over its quilted-cotton cover.

“The subtitle is Songs of the Coming Thaw.” Oorta gestures to the golden deboss in blocky Eqtorish font. “The horizontal canting like this is used for sacred texts or sagas. To represent the immortality of the songs within. Forward into forever.”

“We can’t trust a raw machine translation on this,” Grant says. “We need to be exact. Can I give this to your team, Oorta? And get a translation as soon as possible? Focus on anything dealing with this Tamuraq thing. I want that first. The rest is lower priority.”

Oorta bows. “I’ll have selections for you tomorrow, Majesty.”

“I’d like to accompany you, Administrator, if I may.” Tymar clasps his hands together. “From what I’ve read of the Eqtoran canon, they enjoy wordplay and double-meaning in their scripture. I think a theologian’s insights might come in handy.” He glances to Grant. “If you can spare me, Majesty.”

“Course, man. Grateful for any help you can give.” Grant extends his fist. Tymar hesitates at the gesture, then gives it an experimental bump.

Grant finds Ipqen-mek-Taqa where he left her in the hallway outside. She’s seated on a bench far too low to keep her knees from raising, reading a slim book called The First Empresses.

“This writing’s a trip, man,” she says. “Spirals from out to in.”

“That’s just the printed version,” Grant says. “When you write it out longhand, it’s vertical, just like Eqtoran.”

“Why’d they do that?”

“Ornamentation, Sykora says.” Grant helps Ipqen to her feet. “You start a spiral on a page it’s a sign of confidence you’ve thought carefully about what you’re writing. Now it’s all just word-processed, but it stuck as the fancy structure.”

“Hmmm.” Ipqen shuts the book. “Gotta get used to it, I guess.” She glances uneasily at the door Grant left ajar behind him. “Add that to the pile.”

“Ipqen.” Grant eases the door shut. “I know we’re about to get extremely heretical. But we need you on this. We need your help. I know you can’t be in the room all the time—I know we have to be careful with your implant. But I’m hoping to have you on call as a resource.”

“Uh—” Ipqen runs her hand down her snout. “Majesty.”

“Grant. Please just Grant when it’s us.”

“Grant.” She slips a slim wood-handled tool out of her pocket. A dental implement, Grant thinks. He’s seen Eqtorans pick at their razor teeth with it. “This isn’t—good, man. This is a bad book. Like, the final war my people fought was over this book and the music in it. I don’t understand the help it’ll give.”

“The tamuraq is the legend being used against us right now. The Book of Thorns version of the tamuraq. There’s a story being told, and we need a different story. If we let it go unopposed, it’s going to get people killed.”

“Sometimes that’s what has to happen.”

Grant frowns. “What do you mean by that?”

“The world you’re making.” Ipqen slides the tool into her maw. “There are people who want no part in it. You gotta understand what we’re all about to lose.”

“Do you know how I became Sykora’s husband?”

“Howzat?”

“She escaped a Maekyonite facility and killed everyone inside it but me. Then she kidnapped me. She tore me away from my home planet. She threatened my life and told me I was her sex slave and that she’d enjoy watching my will break.”

Ipqen’s tooth-picking has frozen. “Fucking hell.”

“But that was all fake. It was all based on a miscommunication. And when we finally understood each other, she became the sweetest person I’ve ever met and the love of my life. And she’s changed. We’ve changed each other.”

“What are you telling me, man?”

“I’ve lost a lot, too. I lost everything, just about. My language, my old life. I was from a republic, and now I’m an Imperial subject. And I know firsthand how shitty the Taiikari’s first impressions can be.”

She lowers her toothpick thing. Her fringe is curled up at one edge.

“It’s not… ideal, all of it,” Grant says. “My new life. But I’m happy. I was ready to go down swinging, to die in vacuum, and I’m glad I didn’t. I like my life. I think they ought to give theirs a chance, too. It’s going to take a fuckton of effort and it’s going to feel unfair and weird and there’ll be conflict and negotiation, and they’re going to have to change. Maybe too much. Maybe you’re right and your people would have been happier cooked alive, and they would never have had a place with the Taiikari. But they need to be around to find that out. And if it goes right, you’ll have the chance to change the Empire, too. I think it needs changing. I’m trying to change it. And if there are like-minded people in the sector, if—”

If you become my subjects. That’s what he’s asking. He’s not just asking Ipqen to be the subject of a concept or a distant woman on the other side of the firmament. He’s the Prince of the Black Pike Sector. The Eqtorans will be his subjects. The dizzying existential dread of this realization collides with a strange, defiant satisfaction. He’s not just blowing smoke up Ipqen’s ass. Eqtora is about to add billions of new citizens to Sykora’s sector. And he’s in a position to decide how the Empire treats them.

“I want to communicate with your people,” he says. “Really communicate. I need them to understand our intentions. And I think that language isn’t cutting it. We need to operate on the mythological level. On symbols and songs.”

“I’m not an ecclesiast or anything, Grant.”

“But you’re a woman of faith. Right?”

She sighs and nods.

“I’m not ordering,” Grant says. “I’m asking. If you need me to, I’ll beg. I’m hoping I don’t have to, because I’m out of practice.”

She sighs again. “All right. But, uh—look.” She gestures him in and lowers her voice. “I’m doing this for my people, right? And because I think you’re the best advocate they’ve got in this fuckin’ nightmare invasion force.”

“I’m gonna try to be.”

“Not because you’re royalty, I mean. I don’t cotton to that. And I don’t know if I ever will. Something in you makes me think I can admit it.” She shrugs her thick shoulders. “And if I can’t, I figure you need me too badly to chop my head off.”



The sound of drilling and welding and heavy machinery echoes through the Rivenland. Tennek’s voice, muffled through the layers of metal, is audible occasionally in the pauses, talking to the engineers who cling to the ship’s exterior. Ynaqi does everything in her power to tamp her curiosity down. You’re just a gunlugger, girl. Let the grown-ups talk.

“Heya, hon.” Suqen’s face appears, upside down in the hatchway. Her silky fringe floats in the zero gravity. “Room for me in the gun pod? Shit’s too loud in the office.”

“Sure,” Ynaqi says.

“All right. Scoot that big sweet butt over.” Suqen climbs into the pod. Her tail tugs the hatch shut behind her and muffles the yowling machinery. Ynaqi grabs her gun seat’s strap and tugs herself further into the pod. Suqen twists herself in the air and slips her lead into the gun seat, next to Ynaqi’s.

Ynaqi offers an earbud to Suqen. “You want I should put something on?”

The keeper shakes her head. “Half the airwaves are playing that spiky Book of Thorns crap. My head needs a break. Let’s just sit, maybe.”

Ynaqi sits with her.

“You know what they’re doing out there?” Ynaqi asks, after a minute of muffled clanging.

“Some kinda retrofit,” Suqen says. “If they’re fucking around with my defaults I’m gonna kick Nek’s teeth in.”

Ynaqi chuckles. But there’s a brewing question in her tamping the laugh down. “Calling him Nek a lot, lately.”

Suqen’s face becomes carefully neutral. “Uh huh.”

“We’re supposed to call him Captain.”

“We are.” Suqen shifts. “You gonna lecture me?”

“No. Of course not. But is what’s happening—is there something going, here?” Ynaqi tries to keep her tail from twitching. “Between you and the captain?”

The little engineer shrugs her sinewy shoulders. “I don’t know. I guess we’re just, uh—we’re both feeling kinda small. Regulations don’t feel as important.”

Ynaqi watches the stars twist in Suqen’s eyes.

“I guess they don’t,” she says.

Suqen’s head tilts onto Ynaqi’s shoulder.

“If there was something. And I’m not saying there is. But if there was, like in the near-to-medium-term.” Her fringe ripples and lays flat across her head. “Would you want to be part of it?”

She waits patiently while Ynaqi tries to find the heart that boosted into her trachea.

“Uh.” Ynaqi attempts a casualness that comes out brittle and nervy. “Why not?”

Suqen’s face lights up. Her giggle shows her pearly little teeth. “Why not?”

“Fuck it. Why not?” Ynaqi has a drifting flutter in her chest that reminds her of her early days in zero-G. “We’re gonna get blown to bits any second. There’s some things I want to get done before I go out. Some, uh…” There’s so much that she’s worried if she starts up now it’s all going to come spilling out of her and it’ll take a whole turning and she’ll be a deflated little balloon at the end. “There’s some stuff I should say. And it’s feeling like there’s not a lot of time to say it.”

“Don’t talk like that, Naq.” Suqen’s eyes go to where their tails are touching. “I don’t want to do this on the assumption it’s all gonna stop mattering.” She looks up with an expression of such needful sorrow that Ynaqi’s throat closes up. “I want to matter to you.”

Ynaqi’s hand creeps toward Suqen’s. “I want to matter to you, too.”

Their thumbnails brush together. Suqen’s fingers are so thin and tapered compared to Ynaqi’s stubby digits. Ynaqi’s thumb slips on top of hers, and covers it completely.

They stare at one another in the emergency-lit dusk.

A basso profondo rap on the gunnery pod’s hatch jerks their faces apart (When did their faces get that close? Ynaqi doesn’t remember).

“Ship meeting.” Tennek’s rumble cuts through the metallic echo.

“Heard,” Suqen calls. She leans back into Ynaqi’s ear. “We’ll talk, okay?” she whispers. “This is just on pause. We’ll talk.”

“Okay,” Ynaqi says. She feels Suqen’s breath on her cheek. You should kiss her. Kiss her. Kiss her right now. But her crewmate is already spinning the hatch open and boosting herself out of the pod.

Ynaqi follows. The ship’s gone quiet again and she can hear her own heartbeat, insistent and elated in her ears.

“You cleared to tell us what that racket was about, cap?” Suqen asks.

“Cable from command.” Tennek slides into his pilot seat. “They needed volunteers to get a jaunt drive installed on their vessel. Our chassis is approved for the retrofit and I’m trained in its use. So we’re signed up. That racket was getting us ready for jaunt.”

“Shit.” Suqen eyes the lumpen new addition to the Rivenland’s engine block, the telescoping array jutting out from it and through a jury-rigged ceiling port. “They fucked up my baby.”

Tennek snorts. “This is the Armada’s baby.”

“They’re absentee, then.” Suqen folds her arms. “I bet if we both said c’mere it’d crawl to me.”

“What’s done is done,” Tennek says. “And now we get to be useful again, maybe.” He frowns out the window at the alien goliath. “Get away from all this.”

“Where are we going?”

Tennek zooms out into the solar system view of the navigation pane. “Out past Tlaqu Boundary.” He flicks the new control pad soldered to his seat console and squints at it. “Jaunted once already. Not a lot of pilots can say that. I’ll see us through.”

“That was in a single-seater fighter, though, wasn’t it?” Suqen is examining the weldwork on the jaunt drive with a critical eye. “A ship of this size? Are we sure we won’t rip in half?”

“I am assured that the Rivenland can handle it,” Tennek says.

“Do you believe it?” Ynaqi asks.

“I’m assured it.”

Ynaqi scoffs. “Great.”

“Naq. Hey, girl. Eyes here.” Ynaqi’s never been great with eye contact, but the gentleness in her captain’s voice pulls her gaze magnetically to his.

“These are the times it’s written about,” Tennek says. “This is the part where we all find out who we are. I have an idea of you. And you have an idea of me.” The scar over his eye is darker than she remembers. Is his face coloring? “And I hope it’s a good one.”

“It’s a good one,” she says.

“Then I’m gonna have to rise to it.” He sits back. “I’m your captain. I’m gonna look after you both. It’ll be okay.”

“Do y’all… would it be okay if we prayed together?” Suqen drifts over from the engine. “Not just the morning appeals. Real praying. Is that an overstep?”

Tennek thinks about it. He shakes his head. “Not an overstep. Could use a prayer said for me.”

“All right.” Suqen crosses her legs and floats in the air like a monk. “My family god is Nuqani.”

Ynaqi smirks. “How’d I know you were gonna be a Nuqani girl?”

“Cause she don’t know how to finish a story,” Tennek says.

Suqen blows him a raspberry. “What about yours, Qen?”

“We’ve got a private one. Just an old hand-me-down from the sledge tribe days.”

“What’s their name?”

“Taneq.”

“How about that. Kinda sounds like Tennek, huh?” Suqen’s tail nudges Tennek’s. “Must be why she’s so obsessed with you.”

Ynaqi laughs in giddy disbelief at the brazen keeper. “Don’t be irritating.”

“How about you, cap?” Suqen prompts.

Tennek folds his hands in his lap. “Lurien.”

“Is that a Nomad name?”

“Uh huh. Means compassion.”

Ynaqi leans across the stodgy recycled air of the bridge. “I didn’t know you were Nomad.”

“There’s a lot you don’t know about me,” Tennek says.

“Guess we should try and learn quick, huh?” Suqen says, quietly.

“Guess so,” Tennek murmurs.

They lapse into silence.

Tennek clicks his tongue. “Let’s get some praying in and then let’s fuck off outta this orbit, huh?” He holds his hand out. Ynaqi takes it. Suqen’s palm is in her other hand.

“Suqen?” Tennek looks to the engineer. “You wanna lead?”

“Oh, sure. Make the keeper do the chant. Typical bigfolk.”

“Like you haven’t been itching to. I see you at the morning appeal. Lookin over like he’s doing this shit all wrong.”

“Guilty. Okay.” She clears her throat and finds her pitch. She intones, crystalline and beautiful:

“Gods of our families. Your petitioners come together. In your names and by your power, keep these your children safe as they keep one another. Lurien. Taneq. As I trust my body to the hands of your children, I trust my soul to your custody.”

Tennek and Ynaqi glance at one another. This isn’t the prayer of comrades or coworkers or friends. This prayer is bringing something else out.

“May we find comfort in one another’s embrace,” Suqen lilts. “May we be the shelter for one another from wickedness and want. In your names we petition.”

“In your names we petition,” the other two repeat.

“That’s a nice voice you got there, Qen,” Ynaqi says.

The keeper smiles at her. Doesn’t say anything, just smiles.

Tennek’s scarred knuckles fidget. “Thought you were going to do the comrades’ prayer, soldier.”

“Yeah, well. I did, too. But the gods toss out the prayersongs that don’t match how you feel.” Suqen straightens her legs out and kicks off a guardrail back to her engine bay. “When we get back to Eqtora, you can court martial me for conduct unbecoming. If the armada still exists.”

Ynaqi pauses before she follows the keeper out. “What are we investigating, cap? You cleared to tell me?”

“Sure.” Tennek punches a series of calculations into the pad by his elbow. “Codebreakers picked up on some kind of signal being sent from the flagship. Lasted a few turnings longer than anything else they'd been throwing out. Might be that it’s nothing. Might be there’s something to find out there in the dark.”

“Not much to hang your hook on.”

“Can’t just sit on our hands, right? Eqtora ain’t gonna save itself.”

She laughs. “Sure.”

“We’ll be all right. I’m taking care of you, Naq.” Tennek’s turned from her now, focused on his instruments. Brusque and clipped. “Taking care of you both.”

He snaps a few switches and the growl of the engine rises, into the roar that’s always put Ynaqi’s peak up, the way it sounds like a voice raised in anger, or in grief.
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Beastforged World





Bound by the World. Forged through the Beast. Unleashed by fate.

Humanity once ruled Razarn—until the old world collapsed and the age of ether began. Driven to the verge of extinction, they discovered a new power: Worlds forged from within. They survived and even thrived, yet Razarn was no longer theirs. 

***

They called him crippled—weak, broken, unworthy. 

But Adam’s will was forged in pain, sharpened by a World too small to bind a beast and a body starved of ether. Every breath was a battle. Each breath a war… until the day his father returned—bleeding, dying, and desperately holding onto a beast egg. 

Everything changed. Adam’s power awakened, and the cogs of his fate turned once again.

Yet as the shadow of the Great Fall loomed, only one question remained; Was Adam strong enough to stand against the end of all?















                



3.24. Gordie Howe Hat Trick


                “It’s called a Gordie Howe hat trick,” Grant says. He’s getting the second canto under his fingers; talking while playing helps, he finds. “You get a goal, an assist, and a fight in the same game.”

Ipqen-mek-Taqa is holding up a sheaf of stapled pages translated from the Book of Journeying. Like every Eqtoran holy book, it’s in song. Grant’s spent a few hours getting used to Eqtoran notation, but it’s simple and intuitive, and he’s caught on quickly. It’s written for voices and not the guitar, but the wiry horizontal bars suppose such close and coherent harmony that transposition has been painless.

His living music stand turns the page and scratches her calf with her big blunt digits. “They named a prize for it and it involves breaking the rules?”

“It’s not really a prize,” Grant says. “Not a formal one, anyway. Hockey fans love a fight. The whole goon enforcer thing slowed down after ‘04. By the time I got into it you weren’t really guaranteed a fight every game. But my dad had these video collections of the craziest brawls. We wore the tape out on them.”

Ipqen chuckles. “You’re making me feel better about this Empire, a chaos creature like a Maekyonite making it.”

Grant hits a discordant sour note and backs up. “Do they not fight in Qang-kana?”

“Oh, they fight a ton in Qang-kana,” Ipqen says. “It just ain’t against the rules.”

“I think that’s part of the appeal for Maekyonites. That there’s an authority you’re pissing off.”

“Whoever left these notes in the margins is rather deranged.” Tymar looks over his shoulder from his seat before the partial translation of the Book of Renewal. There’s a square loupe in one hand and a ballpoint pen in the other.

“That tracks.” Ipqen shakes her head. “Takes derangement to be a Tamuraqist these days.” She shakes her head again, like she’s trying to dislodge something from it, and glances at Grant. “Maybe we can change songs?” she asks. “I don’t really know the words anymore, but it still works on me. Gets me maudlin.”

Grant puts the guitar aside.

“Can I get your thoughts on this passage, Majesty?” Tymar gestures to Grant. “Musically speaking, I mean.”

Grant scoots his seat next to Tymar’s and peers over his shoulder. “Jeez. There’s a lot more complexity to this line. All the stuff in the Library Sacrosanct was a lot more chordal and straightforward.”

“Uh huh.” Ipqen shuffles the translated papers of the orthodox tomes back into order on her lap. “The Temple of the Renewal—that’s what they were called—they made it more difficult because they didn’t expect you to sing along to it. Their ecclesiasts led and you listened.” She tsks. “One vocal line? A lead? That’s not proper. Not at all.”

“Why’s that?”

“Why you think?” Ipqen clicks her tongue. “Gotta be careful, when you’re making music. Especially sacred music. Centering the whole melody on one person, above and apart from the chorus, that was one of the Tamuraqists’ deviances. At the modern temple, you sing along with it all.”

“Everyone?”

“Oh, yeah. It’s gorgeous.” She grins. “There’s a tri-part harmony, one line for the fellas, one for the ladies, one for the keepers. A full congregation, full-voiced? You can shake the chandeliers And everyone knows the, uh.” She pauses.

Grant looks over. Ipqen has frozen, her eyes on the alien glyphs below her fingers. The ones she’s sabotaged her brain to understand.

“Everyone knows the words,” she mumbles.

She stands up like she sat on a tack. “Excuse me a sec.”

She strides from the room, muttering a curse as she ducks the too-low header into the hall. The door slams shut behind her.

“Oh, dear.” Tymar lowers his pen. “Poor woman.”

“I know the feeling,” Grant says. “That implant. It seems so cruel.”

Tymar nods. “You know what it started out as?”

“What’s that?”

“A weapon.” Tymar taps his temple. “Jam it into an enemy alien’s head so you can compel them. Interrogations and infiltrations and turning warriors against their comrades. The version we have now—the one that’s designed to repair as it breaks and keep the brain from bleeding to death in a few hours—that’s only a few kilocycles old.”

“Jesus Christ,” Grant murmurs.

“I haven’t gotten to Him, yet,” Tymar says. “But if that’s a blasphemous statement of shock, I concur.”

Grant pushes his chair out. “I’ll go to her.”

Tymar squeezes his shoulder. “Good idea.”

Grant doesn’t have to go far. Ipqen is seated outside, a few doors down the listening post’s gravitational ring, her face buried between her knees.

“Hey,” he says.

She looks tearfully up through her fingers. “I’m sorry, man. Just gimme—just one minute, okay? Please.”

“Do you want to talk about it?” He sits across the dingy hall from her. “I’ve been where you are. I’m listening.”

“I fucked up,” she sobs. Her massive shoulders tremble. “I’m so lonely. I’m so fucking lonely.”

Grant rests his elbows on his knees and waits out the tears with her.

“I try to pray in this language and it comes out all wrong. The tune, the rhythm. It’s so weird and clumsy and it doesn’t work. They don’t understand me.” Inaqi hiccups and wipes her snout. “I think the gods don’t understand me.”

“Just sing them how you know them,” Grant says. “Sing them the way you love them.”

Ipqen peeks through her fingers. “The administrator—”

Grant glances down the hallway, both ways. “With all due respect to her and the crucial work she’s doing, fuck the administrator. I never lost my music. Not even when I was all baked. I sang loads when I was first implanted. I think the words sit in a different part of your brain. A universal one, I guess.”

Ipqen’s reply jolts him out of his ridiculous imaginings. “Could you repeat that?” he asks.

“I said would you play with us?” Ipqen asks. “Your whatsit. Kitar.”

“My guitar?” He sits up. “Yeah. Sure. You want me to go get it now?”

“Not yet. There’s a service tonight. I usually go with my earplugs in, just to sit by and watch. But maybe I could take ‘em out for the music this time. And you could play along.” She tries to smile. “Sounding pretty good on that Book of Journeying lament, y’know. I could use a little catharsis.”

She wipes her nose on her sleeve.

“A lot I gotta mourn for,” she says.



“I’m not going to order you,” Grant says.

“Then I’m not going to eat it,” Ajax says.

“Are you nervous about showing me your face?”

“Why would I be?” Ajax crosses his arms and leans back on his threadbare conference room office chair. “I’ve got a thing about meat. That’s all.”

“Meena told me that was just for lab-grown stuff.” Grant gestures with the Eqtoran mealhook he’s skewering his lunch with. A shingle full of gleaming, freshly seared fish sits before him, its tender flesh flaking and bright. “This is wild caught.”

Ajax snorts. “Meena ought to wave her own tail.”

“What’s that mean?”

“Means she shouldn’t be running around telling my boss about my hangups.”

“C’mon. Give it a try. It’s really good. Fresh. I have a theory.”

“Is that an order?”

“Fine.” Grant clatters the hook onto the shingle he’s eating off of. “I order you.”

“All right,” Ajax says. He pauses at the catch of his visor. “Don’t compel me.”

“I’ll show mercy.”

Ajax flips his visor up. There’s a softness to his light purple features that catches Grant offguard; an open, youthful quality. If his nose hadn’t clearly been broken and reset in the past, and if he didn’t have a scar sliding along his chin to the peak of his lower lip, you could almost call him a babyface. His eyes are upturned and golden.

He points to a stripy fishtail. “Pass that.” It’s odd to hear his voice without the helmet’s muffling modulation.

“Here we are.” Grant slides the shingle forward across the conference room table. “Skewer and scoop.”

Ajax stabs the hook into the fish and brings it to his mouth. He chews and furrows his brow. “Nope.”

“Not into it?”

“I’m picky.” Ajax slides the plate back to Grant. “Meen would like it, though. She’s carnivorous.”

Tymar peeks around the corner, the Book of Renewal and his ever-present notepad in his hands. “Is this the anticomps-off room?” He slips his up his forehead. His eyes are a lighter, more magenta shade of red. “Hello, gentlemen.”

“Hey, Brother.” Grant waves Tymar over. “A cleric, a marine, and a Prince. Any bars we could walk into on this station?”

Tymar takes up another spot at the conference table. “I’m afraid I may have sent the only alcohol present away with Sykora.”

“Tymar.” Grant holds a cut of salmon-tone fillet up. “You try this yet?”

“I have.” Tymar gently lifts a warding palm to the proffered hook. “Not for me, I’m afraid.”

“I’m putting together a theory that Taiikari don’t like fish,” Grant says.

“It’s, uh. Divisive, for sure. Slimy. And a rather strange flavor. Most of the native fish on Taiikar were too small or too poisonous for our ancestors to bother with.”

“Me and the Eqtorans are going to have to correct this way of thinking.”

Tymar laughs. “One of many changes our new family will inflict on us, I’m sure.”

Grant leans forward across the tea-stained conference table. “I’m wondering something. How many subjects currently live in the Black Pike sector?”

“About 40 bil,” Ajax says. “Right?”

“Thereabouts, yes,” Tymar says.

“So once they’re annexed, a full fifth of the sector’s population is going to be Eqtoran,” Grant says.

“Correct,” Tymar says. “Well, at first. A subset will emigrate outward, I imagine.”

Grant looks out the conference room window to the Eqtoran Potemkin village below them. “So this is going to be a big change, right?”

“It certainly is,” Tymar says. “But a managed one. Sykora will enforce restrictions on their travel outside their own system. Starting strict, and gradually loosening as time goes by. Unleashing a full cavalcade of Eqtorans upon the unprepared sector isn’t a recipe for a smooth transition. Full integration will take a long, long time. Maybe our whole lives.”

“We’re going to have to extend a lot of doorways,” Ajax says. “His Majesty banged his head on one, once. And the fishfaces are even taller than the Maekyonites.”

Grant remembers what Count Tikani told him about the day the Countess came to take him away. The only thing that scared me more than saying yes was saying no. There aren’t many ways off of a vassal world.

“Sykora and I had an entire speech about the journeys they’d take,” he says. “I didn’t lie to them, did I?”

“Of course you didn’t,” Tymar says. “The firmament will open to them. Just… gradually. Much quicker than if they’d never been uplifted. We’re knocking a score of kilocycles off their timeline. They’ll have our repulsor lanes and membranes to keep them safe as they explore the Empire. And our longevity drugs to ensure they’re alive to see it.”

“Who decides the pace of these restrictions lifting? Is that Sykora’s call?”

“It is. She’ll steer most of this process, provided she’s able to secure a bloodless annexation.”

“All right, then.” Grant folds his hands. An unexpected acceptance relaxes his shoulders. If his wife is the one making these calls, he’ll abide by them. And influence them, a rebellious little corner of his brain reminds him.

“I’ll tell you what,” he concludes. “The Black Pike Sector is about to eat a lot more fish.”

“How many Maekyonites are there?” Tymar asks. “We’re adding you too, someday.”

“Eight billion, I think,” Grant says.

“On one planet?” Tymar whistles. “That’s core-world density, quite early in development. Impressive.”

Grant tries to find a way to smoothly transition into the troubling thought Tymar’s question has brewed in him. “Ajax joked about this earlier and it got me wondering.” That’s a good tactic, he hopes. “Has there ever been a male capable of compelling? Or… immune to it?”

“Uh,” Tymar says. He rubs his chin. “How to put this. The orthodox answer is—no. Because males are compelled.” He gives an apologetic smile. “This might be where the implant is complicating things for you. Putting aside the self-expressions of man or woman or boy or girl, the word for a person who can be compelled is male. That’s the definition, biologically speaking.”

“Are there no intersex Taiikari?”

“There are,” Tymar says. “But the social classification doesn't care about that. Only these.” He points at his eye. “And these are one or the other. Females compel. Males are compelled.”

“Nobody has ever been born who could do both? Or neither?”

“Both, no,” Tymar says. “Neither, sure. The Xuin are agendered and parthenogenetic, and they’ve escaped the net. Eqtoran keepers are immune, I gather. And dimorphic alien females, of course. A Maekyonite female would do neither, I assume.”

Grant’s stomach drops further. “But no Taiikari?”

Tymar shakes his head. “Quite a lot of effort has gone into giving maleborn a way out of the affliction. Nothing has let us switch it off except for sensory disabilities.”

“There’s still some living Taiikari men who deafened themselves,” Ajax says. “Back before civilian anticomps there was no other way.”

“Correct.” Tymar tugs one of his eyelids. “You are compelled, or you aren’t. Everything else is fungible. This isn’t. There is something fundamental and unfixable about it across every sexually reproductive lifeform.”

No, Grant thinks. There isn’t.

“No bioengineering produces a viable fetus,” Tymar continues. “No surgery fixes it without catastrophic, life-ending neurological damage. There are corneal anticomps now, or full synthetic ocular replacements, but they’re cumbersome, expensive, and obvious, and they come with many complications and biases attached. And there’s the other problem: even if a perfect solution was found, a vast chunk of the most powerful people in the Empire would react with vicious consternation at any attempts to implement it, for fear of the civilizational changes it’d bring. It’s a sorry state, I know.” He shrugs in resignation. “But we’re stuck.”

Grant already understood this in the abstract, but it dawns on him the degree of shock he must have caused the command group. His species breaks a fundamental rule of their universe. He tries to keep his face neutral through the realization. He’s always thought of himself as fitting neatly into a comfortable, unquestioningly masculine box. For the first time in his life, he feels the queasy, ground-shifting feeling of an identity at odds with the one his society would give him.

From the Maekyonite perspective, he is male. From the Taiikari perspective, he is not; and what really throws him for a loop is that he’d never want to be. He’s fiercely proud of his Maekyonite immunity to compulsion. Or at least what he thought was a Maekyonite immunity.

Is it just him? If it was another Maekyonite, would it have worked? Is there something wrong with him? He almost wishes now that they’d held onto Stephen, that they’d be able to know for sure.

He gives up on grappling with this, because Ajax is offering him another half-eaten piece of fish, and he thinks his mouth might be hanging open. He chews pensively, and swallows his doubt along with his yellowtail, or whatever this is. He’s a male. A manly male, with a beautiful wife who’s obsessed with him, and a big badass voidship, and the royal title of Prince. And if any Imperial wants to quibble with that, once they know the truth, they can fuck off.

“You know what I’d do if I could compel?” Ajax says. “I’d compel the medtechs to ease up on the teeth. You have an appointment yet, Majesty?”

“They did a 3d scan of my mouth and said to keep flossing and they’d figure out how Maekyonite orthodontia worked.”

“Brace yourself. They go at these things like they’re digging for neodymium. And when you complain, they shame your habits. I’d flash them and tell them to slow the fuck down.”

“Your mouth’d be full,” Tymar says.

Ajax scratches his chin. “Shit.”

“I’d compel people to forget my handshake failures,” Tymar says. “I never know whether to bump or grab or shake or what-have-you. And I remember any failed attempt for a tenday at minimum.”

“The making people forget thing. That is handy.” Ajax nods. “I have some COs I’d love to cuss out without consequences.”

“These are illegal uses of compulsion,” Grant says. “That you’re proposing in front of the Prince.”

Ajax bulges his eyes in a half-assed impression of compulsion. “Forget the last thirty seconds.”

“Majesty—ah.” Oorta’s head appears in the doorway, then jerks out of sight the moment she makes eye contact with him. Just as automatically, Ajax slaps his visor down across his face and Tymar slides his anticomps on, with practiced speed.

Grant fumbles his own goggles on. “Come in,” he calls.

“I didn’t realize you were, uh, eating in here, gentlemen. Forgive me. But there’s a, uh—” she glances at the marine and the cleric with near-frantic concern.

“They’re fine to hear, Administrator.” Grant gives the newly amber-tinted administrator as reassuring a smile as he can manage. “What’s the problem?”

“A ship, Majesty.” She wrings her little cyan hands. “It just swept in, a few klicks out from the boundary.”

Grant shoves his seat out. “An Eqtoran ship?”

“Yes, Majesty. With its scanners at full power. It’s hunting us.” Oorta’s eyes are wide and fearful. “And it’s getting closer.”
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The Gods' Gacha Game

[LitRPG, System Manipulator MC]

“Do you want to know what it feels like to manipulate the scenarios and the System to your liking?”

[image: Novel Animation]






Maximilian has always dreamed of his past life as the God-King where he ruled over all gods and created a divine game where gods competed for supremacy. But now, he awakens as the lowest-ranking divine warrior under the newly born Goddess of Imagination—trapped in the very game he created.

Except he remembers everything: the hidden mechanics, the exploits, the rules behind the rules.

So Maximilian plays along, inheriting fragments of ancient divine heroes' might, rewriting scenarios through "plausibility," and turning the System’s own logic against itself with a broken class that was never meant to exist.

Because he’s not here to play fair—he’s here to reclaim his crown, one manipulated scenario at a time.
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3.25. Interceptor


                “We’ll send word to the Pike immediately.” Oorta hurries in Grant’s steps as they enter the ready room, to a ripple of deep bows from white-clad researchers. “They can dispatch an interceptor on triple-burn and it’ll be here in minutes to blow them out of the sky.”

“No,” Grant says. “We’re not wiring the Pike. We don’t have time and they can’t depart Taiqan anyway. They swept in. If they find us, they only have to sweep out again, and we’re hosed.”

And we’re not telling Sykora. Not yet. If she knows her call did this she’s going to fall the rest of the way apart. She’s going to lash out at the Eqtorans for even daring to threaten him, knowingly or not. Grant loves Sykora more than he’s loved anyone. Which is why he needs to keep this from her, and why he hates himself a little for it.

He promises himself that he’ll let her know once he’s back.

“We handle this ourselves,” he says. “What are our options?”

“They’re getting closer to our defense emplacements.” The security chief of the post steps forward. He’s a frowning, slender Taiikari with a tight regulation braid. “If we reroute power to the turret daemon, we have a strong chance to have them zeroed in before their sensors even find us. Say the word and we’ll blast them out of the sky.”

“Okay.” Grant isn’t sure what a daemon is but the man seems confident. “That’s plan A. But is there a way to take them in? Military prisoners and captured technology. An Eqtoran sweep engine. We can use that.” He glances at Ajax, who's silent by his side. This is an excuse, but a good one, he thinks. “And I don’t want to be responsible for the first Eqtoran casualties of the campaign. Nothing that risks the Pike’s mission.”

“Our point defenses are lethal,” the security chief says. “Especially on a ship this small. We’d need an interceptor, and we don’t have one.”

“We have the drop shuttle,” Ajax says. “Not exactly an interceptor, but that thing out there’s not exactly a ZKP. We have the speed.”

“Begging your pardon, sergeant.” One of the post's marines ducks his head in a quick, apologetic bow. “But you came here on assisted auto, yes? It’s not like we’ve got an interceptor pilot in this outpost.”

Grant takes a deep breath. He looks at Ajax. The marine’s helmet inclines in assent, just a fraction of an inch.

“Yes you do,” he says. “Get that drop shuttle prepped. I’ll fly it.”

An uncertain stillness meets his words.

Oorta breaks it. “Majesty—”

“Your Prince gave you an order.” Ajax’s helmet-modulated bark cuts her off. “Prep the drop shuttle.”

Oorta snaps into a downward bow like her head has suddenly magnetized toward the floor. “Immediately.”

Grant sidles over to Ajax as the listening post Taiikari scurry from the room. “Thank you for the vote of confidence, sergeant. I’ll try to live up to it.”

“You are my Prince, Majesty. And you’re the crazy bastard who cleared the belt in under a tenday. We’ll be fine.” Ajax holds the door open for Grant. “Can’t lie. Kinda hones my horns to get royal orders from another dude for once.”

Grant strolls past him. “That’s, uh—that’s good, right? Hones your horns?”

Ajax snorts. “It’s good.”

The hangar is a hive of activity. Workers swarm the shuttle, running through checks and checklists. Grant zips his flight suit on and plucks his Maekyonite-sized helmet from the ready-rack. A knot of marines stand by the shuttle or lean on the catwalk rail, speaking in low, amused voices as the hubbub unfolds around them.

“Tighten up, gentlemen,” Ajax calls, and they come to rapid attention. He points at two of his marines. “Talem, Pentine. With me.”

The selected marines salute and retrieve their kit from the nearby stack of footlockers.

“All right, Majesty.” Ajax steps aside to let a hurrying dockworker past. “We’ll disable that alien vessel and launch ourselves on. Get you some prisoners.”

“Launch yourselves?” Grant’s brow raises. “Like through space?”

“Shuttle’s got a sling system on it. Once we knock out the engines and the weapons, we can fly to the outside and breach. The targeting computer makes it simple. Don’t even need to crack a membrane.”

“You hate flying.”

Ajax press checks his rifle and peers down its sight. “Sometimes, you hate your job. It’s still your job.”

“We don’t know how many crew are on there. Is three enough?”

“Yes.” Ajax folds his stock and snaps his gun across the magnetic rail on his chestplate. His chosen team is forming up in front of them. “Okay, boys. I’m point, Talem’s assault, Pentine’s slack. His Majesty wants living captives. So it’s negotiations to shock rounds to takedowns.” He holds his fist out, knuckles up. “Pike’s up.”

His two marines clatter their gauntlets against his. “Pike’s up.”

They look upward, to Grant.

He puts his fist in. “Pike’s up.”

“Let’s catch us some fish.” Ajax steps out and salutes. “By your leave, Majesty.”

Grant ducks into the shuttle and squeezes himself into the cockpit. His knees come up past the lip of the console. “A little tight in here, sergeant.”

“Uh huh.” Ajax steps to his side. “Controls aren’t Maekyonite-sized but they’ll be familiar.”

Grant’s hand lingers over a bank of camera and trigger mechanisms. “These aren’t.”

“Those are the chain gun controls. Don’t touch them. I’ll handle it from the turret.”

“You’re trained on that?”

“Yes, Majesty. Can’t promise I won’t kill anyone while I’m disabling the weapons and the engine. But it’ll give them a better chance than those defense turrets.”

Grant eyes the 3d wireframe of their prey, projecting up from the center of his pilot console. “Do you even know where the engines are on that thing?”

“That thing’s a standard Qunar Cruiser,” Ajax says. “Looks like the newer model with the missile pods on it. Those are on its upper plate there.” He points. “Which means the engines are right there, below. The projection out on the rear left there must be the sweep sail. I’ll take that out, too.”

“Jeez, Ajax. You did your homework on these guys.”

“That’s why you employ me, Majesty.” Ajax indicates a boxy control by the gun controls he’s not supposed to touch. “When I tell you, engage that. It’ll turn on the sling system.”

“You got it.” Grant’s hands are tight on the undersized joystick. The gangplank folds in and the shuttle raises and orbits to face the vast night.

Grant floors it.

They plummet through the firmament. The glacier-blue nebula swirls around them. A strident klaxon sounds as the heads-up display magnifies the cruiser and outlines it in fire-engine red. Grant’s heart climbs to his throat. It didn’t feel, as he was formulating the plan, like he was heading into combat. Suddenly, it does.

They’re a few kliks out when the orange glow on the cruiser’s infrared display flares.

“They’ve seen us,” Grant reports.

“All good.” Ajax is cool as ice. “Little closer, Majesty.”

Tracer fire spirals through the void and splashes pale against the membrane. Grant watches the percentage tick down, faster than he’d like. He pitches into an evasive plunge. Ajax’s targeting reticle dances across the dark and chimes as it locks onto the cruiser. Grant sees it appear on the wireframe and slide across the boxy canopy to the gun turret on its underside.

“Ears,” Ajax says. “Button on the left of your chin.”

Grant hastily presses it and the world muffles. Ajax lays into the joysticks. The twin-linked chain guns’ screaming rebuke fills the crammed metal box.

“Thing called aiming, sir.” One of his marines says, light and casual on the radio line.

“I’m aiming, private. Focus on yourself and cut the chatter. Helm fifty clockwise.” Ajax’s voice loud and metallic in his ear. “That’s you, Majesty. Stay on them.”

“Fifty clockwise.” Grant rolls them into position, flicks the nav computer on, and watches the interception parabola it paints into space in front of him. He tugs the yoke and blazes a wide loop through the firmament along the glittering virtual path. Ajax’s chaingun bellows and the distant tracers fall silent. The cruiser’s gun turret is out.

“Missile pods are rotating.” Ajax has a hardline urgency. “Launch launch launch.”

Grant slaps the evasive path router and carries them across its computerized countermeasure. Twinkling chaff spins from the shuttle like a galaxy. A flock of micromissiles flashes past them like an incensed hornet’s nest and spirals off into space.

“Could that have gotten through the membrane?” Grant calls.

“Let’s not find out, yeah? Level out. I have my shot.”

The nebular clouds corkscrew as Grant twists them round and locks them in.

Another whining howl from the chainguns. “Solid hit,” Ajax reports. “Missiles out. Those engines still flaring, Majesty?”

Grant watches the infrared glow sputter and die on their target projection. “You got them. That there’s a neutralized vessel.”

Whooping applause from the carrier bay. “Good shit, sarge,” a marine calls.

“Yeah, yeah.” Ajax swings down from the turret hatch and pulls his rifle off the magnetic rail. “Don’t think I forgot you mouthing off, Talem. Have your ass doing burpees with a weighted vest.”

“I hate burpees,” Talem grumbles to Pentine.

The sergeant taps the back of Grant’s headrest on his way to the carrier bay. “Sling button, please, Majesty.”

Grant hits the button and a section of the shuttle’s wall flips and slides with a buzzing, clattering cacophony. Five podded-off harnesses are on the other side. As the marines step into the middle three, their armor shifts and locks into the inlaid mechanisms. The men strap themselves in and ready their brutal, boxy weapons with workmanlike calm.

“Ready check.” Ajax rattles it off with the air of a memorized ritual.

His marines chorus in reply. “Ready, sir.”

“Harness check.”

“Harness locked, sir.”

“Route check.”

“Route clear, sir.”

“Kit check.”

“Kit primed, sir.”

“Horns check.”

“Horns pointy, sir.”

“Pointy as shit, sir.”

“Tighten your tails, gents.” Ajax nods up to the cockpit. “Hit the button again, Majesty. It’ll transfer the trigger to me.”

Grant obeys. The buzzing rattle intensifies to a low roar. The pods rotate; the marines are invisible, now, out on the other side of the shuttle, in cold vacuum.

Over the sound of the machinery, Ajax’s voice is clinical. Bored, almost. “Sling in three, two, one… out.”

The shuttle rocks on its gyroscopes. Three red-and-black blurs blast outward from the vessel.

“Fucking hell,” Grant says to himself. He looks out the cockpit window at the streaking formation of marines rocketing toward the drifting cruiser.

“Majesty.” Ajax’s voice bumps and jostles with the furious speed of his flight. “Do me a favor.”

“Oh. Anything.” Grant’s forgotten he’s on a live feed.

“Don’t ask me to teach you this one,” Ajax says.

A loud trilling beep sounds from the dashboard as if to punctuate his words. The sling system’s light flashes blue. Someone’s voice, Pentine’s maybe: “Contact.”



It takes Ynaqi a few seconds to understand. She thinks something has fallen on her at first, when the ratcheting taktaktak of the bullets sound and the sparks kick out.

But how could it have, Naq, you dimbulb? You’re in zero gravity.

She’s been shot. For the first time in her life, Ynaqi’s been shot. For the first and second time, she realizes numbly. Maybe third. Hard to say what’s happening down there below the spreading stain.

It doesn’t hurt as much as she thought it would. It’s almost like a dream. She experimentally pokes around the edge and—ah. There’s the pain.

Okay. She’s pretty sure she’s dying.

She thinks about staying in the turret but the thing’s fucked. She can hear the muffled burp of the ammo cooking off in its exterior silo.

She opens the hatch instead, and floats into the bridge. She wants to see Tennek and Suqen before it’s all done. She leaves a trail, a constellation of dusky red jewels hanging suspended in the air. She watches them dance blobbily against their surface tension. Beautiful, she thinks. That’s from inside me and it’s so beautiful. I was beautiful.

A scream jolts her. That’s Suqen’s voice. “Ynaqi!”

The keeper speeds through the air and catches Ynaqi by the tail. “Oh no, oh no no no no. Tennek, she’s shot.”

“Get her back here.” Her captain is calling from the cockpit. A blanket of safety drapes across her and muzzles the gnawing pain. Tennek is going to take care of them, like he said.

Suqen pulls Ynaqi into the cockpit and holds her still by the vacant captain’s chair. Tennek is loading shells into his shotgun, his disciplined breath rhythmically puffing across his helmet’s transparent front.

“Whuzza gun for?” Ynaqi’s tongue feels thick and blobby in her mouth.

“They’re boarding.” Tennek takes his hand away for a moment to reach for a medical kit, already open, its contents drifting balletically from it. “Qen.” Tennek catches a pack of pressure patches and pushes them through the air to Suqen. As the keeper hastily works and tries to stave off her panic, Ynaqi notices the tourniquet around her leg.

“Oh. Qen. Honey.” Ynaqi reaches weakly for Suqen’s hand. “They got you, too?”

“They didn’t get shit. I’m fine. Just a scratch.” Suqen catches Ynaqi’s grip and redirect it downward. “Hold that down for me, okay?”

Suqen puts both their hands tight on the pressure patch where it’s slapped across Ynaqi’s stomach. She’s singing under her breath. A calming medicinal hymn. Ynaqi drifts on her gorgeous, silvery voice.

A roaring crack from the shotgun. Tennek cycles the shell, which somersaults out of the gun and tinks parabolically off his console. Suqen's hands shake and her singing catches, but she recovers and keeps going with both.

“Tell you guys a secret?” Ynaqi says.

The singing pauses. “Of course, hon.”

“If I didn’t have this stupid fucking space helmet on I’d want to kiss you,” Ynaqi says. “I’d kiss both of you. I’ve wanted to kiss you since our first week on the Rivenland.”

“Gunner.” Tennek adjusts his grip on his shotgun and glances away from the doorway he’s got it zeroed on. “That can’t be the secret. Come on.”

“Better not be.” Suqen giggles and shakes her head around to scatter the zero-gravity tears that are cluttering her vision. “Babe. It was so obvious.”

Ynaqi laughs and winces. “If it was so goddamn obvious, why did you fuckers wait?”

“Regulations,” Tennek says.

“I just like watching you get frustrated,” Suqen says.

Ynaqi blinks slow. “I’m gonna find you,” she murmurs. “I’m gonna wait by Apqar’s bonfire. Find you both. We’ll go to the river together.” Her eyes droop. “Kiss you then, maybe.”

Suqen’s helmet tilts down and clonks into Ynaqi’s. “We’ll kiss after this, okay? Stay awake for me. And we’ll kiss after.”

“Promise?”

“Promise.”

“Nothing sexier than a lady staying awake through trauma injury,” Tennek says.

Suqen laughs wetly. “That’s right. You’re being a dreamboat right now.”

“Howdy.” The voice echoes tinnily from behind the lip of the bridge door.

“Who’s that?” Tennek calls.

“My name is Ruaq-nai-Taqa.” A keeper’s voice, warped by radio waves and the echo through the metallic hallway. “They’re asking me to talk to you. Who’s this?”

“Captain Tennek-nuq-Highstep of the Eqtoran Armada.”

“Ooh. Highstep. Nice. Never been, myself.”

There are low voices beneath Ruaq’s. Muttering to each other in a liquid, loop-de-loopy language.

“Well, listen, Captain Tennek,” Ruaq calls. “How about you toss out your weapons, surrender peacefully, go with these people, and you’ll be unharmed. There’s some good eating and some good folks and some weird-smelling beds. Real plasticky.”

Tennek looks back. “Just about time,” he whispers. “We go with the gods or we go with the aliens. Could take one or two out with us. What do you reckon?”

Ynaqi reckons she wants to sleep. But Suqen’s movement jostles her back to alertness.

“I want to live,” Suqen says. “I want to be around. You can’t just say you want me and then buy the farm like a couple pussies. Gotta prove it. I want to be a fucking keeper sandwich.”

Tennek nudges Ynaqi’s arm. “Naq?”

“I’d do a keeper sandwich,” Ynaqi mumbles.

Tennek raises his gravelly voice. “We have wounded.”

“We can take care of them. We’ve got a doctor here. He—what?”

Rustling in the background. Low conversation.

“We’ve got a pediatric nurse practitioner.” Ruaq corrects herself. “But he’s good, and the facilities are good. And we got an amp, and a bonfire. And some nice fish. Yuvik Village will take care of you, best we can. And in a few weeks, we’ll go home, if it’s still around.”

Tennek’s nostrils flare. “Where the hell is Yuvik Village?”

“Go peacefully with these people,” Ruaq says. “And they’ll show you. Please, captain. The war is over. We lose. If you want to stick it to them the best way is to keep living, anyway.”

“I go first,” Tennek whispers. He releases his shotgun, which hangs in the air, and nudges it forward. It floats out into the hallway and bumps against the ceiling.

“All right,” he calls. “Coming out.”

Ynaqi’s eyes drift shut as her captain stands. She’s vaguely aware that she’s shivering, but she doesn’t feel cold. She barely even hurts anymore. She just feels tired. She’s ready to go home.

Suqen’s saying something. Sounds kind of urgent. Hands on her, moving her through the weightless air. Small, armored hands. Rocking her to sleep.

Ruaq was right. The war is over.

Ynaqi loses.
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First Among Equals: A Power Copying Progression Fantasy 





Few specialize in several disciplines of magic, but Caen seeks to Master Them All.

In a world where magical affinities grant lasting benefits to the bodies, minds and spirits of all, Caen is the exception.

Despite possessing the barest potential for magic, he trains several times as hard as anyone else for a fraction of the benefits they were born with.

When he discovers a mysterious ability within himself, a path to the very heights of magic opens up to him.

Ceasing power for himself will bring Caen in conflict with a world that punishes weakness. But he is determined to grow stronger, decipher his mysterious ability, and achieve what few have managed to.



What to expect: 

- Weak-but-competent to very strong MC

- A methodical and sensible protagonist that uses classical and unconventional magic

- Generalist mage MC that can copy, analyze, and interrupt the magical abilities of others

- Lateral and longitudinal power progression
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3.26. The Music


                The ventilated Eqtoran cruiser is too large and haphazard to bring into the hangar. They leash it to the outside of the post instead, where it hangs derelict in space, leaking its primitive fuel in slick rainbow ribbons that a hose sucks away into the depths of the station’s disposal tanks.

The wounded woman is floated in on a hovering gurney, eyes closed, breath shallow. “Hypovolemic shock,” Pentine reports. The private is one of the Pike’s most promising combat medics, to hear Ajax tell it. “Could tell you more if I knew Eqtoran physiology beyond the triage briefings. But we got to her quickly enough, and their field medicine isn’t bad. I give her… okay odds. Two out of three.”

The Eqtoran crewmates are pallid and whispering as they watch their third being carted away. The keeper engineer’s face is pale and damp with tears.

Ajax’s inexpressive visor pivots across the shaken prisoners to Grant. “I wish I could have delivered them to you unscathed, Majesty. Forgive my failure.”

“You told me the risks,” Grant says. “No forgiveness required. You are some kind of intergalactic badass, sergeant. You know that?”

“Uh huh.” He can hear the smirk behind Ajax’s helmet. “Not so bad yourself, Majesty.”

“I couldn’t ask for a better valet.”

“Don’t push it, Majesty.“

A growling burst of Eqtorish comes from the hulking male as his attempts to follow the wounded woman are checked by listening post marines.

“Let them through,” Grant says.

“We mustn’t, Majesty,” Oorta says. “We’re employing Tektnal in the operating room and we can’t afford to let them in contact with the Yuvik general population. For a while, at least, until we have an understanding of who they are. It was hard to win the trust and obedience of the Yuvik villagers. Integrating captive enemy combatants into their number threatens that.”

Grant sucks air through his teeth. He wants to argue, but Oorta has a point, here. “As long as the quarters are acceptable. Is there a way they can observe remotely?”

She ducks a quick bow. “We’ll try to set something up, Majesty.”

He turns to the translator. “Can you tell the captain here we’re going to do all we can to get his crewmate back on her feet?”

“Of course, Majesty.” She relays the message. His gruff reply makes her purse her lips and glance uncertainly at her Prince. “He’s asking who shot her.”

Before Grant can speak, Ajax steps forward. He points a thumb at his chest. “I did.”

Tennek draws himself up to his full height and drops a furious string of syllables. Ajax looks dispassionately up at him, rifle slung across his arm.

“He says you shot a great woman,” the translator says. “That she’s a true warrior.”

“So am I,” Ajax says. “So are most of the people I’ve put under. That’s what true warriors are for.”

“Don’t translate that,” Grant says. “Come on, Sergeant. Let’s let these people do what they need to do. Administrator.”

Oorta looks up from a huddled conversation with a med tech. “Yes, Majesty?”

“Once we’ve gotten the captain there calmed down and adjusted, let’s work out a way to get their vessel’s radio transmitting and have him record a message to the armada. They traced the signal and it was a dead end. Their sweep engine is—damaged, somehow. Maybe the engineers can work out a more specific lie. And they need to take the long way home.”

Oorta bows. “Wisely calculated, Majesty.”

The cold and furious captain and the broken little keeper are ferried away under guard. Grant watches the marines shepherd them forth and remembers how it feels to live in that private apocalypse, to watch the life you lived before the Taiikari fall away into the inaccessible past.



“Heya, fellas.” Ipqen pokes her head into the conference room. She observes Ajax’s carefully-constructed paper interceptor flutter a spiral into the air and swish past Tymar, who’s squinting through his loupe and transposing the middle chapters of the Book of Renewal longhand into a spiral-bound notebook. The cleric gives the Eqtoran an absentminded affirming wave.

“You all having a good time doing heresy in here?” Ipqen asks.

“The best,” Grant says. He stands from his writing desk covered in scrawled guitar tablature. “Is Yuvik getting that evening bonfire started?”

“Uh huh,” Ipqen says. “We got a little promise out to the administrator that we’ll only communicate in gestures and singing. So I’ve got my permission slip signed. Wondering if you’d like one, too.”

“Can Tymar come?”

“Hm.” Ipqen puts her hands in her duster pockets and gives an apologetic shrug. “Beg your pardon, Brother. I don’t reckon they’re sure about bringing in Taiikari yet.”

“Absolutely no offense taken, Lady Ipqen.” Tymar looks up fully from his translation and smiles at Grant. “Go on, Majesty.”

“Are you sure?”

“Quite sure. I’ve gotten to the fireworks on the Book of Renewal. Lots of flooding and destruction. Very gripping stuff. Go have a good time. Play some music. I think I’ll have this canto translated by the time you’re back.”

“All right.” Grant extends a fist. He turns it into a high-five as Tymar reaches out and the monk’s hands trip over themselves.

“I’ve changed my mind,” Tymar says. “I quit; go die.”

“Omnidivine’s blessings, Tyme.”

Tymar shoots him the horns. “Have fun, Majesty and milady.”

Ipqen shoots the horns back experimentally and looks quizzically at Grant's crack-up in response.

They move through the listening post. The look on Ipqen’s face every time they pass a genuflecting Taiikari must be the same one that Sykora noted on Grant’s. He’s started not to notice it, the bowing. Or not being bothered by it, at any rate.

“The village is looking forward to meeting you again,” Ipqen says. “Word got around to them about what happened out there in the deep sky.”

“Deep sky?”

“Uh, firmament, I guess is the Taiikari word. Weird word. We all knew you could have handled it a lot harsher. You’ve got some grateful Eqtorans down there.”

“We don’t know if that woman is out of the fire just yet,” Grant says. “She looked pretty torn up.”

“Yeah. Well, could have blown them all to pieces.” Ipqen steps to one side and lets him pass through a tall archway into Yuvik’s model-village powder-snow. “And you didn’t. That got you in. That and the fact that you play a mean kitar.”

“Guitar.”

“That’s what I said.”

The villagers of Yuvik have set their bonfire up outside the meetinghouse today, in a circular clearing ringed by carved benches. Conversation dies away as Ipqen and Grant approach. The villagers hold up that same ring-around-the-eye gesture as last time. Grant returns it as best he can then finds a seat next to Ruaq and Ipqen.

Curiosity and cooked fish are directed his way in equal measure. That old scarred coot Uqan is seated across the fire, as diametrically far as he can, and is looking stubbornly into the flames rather than at Grant. The murmur of interest as Grant pulls his guitar from his case seizes his gaze only briefly before he returns to his stolid silence.

“Told ‘em you’d been working on a lament out of the Book of Journeying,” Ipqen says. “And I reckon we could all use a good cry about being far from home. You wanna give that one a play?”

“Sure.” Grant limbers up with a quick pentatonic run and then launches into the first canto. He still doesn’t know the words well enough to try them—and his accent, he’s sure, would be godawful—but Ipqen picks them up along with his guitar, her voice melding seamlessly into his middle strings.

Tektnal joins in, tracking along Grant’s bass notes. The rest of them enter in singles or pairs or threes, until the whole village is joined in plaintive musical lamentation.

They are a very receptive audience, Grant realizes. It’s as if the sound’s waveform were physicalized in his audience, in their breath and their body language and their rapt attention.

Here and there one of them will be too overcome and break out of the chorus to weep, either furtively into their hands or in full-throated cries of grief. Grant finds himself getting misty-eyed. Whatever chords or notes he misses, the group covers for him, and they make it to the rise and tender fall of the ending.

“God damn.” Ipqen blows her nose on her sleeve. The circle around the bonfire is likewise coming up out of their sorrow. “That hits hard.”

He even got to Uqan, who’s stood up and paced away, his face shining with stoic tears. Grant watches Tektnal limber his instrument up with hands that still shake from sorrow. “Maybe something happier next?”

“That’s the plan, I think. Tnal’s got some good joining songs up his sleeve.” Ipqen undoes a pouch’s drawstrings and pulls a sacheted wad of leaves from it.

Grant squints at the herb between her thick fingers. “Is that—it’s xhurr, right? That’s what it’s called?”

“Mmhmm.” Ipqen passes the pouch to Ruaq, who pops a sachet into her jaws. “You want some?”

Grant’s about to demur. He pauses. He thinks of the weeping keeper, of the woman on the gurney. He was shot at today. Shot at by the people he's trying to save, or doom, or save and doom.

Life reveals itself as a snarling Gordian Knot of complications that could really use a cut. And here's a blade of grass. “Is it an upper or a downer or what?” he asks.

“Not sure,” Ipqen says. “An enhancer, I guess.”

“Does it make you hallucinate or anything?”

“Nah. Not much. I mean, when I was a kid, sorta. Mostly it just makes music sound better.” Ipqen pokes around the base of the bonfire with a long stick. “Not that Tektnal needs it, of course.”

“One second.”

Grant pulls out his communicator and highlights Administrator Oorta. The harried Taiikari picks up on the second ring. He thinks he can see her silhouette up in the conference room that overlooks their fake taiga.

“Majesty. Hello. How much longer will they be burning that fire? Do you have an idea?”

“Not sure,” Grant says, “Have any of your people tried this chewing leaf drug thing that the Eqtorans do? The xhurr?”

“Uh, no. No, we haven’t. And it’s I think somewhat inadvisable to just—”

“Have you done any analysis on it?”

“Some.”

“Will it kill me?”

“It’s, uh, it’s unlikely, but—”

“I’m about to chew some,” Grant says. “If I go into cardiac arrest or something, you can fix me, right?”

“Uh uh uh Majesty that is not a, uh, please do not do the alien drugs, we—”

Grant hangs up. “Pass that shit,” he says.

Ipqen chuckles and hands him a sachet. “Just pop it in and start chewing,” she says. “The bag’ll dissolve quick.” She slides the basin over with her boot. “When they lose their flavor and start to taste and feel like wet paper, spit ‘em in there.”

“Okay.” Grant takes the offered leaves and gives them an uncertain sniff. They have an herbal, black-tea smell to them. He tucks the sachet into his cheek. Whatever starchy material the bag is made of is already starting to fall apart.

“These leaves are kinda tough,” he says.

“Mmhmm.” She pats his arm. “Gotta be kinda tricky without the sharp teeth. Keep it up. You’ll get ‘em juicing.”

Grant keeps chewing. He listens to Tektnal’s playing and the humming of the Eqtorans around him. One of them, Theuqa the linguist, he thinks, starts to say something to the man she’s sharing a bench with, and the village at large shushes her. She falls into chastened humming again.

He wonders if it’s going to work. Is it supposed to be working by now? He tastes something on his tongue, something earthy, that thickens his saliva.

Grant finds himself humming, too. It’s like Ipqen said—the tune is immediately catchy, easy to pick up and find your place inside. As the people around him start to open their toothy mouths in song he drift into the warm tidal swell of it. The Eqtorans have such pretty voices.

Such beautiful voices.

Ipqen has joined the song. A light in her eyes and a lightness to her being. Grant grins to see her so untrammeled. Ruaq’s head is on her shoulder. Their fingers lace around each other.

He wishes Sykora were here. He wishes she could hear this. At this imagining he very nearly feels her, the substance of her, in his lap. She isn’t so far away, he realizes. She can see the same stars he can.

Okay; that’s not the kind of thought a sober person thinks. He’s feeling it now. The lift. The ground beneath his feet is lighter now and more insubstantial than the world into which the music is carrying him. The singers around him—he isn’t sure where his voice begins anymore and theirs ends. And when they move, it’s as though he’s making them move, or as though they’re making him make them move.

Spit, someone tells him. His mind or Ipqen’s voice, he isn’t sure. He spits the chewed-up wad into the basin and makes a bleck noise that causes the entire world to rumble with good-natured laughter. He laughs with it. The lines he defined every one of his boundaries with, boundaries of culture and language of self—they’re bending, curling into endless recursive spirals. Everyone is spiraling now. They bind and weave but never tangle. And he’s smiling so hard it aches his face.

The crescendo finds him and boosts him through a dizzying mandala. The faces fall away and there is nothing between him and the universe anymore. The space that separates him from his wife, the distance, the egos, the skin. None of it is real. Only this is real.

And then—

The music falls away but for a single low drone that becomes a freezing ocean on a cold and forbidding planet whose sun is a bare speck in the unmoving sky. Grant’s breath is punched from his lungs as he plunges into frozen dark.

The end of all things. He’s cold. No heat, no light. No sound. No joy or fear or anything. Not anything at all. Only himself, shivering. Only knowing something is wrong because of the fading memory of reality. The memory of what joy sounds like. No, he says, but there is nothing to say no with. Nothing remains. No, no no.

A deep mumph mumph noise (talking? is that talking?) discordant and awry. What used to be his hands reach and he can barely see them dim in the dark and then a silvery ping, a beautiful cascade of lighter-than-air tones that swirl round him like a constellation of fireflies and lift him from the dark, that light his way to a swirling kaleidoscope of sound and heat and it’s as though he’s sweeping, as though he’s laying in bed with his wife watching reality fold and refold until its scintillating insides are outside but there is no vessel, there’s only him, but he is everything, plummeting through the great grand beauty of the song. Of its harmony. And he sings with it, merges with it, and once again he feels himself drift apart, but it’s beautiful, this time, it’s warm, it’s home, it’s belonging.

At the center of the mandala, wearing the weave of the universe like a binding, billowing, beautiful scarf, turning and turning and singing, and beautiful, is—

He sits up. When did he fall over?

“Fuckin’ hell.” Ipqen’s sprung to her feet. She helps him back onto the bench. “You good, Grant?”

“I get it,” he says. “Holy mother of god. I get it.”

The light and color trails the movement of his head as he seizes the edge of Ipqen’s duster. “Ipqen. I need more. More of that stuff.”

“Uh. Majesty.” Ipqen grins nervously. “I think you might’ve had enough.”

“No, no.” He staggers to his unsteady feet. His stomach foments rebellion. “Not to chew it. I need this shit analyzed. I need Oorta. I—” He trips over the bench and turns it into a mad caper of a few feet, to keep from falling on his face. “I get it now, Ipqen. I get what you meant. It’s so—holy shit.” He cackles breathlessly. “I was right. I'm fucking right. It’s real.”

He cups his hands and yells it to the conference room that overlooks the village.

“I know what to do,” he cries. “I know how to fix it! It’s real!”

He pukes on the floor.
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3.27. It's Real


                Oorta’s team picks up on Grant’s jittery fervor; the Taiikari researchers work double-time to map the xhurr leaf into its chemical components. The results are back from the lab within the hour.

As Grant requested, they’ve cross-referenced it with Eqtoran blood samples, controlled against standard Taiikari blood and the synthesized stuff that the Pike carries for Maekyonite transfusions, just in case. They pull samples for every member of the village, whether they chew the leaf or not. Grant finds what he’s looking for, highlighted in neon green above the elemental building blocks.

Grant knew it. It was fated. It was preordained. Everything is so laden with meaning now. Everyone is very preoccupied with how hydrated he is, for which he’s grateful. But there is so much work to be done. So much.

“It’s a serotonergic hallucinogen.” Grant paces in front of Tymar, Ajax, and a deeply concerned Oorta, running his hands through his hair. “Like the DMT you naturally find in Maekyonites. But specialized and at strong concentrations. The dose I had was modest, apparently, and if the Eqtoran mind has even a fraction of that—” he cackles. “I mean I get it. I’ve been resisting this. I haven’t told Sykora and I’ve been sitting on my hands and I’ve been resisting it because—” Remember to breathe, Grant. “Because it’s so dumb. It’s dumb. But it’s real. God dammit, it’s the answer.”

Tymar pinches his nose. “Uh. What’s the answer?”

“The leaf. The altered state of consciousness it put me in. That’s—” Grant taps the page urgently. “The hallucinogen is naturally in their blood. At a much lower concentration, but—”

Ajax raises his gloved hand. “Are you telling me the Eqtorans are high? All the time?”

“No. Sort of. It’s not an altered state, to them. It’s just—reality. A different reality than the one you and I have. And you’ve seen them. They’re reasonable people. They can handle it far better than I could. It blew my head open; it just gets them a little mellow. But all the prayer they do, all the talking they do to their gods all the time. All the singing. The music.” Grant’s hands ball into fists. “They’re playing it constantly. It’s like—it’s like food or light or heat. It’s fundamental to them. It’s the voices of their pantheon.”

“We’ve had a lot of research done on their musical traditions,” Oorta says. “It’s a key part—”

“No. No, no. I don’t mean to tell you your business, administrator. But it goes deeper than that. I'm positive about this. It’s fundamental. It’s sacred.”

“Every civilization ever uplifted has sacred music of some kind,” Tymar says.

“Not like this. I mean, sure, we say music is the universal language, music is holy, music soothes the savage beast, blah blah blah but—” Grant forces himself to take a breath. “When we say this stuff, there's sentimentality. Exaggeration. That's not how the Eqtorans experience it. It’s not lip service to them. Not just words. They didn't create songs about their gods. They created gods out of their songs.”

“I need to try this,” Tymar decides. “I need some xhurr.”

“I really must insist that we not take any additional illegal actions,” Oorta says.

“I’m the Prince and I say it’s legal,” Grant says.

“Okay. Damn it all.” Oorta throws her hands up. “I want to try some too, then.”

“While you do that.” Grant shoulders his parka on. “I need to conduct a few more interviews and confirm some things. And then I need to call my wife. I’m taking conference room B.”

Oorta’s shoulders tense upward. “Are you sure that’s advisable? This seems… hasty.”

“No. No, it’s fine. No. I’ve figured it out. I’m going to be home soon. Just one more call and then I’ll be out of your hair, Oorta.” Grant wipes his hand across his whiskers. “I have what I need.”

He strides for the threshold and pauses, lit by the stark fluorescence of the listening post. He steps back into the lab and sweeps both the Taiikari into a quick hug.

“It’s real!” he cries.

He hurries from the lab.



“I really am trying to understand what you mean by real, Majesty,” Vora says.

Behind her, on the video feed, Sykora sits frozen on her throne. She’s been in pensive silence since Grant started his spiel.

“The gods,” Grant says. “Their experience and perception of them. The force they feel, the divinity they obey. It's not snake oil or learned dogma. It's a psychological effect linked directly to sound. To music. The secret to an interplanetary theocratic republic. Based on a religion that holds individual choice sacred. I was scratching my head because how do you manage that? It seems so improbable. How do you bind that so tight?”

He laces his fingers together demonstratively.

“They program themselves with it,” he says. “The same way you might listen to sad songs when you need a good cry or concentration songs when you really need to focus. It’s that, but it’s supercharged. Their religious songs—they instill the same unity-feeling you get at a concert. They’re unified because of it. Tymar’s been giving himself a crash course in recognizing the songs they keep broadcasting. Let’s, uh—” He fiddles with the console that’s built into the conference hall lectern. “I’m gonna play this Book of Thorns broadcast the post intercepted and translated.”

He finds the control to turn the screen on and steps aside. The spindly keeper ecclesiast in-frame speaks above a fiery-timbered march. Subtitles appear below them, in Taiikari.

The tyrant invaders tainting our deep sky imagine themselves untouchable. They tell us that we must surrender or burn. They imagine that this scares us. That by killing us they will snuff out the fire of freedom that is immortal and immanent in our people.

“Oh yeah, this one,” Waian says. “We’ve been getting this one a lot.”

Burn us, then. See what splendid kindling we make. Burn us and we’ll burn higher and brighter than you dare to think. Bright enough to show the entire galaxy your true face. High enough to reach you in your floating fortress. Burn us and we’ll see just how untouchable you are.

“That translation is much more vivid than the one we’ve seen,” Vora says.

“Tymar did it,” Grant says. “I trust him to get the gist down.”

“We’ve been watching these broadcasts, too, Majesty,” Hyax says. “The evacuation has slowed to a trickle at roughly halfway. There were intermittent flurries for the first tenday out of the urban centers—they’ve stopped. And the airwaves are full of messages like this. What are you showing us?”

“That song in the background,” Grant says. “It’s called the Mantle Song, from the Book of Thorns. It’s a bravery song, a defiance song. Do you recognize it?”

The command group shares a volley of uncertain glances. “Should we?” Vora asks.

“Tektnal was playing it,” Grant says. “He's one of the Eqtorans, the one with the instrument. He was playing when we first arrived. When that old flinty bastard Uqan stood up and accosted me. I’ve seen an entire room of Eqtorans reduced to tears by an acoustic guitar. We’ve been talking to them wrong. We’ve been using our words too much. Our appeals to emotion—they’re not landing because that’s not how Eqtorans do it. They do it through music. We’re talking at them, but we’re not talking to them.”

“I don’t see how much clearer we can be,” Hyax says. “Those people down there understand us perfectly well. They’re prepared to martyr themselves.”

“That’s the thing, Brigadier,” Grant says. “They’re not wrong. They say that they’ll burn to light the fires of resistance. That by their deaths, they’ll defy us. And they will. We’re creating millions of martyrs. We’re slowing harmonious integration by hectocycles; we’re creating a new permanent mythology, a fresh, massive scar on the psyche of Eqtora. If they want to hurt us, they can. And they will. And maybe we can counter-program it in the future but we can counter-program it now, too. Right now. The way they are.”

He takes a fortifying inhale.

“With song,” he says.

“Ah,” Vora says.

“We sing the right song at the right time with the right message.” Grant plows on. “We can get that evacuation started up again.”

Sykora coughs. “Dove, that’s—”

“I know,” Grant says. “It’s crazy. I know it is. So is dying in a firestorm while the ships that could ferry you to safety are sitting in harbor. The people who remain down there are doing it because of a narrative, instilled in them through their music. We can hijack that narrative. We can reach a whole swathe of people we haven’t reached. And for the rest of them, the ones we’re not talking directly to, they’ll see what we’re doing and understand the kind of woman they’re surrendering to. The care we’re taking. It won’t change everyone’s minds, but it doesn’t need to. They go with the majority vote.”

“Um—Majesty.” Vora skitters into the center of the camera shot. “I don’t mean to diminish your research. But wading into the religious realm on such a wide and public scale, when we’re an extraterrestrial force. The potential to fail or backfire seems too strong.”

“It’s not just religious,” Grant says. “We can’t be reductive. This stuff isn’t siloed off for them; it’s a key ingredient to how they live. Imagine a diplomat giving you stale bread and watered-down wine and bringing you to a sunless dungeon to treat with you. We’ve been ignoring a full half of what their population emotionally responds to. And in a representative republic, that has consequences.”

“So you’re saying that because they all have alien drugs in their blood, threatening to blow them all up won’t work as well as singing a song at them,” Waian says.

“Yes, Chief engineer,” Grant says. “That is what I am saying.”

“Huh,” Waian says.

“And I need more resources to find the right song,” Grant says. “It’s just Tymar and I right now. I need a bigger team and more compute.”

“I don’t know, Majesty.” Waian bites the inside of her cheek. “I mean, I’d love it. But I don’t know.”

“I don’t know, either.” Sykora sighs. “I hate to say it—it kills me to say it, dove, but—”

“Majesty,” Hyax says. “I recognize the impropriety of interrupting you, but I cannot be silent.”

“Brigadier,” Sykora says. “I’m already—”

“Please, Sykora.” Hyax folds her hands tight behind her back. “There are three million Eqtorans remaining on Taiqan. When the time comes to deliver the order and burn them all alive, I am the one who will press the button. Across all the vessels my gun batteries have destroyed, I have killed perhaps a thousand people. In a tenday I increase that number three thousandfold. You may debate among one another whose responsibility that ultimately is. I am the one who presses the button. I don’t pretend this gives me the authority to make a decision, but I insist on being heard. I apologize for my presumption.”

Sykora’s mouth was opening to reply. Hyax’s apology stills her words in her throat and leaves her slack-jawed.

“With your permission,” Hyax says, “I’d like to begin the implementation of His Majesty’s plan immediately.”

Sykora’s eyelids flutter. “What?”

“We can review Brother Tymar and His Majesty’s data more fully and retreat to our original plan if needed,” Hyax says. “But if he’s correct, we can’t wait. Implementation will be crucial, and we need to pivot quickly. The translation teams are being wasted decoding the media and communications. We aren’t going to see further changes. We can use them better on Grantyde’s plan.”

“This is—something of a shock, Brigadier,” Sykora says. “To hear you advocate for this.”

“I would like very much not to be a mass murderer, Majesty. If His Majesty thinks his ridiculous Maekyonite song can prevent it, I’m willing to try. It strikes me as pure madness, but perhaps it’s the same madness we’re dealing with below. Perhaps it’s the same madness that worked once already aboard that slavetaker outrunner, with Steefen the Maekyon captive. The Prince’s approach has my vouch, and I humbly petition that we pursue it.”

The Brigadier bows low. Her expression remains stoic and stony into the ensuing silence.

“Okay.” Waian’s face cracks into a sardonic grin. “If Hyax is on team magical mystery music, I’m getting onboard, too.”

“Likewise.” Sykora stands up. She’s framed in the golden expanse of Taiqan. “Majordomo, I’m putting you in command of our standard doctrinal procedure. Take all the authority you require with my full confidence. I’m refocusing my own efforts on Grantyde’s plan.”

If Vora had any reservations or rejoinders, she promptly bites them back. “As you command, Majesty.”

“Prince.” Sykora steps off her throne. “Return as soon as you can. If we’re undertaking this, I want you here to coordinate. No more of this remote site guff.”

“My thoughts exactly,” Grant says. “But I want to bring back Lady Ipqen-mek-Taqa. I know she’s an alien aboard a ZKZ, but—”

Sykora snorts. “Dove, we are far beyond caring about regulations as nattering as that one. Bring her. Bring Tymar. Bring whatever you need.”

She steps off her throne and approaches the camera until her eyes nearly fill the screen.

“Just come home to me, Grant,” she whispers. “Please.”
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3.28. You're Home


                The Black Pike’s gradual stretch across the horizon matches pace with the gradual widening of Ipqen-mek-Taqa’s eyes.

“How fucking big is this ship?” she breathes.

“Bit under two kilometers.” Ajax’s voice is flat, but Grant’s gotten good at telling when the marine’s grinning beneath that garnet glass. The physicist’s awe is bringing him no end of satisfaction.

“Eqt’s tits.” Ipqen deflates in her seat. Grant wonders what measurement equivalent her implant just fed her. Whatever the number it’s an order of magnitude larger than any firmament-based vessel she’s ever seen.

Grant pivots in his copilot's chair toward the Eqtoran, who’s jampacked into the back of the shuttle like a tinned sardine. “I bet Chief Engineer Waian would love to talk at you about how this whole thing works.”

Ipqen just nods mutely. She looks shellshocked. Grant files that away in the keep an eye on it drawer.

Her sleepwalking awe continues as the shuttle docks in the Black Pike’s grandiose hangar and the listening post party descends the catwalk toward the awaiting command group.

Brigadier Hyax, resplendent and lethal in her steely marine armor, bows as they approach. “Lady mek-Taqa. Welcome to the Black Pike. The pride of the sector. You are the first Eqtoran to set foot on deck.”

Maybe Sykora’s right about Hyax’s predilections—the Brigadier seems remarkably unperturbed about the breach in ZKZ rules.

Ipqen gives an awkward little wave. “Hey,” she says.

Sykora steps regally forward. The golden chains across her epaulettes jangle. “Welcome, milady and Brother Tymar.” She kisses Grant’s knuckle. “Welcome back, husband.” She turns with stately grace to the command group and the delegation. “I wonder if the Prince and I might be excused for a while,” she says. “We have a great deal to discuss. Would you take command of the bridge, Majordomo?”

Her grip on him is handcuff-tight. She adjusts her tricorne; her horns are so outgrown they’re tipping its edge up.

“I will, Majesty.” Vora valiantly battles to keep a straight face. “I hope your discussions are fruitful.”

Sykora practically drags Grant into the lift. The moment the door closes, she leaps on him.

He folds his arms around her. She whimpers with overwhelmed joy as his hands sink into the soft, giving curve of her ass. “You’re home,” she manages, between their breath-snatching kisses. “You’re home, you’re home, you’re home!”

The lift opens, and she’s tugging him out of it, practically sprinting for their cabin.

“I missed you,” Grant says. “How was the—”

“No talking yet.” Sykora steps out of her boots. Her leggings are down around her ankles before the cabin door’s even fully closed. “Inside me. Now.”

Grant is about to say something pithy and humorous to this, and then Sykora yanks her topcoat off and bounces free of her blouse and he forgets what it was.



Grant reaches over to the nightstand, lifts the water bottle from its refrigerating pad, and takes a deep, slaking drink.

Sykora lies beneath him, spent and satisfied and purring like a well-tuned engine.

“I missed you, too,” she says.

“I can tell,” he says.

He nudges the bottle into her hand. He starts to roll off her, and her tail tightens around his waist to keep him in place. She finishes the water off, tosses it underhand out of the bed, then slithers beneath him onto her back and wraps her thighs around his midsection. “You’re never leaving me again,” she declares.

“Sounds good.”

“I’m serious.” Her legs tighten. “I’m going to tie my ankles together. We’ll have to conduct our business like this from now on. Joined at the hip. No more escape. No more side missions. No more independent investigations. I’ll drop whatever it is I’m doing and follow you to the other side of the firmament if I need to. Hang the invasion.” She exhales in faux-outrage as he shifts. “Where are you going?”

“Bathroom.”

“Take me with you.”

He laughs and pries her legs apart. “No.”

“Fine.” She tucks her calves up against her thighs and lets him up. “But come right back.”

He sits up. “With this view?” He kisses her knee. “They couldn’t keep me away with handcuffs.”

He does his business and washes his hands. The break from Sykora’s bed aboard the listening post, brief as it was, affected him more than he realized. The world has re-obtained a vividness, a light and airy felicity that he didn’t even realize had drained away. The tension’s out of his jaw. He wonders how long he’s been clenching it. He’s covered in hickies and sweat and saliva and he has some little hairs stuck in his teeth, but he feels cleaner and fresher than he has in days.

Sykora’s disarray concerned him when she reported it. Now he realizes he was feeling the same thing.

Maybe that’s the price for a love like the one he has for Sykora. It’s never happened to him before. Maybe that’s the trade you make for a connection like this. A piece of him always missing, unless she’s there. A piece of him that lives with her, that he can’t wrestle back.

Well, fine, he decides. Good thing we’re married.

He’s married. That’s his wife out there. That woman wants the rest of his natural life, and a whole lot of unnatural years, too.

He picks that thought up in his mind, turns it over and inspects it, and feels its weight. Sykora is so new and so exotic, with a royal title and a warship and a body like a miniature blue pornstar, that it’s difficult to tell how much of this is lust and limerence. The extreme circumstances that threw them at one another, the extreme appetite they both feel. But he recognizes something deeper there. Something that’s been poured, set, and solidified. Something quieter and stronger and slowly, steadily growing. Despite everything—the differences, the disasters, the wickedness she’s committing and dragging him into. It’s growing.

He hears Sykora’s muffled voice and opens the door.

“We’ll keep her under strict watch.” His wife is laying on her stomach, her tiny feet kicking as she speaks into her communicator. “But the seal has broken. We have a citizen-alien aboard, and he arrived aboard the Pike under horrible circumstances, with every reason to sabotage and undermine us.”

She looks over her shoulder at Grant as he emerges from the bathroom. She tilts her hips his way and wiggles her taut blue butt at him.

“Grantyde is a male, Majesty.” The Majordomo’s voice saturates the sound system. “It’s different.”

Sykora rolls her eyes. “It’s just this little circle on the line, Vora. We needn’t pretend.”

Grant slips back into bed with her and kisses the back of her ear. She draws his arm over her.

“Of course, Majesty,” Vora says. “But appearances. You’re not worried about blowback from the Imperial Core?”

“This new plan is taking us far off the map,” Sykora says, as Grant plays with her chest. “If they want to end my career, they don’t need to point to an infraction like this to do it. The only way to avoid it now is to obtain a fabulous success and arrive triumphantly to the core alongside a cadre of Eqtoran sister-subjects, singing a high praise song to the Empress and waving the unstained flag of the Taiikari Empire, which I have every confidence we will. Lady Ipqen is untrained and unthreatening, and Hyax has an ill-disguised crush on her. I’m not worried about her going unmonitored.”

Hyax’s heated voice: “Majesty, I do not have a cr—”

Sykora turns the line off and puts her communicator on the nightstand. She rolls over to cuddle into Grant’s warmth. “Hello, Your Majesty,” she says.

He lifts her calf and tucks her back across his waist. “Oh hi, Your Majesty.”

“We’re spending the rest of the day in bed,” she says. “I know there’s a countdown. But I will hear no arguments. I need to be operating under optimal conditions. It is mission critical that my husband make me climax two to three more times.”

“If my Princess commands.”

“She does.” Her eyes flash. “Bang your wife.”

“Hmmm.” His nose rubs hers. “In a few minutes. Once you know it was my idea.”

“Tymar says you brought a bunch of fish back with you.”

“I did,” he says. “I thought I’d give it to Kymai and see if he can convince you to try it.”

“I followed you through the bounteous meadows of cheese, milord,” she says. “Those were the high times. Now we stand before the gates of fish and I cannot in good conscience abandon you.”

He lifts her on top of his chest and scratches her back. “Thanks, squire.”

“We’ll just have him put a lot of something on it, so I don’t think too hard about what I’m eating. I am determined to get as many Maekyon experiences under my belt as I can, pre-annexation. Like poker.” She snaps her fingers. “I want to play poker.”

“You’ve been reading my dad’s books, huh?”

“That’s right,” she says. “Amarillo Slim. You can shear a sheep a hundred times but skin it only once. What’s a sheep?”

“It’s a blobby farm animal,” Grant says. “We get wool from them. I’ll play, but I’m awful at it.”

“Suuure you are.” Sykora winks.

“No,” he says. “I really am.”

She winks again. “I know what a ringer is now, Grantyde. And a poker face. Mr. Slim has wised me up to your Maekyonite mind tricks.”

“Your confidence is appreciated, but misplaced.”

“Oh, well.” She clicks her tongue. “I suppose we’ll have to add it to the list of games I thrash you in.”

He cups her ass. “There’s a list, huh?”

“There’s a long list.” She sits up and straddles him. “I think I might be unconquerable.”

His grip on her tightens. “Oh yeah?”

She giggles and squirms as he binds her in his arms. Her horns are rising and curving. And there’s that adorable squeak, ambrosia in his ear, as he rolls her onto her back and lifts her wrists above her head. Her eyes flit to his lips; he lowers himself and they flutter shut.

He sinks into his wife’s deep, sandpaper-tongued kiss.

We needn’t pretend.

He raises his head. “You think of me as a man, right? A male?”

Her eyes flick open. “What? Of course I do.”

“Even though I can’t be compelled?”

“I don’t give a damn about that. You know I don’t.” A worried edge rises in Sykora’s voice. “Is Tymar giving you some kind of religious guff?”

“Are we, uh.” He tries to marshall his thoughts. “Are we…”

Straight? That’s not exactly the word, is it? But he can’t think of a better one. He’s hitting the limits of his new language. He gives up.

“Are we straight?”

A cloud of confusion passes in front of Sykora’s scarlet eyes.

“It’s okay if we aren’t,” he prompts, gently.

“We’re whatever we want to be,” Sykora says. “You’re whatever you want to be, surely.”

“I know. I’m not afraid of how you feel about me. And in my terms, as a Maekyonite, we are. I just want to know how you feel. It’s, uh—it’s silly of me. But I’m curious.”

“Um. Well, no, dove. We’re not. Not as such.” His reaction must show, because she gives a hasty, nervous laugh. “I thought you knew.”

“I guess I didn’t.”

“Do you know what a duelist is?”

“Hyax told me,” Grant says. “It’s slang for, uh—”

For two lovers who can’t compel each other. 

“I’m…” Sykora speaks up into Grant’s pause. “I don’t really know what I am.”

Grant thinks of the shivering, confused awe Sykora had after they began their romance. Why can’t you be happy with a normal love? With a safe love? 

What have you done to me, Grant?

“But it’s exciting.” Her voice is hushed, like she’s speaking a secret into an echoing cathedral. “It’s thrilling. It was scary, at first, but it isn’t anymore. I love it. I love being in love with you, Grant.”

“I knew we were different,” he murmurs. “But all my life on Maekyon I’ve been sort of the default, you know? Just a normal guy. I’ve never had to put any thought into it. Now I do. And it’s knocked me off balance. Just a little.”

“Don’t let it.” Sykora’s expression brooks no argument. “If this is normal to you, and that comforts you, then let it. It’ll be normal to me, too. Soon enough. And even if you don’t exactly fit into my preconceptions, I have never seen you as anything but my astonishingly manly husband.”

“Will everyone else? When they find out?”

A pause from Sykora. Grant’s stomach twists.

“They will,” she says. “And if they don’t, I’ll make them. And when Maekyon—when Earth is ours, there will be millions of Taiikari like me, and Maekyonites like you. I’m sure there will be. You’re all just so beautiful.”

“You’re all beautiful,” he says.

She beams. “There you are, then. There will be strangeness and reproach and growing pains, like we had. But our species will fall in love with each other. Like we did.”

Her hips sway gently as she speaks, coaxing the uncertainty out of him.

“And you and me will go there incognito,” she whispers. “And we’ll do Earth couple things together. And you’ll be a normal guy, and I’ll be your infatuated little girlfriend, and we’ll go to bars, and concerts, and Vegas. I simply must see Vegas. And you’ll teach me all the Maekyonite courtship things. And nobody will look twice.”

Above her head, he laces her small blue fingers into his. “They won’t, huh?”

“Well. They will. But only because I’m an alien.” She breathes a laugh. “I’ll be the alien. How strange to think of it that way. Surrounded by your people again. But as a friend, this time. I hope.”

“You’ll need a lot of boosts, I think.”

“That’s what I have my sexy giant for. That…” She removes her hand from his and trails her fingers down his stomach. They wrap gently around his length. “And this.”

He lets her guide him to where she needs him. He watches her concord-dark lips quiver open into an overwhelmed O as her body welcomes him in and clutches against him.

He captures her mouth in another kiss. Her heat and her softness and her scent and the beautiful sounds she makes; he lets them carry him away from the dwindling time. From the cold calculus whispering ten days left.

No; tonight is hers. Nine.

Nine days left and Taiqan dies.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Dukerino
                        

                    

                    Dude I have just the most goated audience on RR. I begged for ratings yesterday, goofy little hat in hand, and I got thirteen of them, which is way more than I usually get in a day.  Special shouts to HumbleThom and Joshua B for taking the time out of your day to write reviews! It means so much to me.

And then one .5 star rating rolled in and reset everything, lmao. Which is kind of an illustration of what I meant about the low ratings having outsized power.

STILL. Everyone who rated has my deepest gratitude for bothering with it. Even you, mr. or ms. grumpy half-starrer. Thank you for giving what I have to imagine are many, many chances to this story, if you're this far in when you made the call. Unless you're a drive-by, in which case i curse thee with stepping upon a lego in the dark. Alakazam!!!

I want to let you folks know that, similar to Jaxy & Meena, there'll be another sidestory coming out around the beginning of volume 4 called Talem & The Knife. This one will be for the shark girl fanciers.

Thank you as always and see ya tomorrow!




	



[image: image]


Alias & Apocalypses





It is hard to change the world while keeping who/what you are a secret.

 

Shiloh just wants to save enough money to make a safe place for her people, while Wade can only sleep if he knows he's saving the most lives per minute spent. But when money and safety are both on the line, they each end up needing to find out what exactly it is about the other one that doesn't add up. Unfortunately, given the world they survive in, it can be hard to tell the difference between secrets and SECRETS.

 

Every few decades, a new aspect of magic is released onto Earth in a staggered stop-and-go apocalypse. You never know when you'll wake up with memories of your counterpart in another world (the one forcibly overwriting itself onto Earth to avoid their End of Days), new magical abilities, new monsters to plan your civic infrastructure around, or the kind of secret that forces you to relocate under a false identity [cough cough].

 

The result is a slow(ish) burn romance with characters taking breaks from extravagant magical violence to discuss boundaries, unhealthy dynamics of power & control, and argue the ethics of culling trolls in a complex monster ecosystem. Add in dick jokes, found family, and every comeback I've ever thought of an hour after the argument, and you have Alias and Apocalypses. All spicy content will be exclusively released to Patreon.
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3.29. The Struggle


                Tymar is given a roomy office within the temple of the omnidivine. The deaconess happily surrenders it with a gentle bribe and some ungentle insinuations. Grant wonders aloud to Sykora about whether they ought to keep hiding their operations from the eyes of the clergy, but she declares the skulduggery at an end. “The Prince of the Pike will order and the Pike will obey,” she says. “Simple as that.”

She’s finally allowing Grant out of their bedchamber, but she’s sticking to him like an amorous pet, trailing in his steps all the way to Tymar’s temporary office like a little blue shadow, tail wagging, and lounging in his lap while he researches. Tymar excuses himself to the easy chair by the simulated fire.

“You can keep prepping for the doctrinal solution, hon,” Grant says. “I won’t reproach you or anything.”

“Absolutely not. I’m monitoring this little insurgency. I’ll find a way to be useful.” She demonstratively turns a page for him. “See?”

“Oh, yeah.” He kisses the crown of her head. “Essential.”

Tymar moves another of his translated Eqtoran books onto the growing pile at his feet. “That’s that for the Book of the Thaw.”

“Anything promising?” Grant asks.

“A few chants of allegiance. A few repeating structures. But nothing like a framework for a full performance.” Tymar steps around the teetering stack up to the whiteboard the men have wheeled into the office. They’ve divided it in half; on top is a neatly ruled line of guitar tablature that Grant’s been filling in with a steadily evolving set of verses. On the bottom are Tymar’s notes, a chaotic tangle of cross-references, fragments, and abandoned lyrics.

Tymar tucks his sleeve up over his palm and erases a chunk of text, careless of the smudge it forms on his mahogany robe. “I’m increasingly convinced by your Book of Renewal theory. We need to lean into the Tamuraq connotations.”

“It’s a big risk,” Ipqen says. She’s at the mantle, tinkering with a little brass gyroscopic statue of the swirling spiral form that represents the omnidivine while she tries to figure out the gravitational anomaly that powers it.

“Maybe.” Grant tears another pageful of drafts from his pad and crumples it. “But it’s where the Taiikari fit. Destruction and renewal. That’s annexation. We can’t divert the story; we have to convert it. The Book of Renewal’s the key.”

“I believe it’s time to accept that we’ll infuriate some hardliners,” Tymar says. “Hopefully, they’ll be outnumbered and brought into consensus.”

“They will,” Grant says. “If we’re good. I like your idea of repurposing the marriage harmony from the Book of Oaths. Tying the knot between our cultures. That’s fun.”

He blinks. Our cultures. Like it’s his.

Sykora turns another page for him. “If I ask what’s going on, will I understand, or is it a fool’s errand?”

“Tymar’s handling the words and I’m handling the music, basically.” Grant indicates the guitar he’s leaned onto the corner of the desk. “And Ipqen’s our bullshit detector.”

The Eqtoran flashes him a crooked finger that Grant’s learned is her species’ version of a thumbs up.

“What I need to do is figure out how much of the stuff I already know applies here,” he continues. “Like minor key, for example. I know that’s a darker, sadder sound where I come from. Eqtorans might see it differently.”

Ipqen tilts her head. “Play something. Dark and sad.”

“Okay.” Grant apologetically scoots Sykora off his lap and onto the desk, replacing her weight with his guitar. He plays a few bars.

“See, that scans as pissed-off to me,” Ipqen says. “If it sounded like—” She hums a line. Grant replicates it with a harmony underneath. Sykora’s tail sways to his rhythm.

“Oh yeah.” Ipqen nods. “That’s the bittersweet stuff right there.”

“Sweet.” Grant plays it again doubletime. “Good spot in the second movement for it.”

“Can I ask you all something?” Ipqen puts the gyroscopic statuette down and wanders over to the desk. “About the Taiikari?”

Sykora pivots on her butt and sits cross-legged to face her. “Of course.”

“Why do all the fellas hide their eyes? Is it a cultural thing?”

Grant’s stomach twists. He looks at Sykora and Tymar; they share his trepidation.

He clears his throat. “Well—”



“Ipqen.” Grant knocks on the cherrywood door to the office’s bathroom. “Can you come out, please?”

“No.” Ipqen’s voice is muffled. “Take me back to Yuvik, man. Sorry. I’m done.”

“They can’t help what they are. Physically, I mean. You’re huge, compared to them. You could beat one to death with your bare hands.”

“Outside, please, Brother,” Tymar murmurs to a cleric who pokes his head into the office. He hastily bows and withdraws.

“They have a bunch of guns to make sure I can’t,” Ipqen says.

“You’ll have anticomps to make sure they can’t.”

“Oh—Grant.” Sykora, who’s been peering worriedly from Grant’s desk, draws a finger across her throat.

“What are anticomps?” Ipqen calls.

“Give me a second.” Grant crouches to his wife’s level. “What’s up?”

“They’re not supposed to have them at the beginning, dove,” Sykora says. “There’s a gradual introduction of the technology while we wait for the integration to proceed.”

Grant is already shaking his head before Sykora’s done. “Not this time,” he says.

“Grant—”

“If this works, I’m about to deliver our Empress a civilization with a goddamn singalong,” Grant says. “I don’t even want to, but I will. They can move up the timetable. Who decides when the Eqtorans get anticomps?”

“I do.”

“Then let’s make anticomps available immediately,” he says. “As soon as we make some that can fit Eqtorans. That—” He glances up. “Tyme. Can you take a walk for a second?”

“Of course.” Tymar collects his books and slips past Grant to the exit. “Good luck, both.”

Grant watches the cleric leave, then turns back to his wife’s anxious face. “That vision you have. The one you told the councilor. I want it, too. I want our kids to have Eqtoran friends. The Empire says we need to do this. Okay, we need to do this. But let’s do this our way. If that’s demanded of us, then that’s our right. The sooner they get used to anticomps, the sooner they can come into the fold.”

“We’re giving up a crucial lever of control,” Sykora says.

“You’re good enough not to need it. You won’t need the wait. I think the more they understand you, the better this annexation goes. And I think this is you.”

She frowns. “What’s me?”

“Mercy,” Grant says. “Giving these people the anticomps early. You act like I’m the only thing keeping you from being a tyrant. But I don’t think that’s true. I think you’ve been waiting for an excuse to be merciful. You want that from me, and I want to give it to you.”

“I, uh.” Sykora is blushing. She fidgets beneath the intensity of his gaze. “This stands us out even further, Grantyde.”

“You’re not afraid of that. Remember when you asked the Empress for my freedom? That was the bravest fucking thing I’ve ever seen anyone do. I’m still in your debt on that.”

Her blush deepens.

“We sailed off the map when I was freed,” he says. “Let’s keep sailing. See what we find.”

Sykora closes her eyes and inhales.

“Please, Sykora,” Grant whispers. His heart is in his throat. Does he have the power he thinks he might? How far is she going to let him go?

“Yes.” Her eyes open. “Okay.”

“Okay?”

“Okay,” Sykora says. “But we’ll have to—”

He interrupts her with an urgent kiss.

“Grant,” she giggles, when their mouths part. “You—”

He pulls her back in. By the time he’s done, her spine has liquefied and she’s draping breathless across the desk.

His face is warm and tingly. He keeps waiting for Sykora’s promises to go hollow, for her to shoot him down or overbear him. But she never does. She really fucking loves you, Grant.

“What will we have to do?” he prompts.

Her eyelids flutter. “I forget.”

Grant helps her back to her feet. “Ipqen,” he calls past his dazed wife. “Are you still there?”

“Where else would I be?”

Grant crosses to the door. “Anticomps are eyewear that’ll protect your males from the compulsion. They’re not perfect and they’re clunky, but they work.”

“And you’ll just give them to us?”

“Yes, we will. If this works like we want it to, and if you come in on your own accord, we will.”

No reply from the bathroom.

“Look,” Grant says. “The bad news is this all depends on mercy. Mine and Sykora’s. And I know that feels awful. The good news is you’ve met us, and you can decide yourself how much we mean it.”

The silence stretches for a long-held breath. Then Ipqen opens the door.

“Need a walk,” she says.

Grant steps aside to let her through. “Are you all right?”

“Getting there,” she says. “But I need a walk.”

“You need an escort, Lady Ipqen,” Sykora says. “Forgive me.”

“I’ll go,” Grant says.

“A marine has to come with you, too, dove. I regret the intrusion.” Sykora’s face lights up. She retrieves her communicator from its place on the table. “But I have the perfect candidate. Just give me a few minutes, yes?”

Grant looks over her shoulder. “Who are you calling?”

“The Brigadier.” Sykora looks up and wiggles her brows meaningfully.

He chuckles. “You’re such a matchmaker.”

“I matched us, didn’t I?”

“I think I did,” Grant says. “Who knocked on whose glass prison?”

He leans into her ear.

“Hey,” he whispers. “Thank you, baby. This means more than I can say.”

She touches her blushing lower lip. “I think I got the idea.”

“Not yet, you don’t.” He gives her a playful pinch on the butt. “That’s just the first installment.”

Her little eep smooths into a giggle. “Grant. There’s people.”

He rests his palms on the desk on either side of her, though they still itch for touch. “I will temporarily behave.”

She rubs one of his knuckles thoughtfully. “If you’re right about this music thing, it’ll be easier than it first seemed to control them.”

“There, you see? Plenty of room for my wife to be a tyrant.”

“And for my husband to be a goody-goody.” She smirks. “You can tell me you want this because it’s the right thing, you know. You don’t have to come up with arguments about efficiency when it’s ethics. You’re my conscience.”

“I’m not just going to make naïve puppy dog eyes at you to get what I want, babe. I’m a Prince. It’s ethics and efficiency. I really believe that.”

“Sure,” she says. “Poker face.”

He gives the stalk of her tail a parting squeeze and leans back. “All right, Ipqen,” he says. “Let’s walk. Watch your head.”



“I knew, already. It’s not like the eyes change much. Not like I didn’t know.”

A light mist settles on Ipqen’s cool blue skin from the automatic watering berths of the shipboard greenery that decorates the hab level’s observation deck. In the massive glass window, the Eqtoran armada are tiny floating dots across Taiqan’s horizon. Like gnats from here.

But there’s knowing and there’s seeing.” She doesn’t turn from the tableau. “Your people,” she says. “The, uh, Maeqonites. Do they have stories about alien invasions?”

“Yes,” Grant says.

“Stories where you can fight? And win?”

He nods. “A lot of them, yeah.”

“You think, well. You think the moment comes and you’ll be able to do... something. To stand up.” She wears a brittle smile. “But we never stood a chance. Never even the ghost of a chance.”

A detachment of marines wander by, their guns magged to their racks, chattering and jostling.

“All the work, all the history.” Ipqen watches them exchange salutes with Hyax, who’s standing far off enough to give them privacy. “Everything we were. And none of it makes a difference. This is just—physics. Just immutable.”

“You stand every chance,” Grant says. “The struggle’s not impossible. Just different.” He glances at Hyax, and then realizes that he doesn’t care if she hears. As scarred and grumpy as she is, he trusts her loyalty. “There’s still control here. It can’t be open and confrontational. It requires prudence and patience. But there are levers.”

“It’s different with you,” Ipqen says. “You got lucky.”

“I got insanely lucky,” Grant says. “But you have something I didn’t.”

“What’s that?”

“Me,” Grant says. “I’m inside. And whoever is next will have both of us.”

“I don’t know,” Ipqen says. “I think they got to you, Grant.”

Grant sighs. He looks over her shoulder, at the distant doomed world. “Yeah,” he says. “I think they did.”

Taiqan’s reflected light glows off her face as she glances his way.

“As far as I’ve seen, they get to everyone,” he says. “All we can do is get to them back. That’s our responsibility. You asked me about the rebellion stories. I loved them. My whole species does. There was this one called Star Wars that I wore the tape out on. And now it turns out Galactic Empires are real, and the force isn’t.”

“What’s the force?”

“Doesn’t matter,” Grant says. “What I’m trying to say is that I don’t think the rebellion is coming. You said it yourself, Ipqen. It’s physics. We can’t wait for it, and we can’t ask the people to throw off their chains and get melted by plasma. It’s us. It’s this. It’s this or kill a fuckton of people, and I’m too scared to do that.”

Ipqen sighs and looks back out the window.

“I know it makes me sound cowardly,” Grant says. “If you want to call me that, I can live with it. As long as you live, too.”

“Nah. You’re all right.” Ipqen detaches herself from the bannister. “Let’s get back.”

She wanders absently along the hab level promenade, gathering the same gawking crimson looks that Grant remembers from his first days aboard the Pike. He watches the crew’s attention slide from the Eqtoran to him and Hyax, and sees the common pattern: from confusion to relief as they understand someone is in charge and has a handle on the situation. It’s getting easier and easier to return those bows with a smile and an incline of his head.

It’s also getting a lot easier to walk while bent at the waist for quiet conversation. Grant takes advantage of his new talent with Hyax. “Guarding Lady mek-Taqa by yourself, huh, Brigadier? Not exactly the most efficient use of your time, is it?”

Hyax’s lips thin. “Are you ordering me elsewhere?”

“I’m just making an innocent observation.”

“You and Sykora are trying to fluster me and it won’t work.” Hyax folds her arms. “The Lady has made a great sacrifice for her people. She’s brave, to be the first Eqtoran who willingly enters the Empire. Incredibly brave. I’m not ashamed to say I admire her.”

“I’m the first Maekyonite, you know.”

“That’s right,” Hyax says. “I admire you, too.”

“Oh.” Now Grant’s on the back foot. “Thanks.”

Hyax glances at him with clear satisfaction for putting him offguard. “You’re welcome.”

“Do you want to date an Eqtoran? Because Sykora thinks so. And she’s planning on being relentless about finding you one.”

Hyax grimaces. “She doesn’t have to do that.”

“You know how she is. I can warn her off.”

Hyax falls silent.

Grant’s steps slow. “Do you want me to warn her off?”

“Eqtoran women seem…” Hyax’s attention strays to Ipqen, who apologetically moves her huge tail out of the way of foot traffic. “Challenging. I like a challenge.”

“A mountain to climb, huh?”

Hyax acknowledges the salute of a passing gefreiter with a stubborn stoneface. “You’re as bad as the Princess. I never should have set you two up.”

“You’re taking credit for us, huh?”

“Credit? Try culpability.” She scoffs. “When they string you up, I’ll dangle too.”

Tymar intercepts Grant as the party returns to the chapel’s ornate wooden archway. “Majesty. A moment before we go back in?”

“Uh—of course.” Grant nods to Hyax and Ipqen to go on.

“I have it,” Tymar murmurs, once they’re alone. “I think I have it. It was in the Book of Renewal.” He taps the laminated cover of the heretical book under his arm. “And it’s perfect.”

“Fuck yeah, man.” Grant slaps Tymar’s back. “Why are we whispering, then?”

“Because,” Tymar says. “Kora is going to really hate it.”
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An Epic Hero Story
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The Greatest Hero who ever lived tells his story.

But it didn’t happen the way the bards sing.

Kyvaine is no paragon. He’s a coward, a liar, a greedy scoundrel with an instinct for survival and an allergy to honesty. And yet—through an endless chain of misunderstandings, dumb luck, and sheer accidents—he’s become the most celebrated Hero in history.

Watch as he “slays” magical beasts (mostly by running away), “outsmarts” furious wizards (while barely understanding what’s happening), and “conquers” land (by being in the wrong place at the right time). Everyone thinks he’s a genius. He knows he’s just scrambling to survive.

A tale of black comedy, misadventure, and accidental glory—told in Kyvaine’s own voice.

"Every legend starts with a lie."


What to expect:


	First-person narration -  Black comedy - Heavy action - Low-power fantasy - A Hero who is anything but
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3.30. Lost


                The first thing Ynaqi notices when she wakes up in the clinical-white room is—okay, the second thing she notices, because you can’t really discount those harsh lights that poked through the skin of her eyelids to wake her. Pale as slit-goggle tundra and bright enough to give you a goddamn headache.

The second thing she notices: no ache. Not in the head and not in the stomach. Not anywhere. Which is odd, because last thing she remembered was the feeling of her life leaking out of her abdomen.

She’s laying in a mint-shaded slab of foam bed. Its sheets crinkle like tissue paper as she sits gingerly up, waiting for that soul searing pain to reintroduce itself. It doesn’t. She examines herself—someone’s put her in a thin robe. She unbelts it and beholds the puckered snake of scar tissue across her belly. All that remains of the apocalypse.

Tennek. Suqen. A moment of blind panic. Are they okay? Are they still on this shore?

Ynaqi lowers her knees to see her crewmates at the foot of her bed. Tennek’s arms are crossed and his chin tucked; Suqen’s delicate head is canted against his shoulder. They’re both asleep. The see-saw music of their deep breaths, Suqen’s soft and melodic and Tennek’s on the grumbling edge of a snore.

The dry skin of Ynaqi’s lips stretches and cracks as she smiles. They’ve been here waiting for her. Like the heroes in some romantic song cycle.

Her heroes.

Something urgent bubbles in her. A question.

“Guys,” she whispers, and then, louder. “Hey. Guys. Guys.”

Tennek makes a decidedly unromantic snrk noise. His eyes crack open.

He’s on his feet immediately. The jostle of her departing shoulder-pillow tips Suqen onto her side; then she recovers and is right by him. Right by Ynaqi.

“Naq,” she gasps, and her eyes are filling and spilling over. Her snout squishes against Ynaqi’s. She is upon the newly conscious gunner in a tight, weepy embrace.

Ynaqi rests her chin on Suqen’s shoulder. “You’re leaking on me.”

“You were leaking on me, you big beautiful bitch,” Suqen sobs.

“Cap.” Ynaqi extends her arms. “Come here, mister.”

Tennek sits on the lip of the bed and embraces them both, pressing Suqen into Ynaqi’s chest and folding his arms around both of them. And just like that, the promised keeper sandwich forms.

“Hey, Naq,” her captain whispers. “Hey, lady. Welcome back.”

Ynaqi has never heard his voice this soft, so full of emotion that it quivers beneath the weight. Her question becomes more pressing.

She extracts herself a notch from the hug. Suqen’s tears have left a topographic stain on her shitty robe, a little pond at the neckline.

“How long was I out?” she asks.

“Day, just about.” Tennek loosens his hold and backs up to give her space. “Day and a half, I guess. They got different days in here.”

Tennek released her but Suqen didn’t. She’s burying herself deeper into Ynaqi, nuzzling and shaking as Ynaqi’s cushiony chest muffles her sobs. All the distance they’ve carefully cultivated and stuck to—it’s all gone, suddenly. A seal they can’t un-break. Ynaqi runs her hand up Suqen’s spine and feels reality shift along with the keeper’s shaky sigh and sinuous scoot closer in. She cradles the back of Suqen’s head.

“So what,” she says. “We got… eight days left, then? Til it’s mission failed?”

“Just about,” Tennek says. “Close to seven.”

“Mission’s already failed,” Suqen says. “Mission’s done with. No more mission, Naq. I ain’t giving you back to the armada.”

“No?” Ynaqi chuckles. “All right.”

Suqen makes a whimper of assent and crawls further into Ynaqi’s lap.

“Goddamn, girl.” Tennek nudges Suqen’s foot. “Give her space. She’s been stitched open and shut again.”

“It don’t hurt, Nek. Honestly. I feel pretty good.” Ynaqi gives herself a mental once-over. “Little thirsty, maybe.”

“Yeah?” Tennek leans across the bed. “Let me get in there, then.”

Ynaqi scoots over to make room; Tennek slides up next to her. His leg lays across her, their thighs warm against one another.

She’s never been this close to him, to his body. He feels so strong and sure. So solid. She wants to curl into his shelter.

“Thought we were going to lose you,” he murmurs. “Thought I’d failed you. Most afraid I’ve ever been.”

His foot hooks over Suqen’s knee and pulls gently to shift the keeper closer, so that Ynaqi is half-buried in her crewmates.

Crewmates. Of what ship? Can she still call them that? Is there another word for them now?

Tennek hands her a water bottle, and she drains it with castaway greed. The clearing of her throat knocks the question loose. She can’t sit on it anymore.

“You two haven’t gotten the kissing started without me, have you?” she asks.

Suqen sputters a laugh. “No,” she says. “We haven’t.”

“Well. Okay.” Ynaqi scooches to the head of the bed.

Suqen’s hand has found its way onto Ynaqi’s stomach, right by the miraculous scar. Tennek’s hand has found its way on top of Suqen’s.

The three of them stare at one another.

Suqen’s thumb marks little windshield wiper caresses against Tennek’s palm and Ynaqi’s abdomen. “Someone wanna go first?”

“All right.” Tennek props himself up on his elbow. “I’m calling captain’s privilege.”

His face looms closer to Ynaqi’s. His solemn, scarred eyes. Always so watchful and full of concern. Fatherly, Ynaqi used to think of them. But he isn’t looking at Ynaqi like a father now.

“Ooh.” Suqen giggles as Tennek’s caressing hand slips along Ynaqi’s jaw. “Starting with male-on-female. How modern of us.”

“You’ll get your turn.” Tennek’s thumb gives just the slightest pressure to Ynaqi’s chin, enough to tilt it. “Been waiting too long for this.”

He kisses Ynaqi, unafraid and assertive. It’s a kiss that pushes into her heart and tosses its bags on the floor. Ynaqi kisses him back, in timid, trembling awe; when Tennek feels it, he quests deeper, captures her. Suqen’s hand is tight in hers, lacing into it. Tennek closes his fist around them both. Warm and calloused and tight.

Ynaqi’s heaving and huffing when Tennek pulls away. Her robe’s askew; the gray sliver of chest expands in visibility as Suqen’s fingers quest beneath the cloth.

“You okay?” Tennek whispers. “Not hurting still?”

“No. Gods, no.” Ynaqi boosts Suqen up across her chest by the keeper’s delicate shoulders. “Not at all.”

Suqen’s kiss is different—smaller, sweeter, dancing away from Ynaqi’s as it explores. She’s teasing, coaxing the bigger woman forward. Ynaqi feigns timidity then pounces forth once Suqen’s slowed. Both her hands come down with authority on Suqen’s tight little butt and her tongue pushes forward and she binds the lithe keeper in her clutches, feels Suqen moan and squirm and exult in finally being caught. Her fingers slide along the smooth, sweet curve of Suqen’s ass and dig with tender insistence into the soft flesh of her inner thighs, nudging them open until they straddle around Ynaqi’s bent, firm-flexing leg.

“Don’t wanna go too hard there, girls.”

Ynaqi looks past Suqen’s draping tail to Tennek. “Why?” She wiggles their gasping keeper at him. “Plenty of her to go around.”

“Those little bastards are watching us, is why.” He points into the cream-colored corner of the room where a black bubble camera grows wartlike from the wall.

Ynaqi snorts. “So what? They’re going to be watching us for the rest of our lives.”

“They’re so little,” Suqen says. “You’re gonna flip when you see them. Conquered by a bunch of shorties.”

Ynaqi's hands rub Suqen’s supple legs. Her fingers could nearly close around them. “Shorter than you, even?”

“Some of ‘em,” Tennek says.

Suqen scoffs in half-pint indignation. “Most of ‘em.”

“Listen up, shorties.” Ynaqi stabs a finger up at the camera. “You win. You fucking win, okay? Now mind your own business while the losers make out.”

They’ve lost completely. Miserably. Crushed like they weren’t even there. A bug on the invaders’ windshield. The great nightmare has come true. But Ynaqi watches Tennek and Suqen fall into one another, and she holds them both and laughs and cries at the same time, and then they’re upon her again, their hands and tails and breath and lips, and she lost, she knows she lost, but for maybe the first time in her life, she doesn’t feel lost at all.



Grant opens the office door with such force that its handle slams into the woodpanel wall. “We have it. We fucking have it.”

He strides to the whiteboard and erases a massive swathe of marker.

Sykora hops hurriedly from the desk. “Have what?”

“The whole thing. We have the song.” Grant sticks a dry-erase pen capfirst into his teeth and tugs the tip free. “Tymar is a fucking champion for this one,” he says around the plastic. “It is perfect.”

“Yes. Okay. So.” Tymar lays a sheaf of his notes on the desk and spreads the pages out. “Late in the Book of Renewal you get a gospel written by an ecclesiast who lived a few thousand years ago. It’s a, a—” He snaps his fingers to jog his memory. “It’s a frame narrative—the ecclesiast presents it as a visitation from an angelic being, sent backward from the event to console and prepare the children of Eqt for what’s to come.”

“Kinda making me wanna read this heretical shit,” Ipqen admits.

Sykora purses her lips as she stands on tiptoes to read the passage Tymar’s laid out. “That sounds like the same livestock-for-the-slaughter narrative as the Book of Thorns.”

“No, no, this one’s different. This one isn’t a celebration of death, but of life in its sure and solid face. An assurance that nothing truly ends. That after the worst day, a day whose night is burgundy with blood, there will be another morning. A new kind of morning, that comes in defiance of all the tales that tell of eternal darkness. It isn’t described, because it can only be beheld. And to behold it, you have to live. You have to love your life even when you know it’ll hurt and it’ll end. Because you’ll get tomorrow first.” Tymar’s hands are shaking as he points to the passage in the dog-eared Book of Renewal. “It’s everything we need.”

Sykora steps to the whiteboard. She looks across the lyrics, their phonetic translations broken down syllabically in wide ribbons that stem from their sides. She visibly steels herself, shaking the doubt away, straightening that indomitable spine, lifting her chin.

“Right. We have our heading, then.” She turns to the room. “This is the song that saves the Eqtoran annexation.”

Grant drops to a knee in front of her. “Baby. I know you’re going really far out on a limb for this, and I know it’s just because—”

“Grant,” Sykora says. “It’s going to work, lover. You think I’m humoring you.”

“Maybe a little, but—”

“I’m not humoring you. I’m hanging my career and billions of lives off you. This isn’t a silly foible or a new hobby or something. This is the future of the system—of the sector, even. I’m doing this because I believe in you, and I trust you, and I love you. And perhaps it seems like madness to me. But I realized while you were out that I’ve gone mad.”

Grant huffs a laugh and sits on the shag-carpet floor. “Have you?”

“That’s right.” Her tail winds around his shoulders. “Six cycles in a Maekyonite cell have driven me mad. And it’s worked out wonderfully for me so far, so I’m going to keep right on going.”

“It’s very gratifying to hear you say that, sister,” Tymar says. “Because the messenger vision isn’t like the other masculine depictions of the Tamuraq—it’s described like a keeper. Small and cute and feminine.”

“And the vocal part was written for a keeper’s voice,” Grant says. “High up into the mezzo-soprano range.”

Sykora’s eyes dart between the men. “What’s a mezzo-soprano?”

Ipqen’s shoulders are tense. Her hand’s on her mouth. She’s trying to hold her laugh in.

Grant’s hand couches Sykora’s cheek. “You are.”

Sykora’s tail droops away. “Me?”

“Yes,” says Grant.

Sykora’s valiant attempt at digesting this information twists the edges of her mouth down. “Is it too late to change my mind and blow the planet up?”

“Yes,” says Grant.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Dukerino
                        

                    

                    Happy(?) ending for the fishies.

In what's become something of a tradition, I want to thank the latest crop of reviewers over here--ReviewerFromNowhere, Dmoj, and COPPERWIRE1632. You guys are the best of the best and when the Taiikari come you will I am sure be made minor nobles (at the very least).

 

 

Saving The Lich Queen [Regression, Mystery, SoL]
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Thirteen years ago, the Lich Queen was merely Kai’s quiet and awkward classmate at Lokora’s Magic Academy. 

In hindsight, Kai should have probably defended her from her bullies. 

Luna’s lich transformation killed thirteen. The academy burned to disbandment, and Kai lost his dreams in a coma, waking up with an odd power: the ability to witness traumatic events through the eyes of the victim. In the years since, Luna had become the Lich Queen—the most feared black magic practitioner alive.

When Luna returns to Lokora for unfinished business thirteen years later, Kai’s power offers an unexpected opportunity. To return to the past, into the classroom where Lich Queen Luna is still a fourteen-year-old despised prodigy of magic, who sits alone at lunch, called cursed by the students around her.

This time, Kai sets out to stop Luna from causing the transformation, until he learns that bullying alone may not have been what pushed her to darkness…

Read here!



                



3.31. Dawn


                “Arms pop turn step bend tail step turn—shit.” Sykora’s graceful dance skitters to a halt. She shakes her head like there’s a fly buzzing around it and resets, breathing heavily.

“You’re jerky, Majesty,” Vora says. “Drop the left quarter turn. It’s too helter-skelter.”

“Noted, Majordomo.” Sykora bends into a forward fold and touches her toes, swaying back and forth to loosen up the muscles in her legs. “So it’s arms, pop, step, bend, tail.”

“You’re drooling a little, Prince.” Ipqen nudges Grant.

Grant blinks rapidly and turns from his stretchy little wife, refocusing on the Taiikari musical workstation he’s trying to learn. It’s a long way from his beaten-up laptop with a cracked copy of Ableton on it, but there are transferrable skills, and all he needs to do is lay down a sketch of the arrangement. The sound engineers will fix it up the rest of the way.

“Do we really need all this choreography?” Tymar asks. He sits with Grant and Ipqen in one corner of the training room, in a nest of golden cushions, scarlet carpet, and crumpled, discarded notes. “The music and the message might suffice.”

“I learned how to dance, Tyme. Dancing I know how to do. If you are going to dress me up like some kind of piscine goddess and make me sing for my supper, I am not going without choreography.” Sykora narrows her eyes at her brother. “I need everything prepared. Including something to do with my hands.”

“It’s just—if we end up recording it instead of livecasting, they’ll be able to hear your voice stay steady while you move, and the effect will be ruined. And the Eqtorans place a premium on live music.”

“We are doing it live,” Sykora snaps. “What if we receive a transmission during it? A surrender, maybe? I need to stay reactive.”

“All right.” Tymar shrugs. “If you need this, you need it. Seven days left, remember.”

Sykora puts her hands on her hips. “Do you doubt I can do it?”

“A surrender during the performance would be—” Vora considers her next word carefully. “Wonderful, Majesty.”

“I think you can do anything, Kora,” Tymar says. “Anything your heart tells you.”

“Grantyde.” Sykora pouts at her husband. “They’re being sarcastic at me.”

“Vora, maybe.” Grant taps a rhythmic idea into his workstation’s pads. “I think Tymar’s just Tymar.”

“You didn’t grow up with him.”

“Neither did you, Majesty,” Tymar says.

“Well, still. It’s a sibling thing. I just know.” Sykora flounces back to her starting mark.

“What if it’s—okay.” Grant points at his workstation’s compact screen. “Big crescendo here, and then a sudden drop-out except for the vocal for a measure?”

Ipqen smacks her lips. “Just one vocal?”

“Yeah. I mean, it’s heresy or whatever, I know. But in Maekyonite music, that’s a real wow moment. And we are being heretics.”

Ipqen holds her hand out for his headphones. “Let me hear it, anyway.”

Grant passes them over. Ipqen slots both ear cups another notch out to accommodate her big Eqtoran noggin. He hits the clacky little play button. Ipqen’s head starts grooving. “Oh, yeah,” she says, voice raised over the music in her ears. “Crescendo-drop is the way.”

Grant lets it loop for a while, then taps the Eqtoran’s knee to get her attention; she pulls the headphones off. “Does the dancing help? It doesn’t take away, does it? What do you think?”

“Hmm. What do I think.” Ipqen tilts her head and watches Sykora execute a serpentine shimmy of her hips. The Princess reaches the end of the sequence and lets out a girlish whoop of triumph. Her top has ridden up her waist; the crescent of blue stomach it reveals shines with sweat.

“I think your wife is hot,” Ipqen says.



“Six days, siblings.”

The Laudr kirk was supposed to be big enough to house the entire town; it’s overfull today, standing room only. In other temples, the clergy evacuated; not here.

“Six days and nights,” Ecclesiarch Noma calls. “A handful of turnings between us and the gods. And then our bravery stands like a star, undying and brilliant and impossible to ignore.”

The music under Noma’s words intensifies. Qe nods and sings with it. There’s a sheen of sweat on qer fringe.

“I’m gonna meet you on that shore. That far shore. Farther than tyranny can ever reach. And we will clasp hands there. With one another; with the gods of our homes, our homes we never abandoned. And we will watch with pride the example we’ve set for the children of Eqt. No running. No compromise. Courage on this world; comfort in the next.”

This many friends and neighbors, joined in song, are loud enough to rattle the windows. Loud enough to be heard from that alien warship, you could almost think, standing in its midst. You could almost think it.

“Courage on this world,” Noma cries. “Comfort in the next!”

Hroq came close a few times to convincing his wives to get on a transport and go. But by now, the regular rides have ceased; too many empty seats. The only way offworld now is by emergency charter. The wave was one thing, but now the wave has ebbed and left them beached here. He’s given up at this point. Moran and Aqva aren’t leaving. And he isn’t leaving them. So that’s that.

Whatever far shore awaits them, whatever shape it’s in, whatever god is burning the bonfire—they’ll wash up together.

The morning countdown fills Hroq with so much dread now that it’s hard to get out of bed sometimes. The three lovers just lie there instead, in the muggy morning, and hold each other and weep.

But then the stark and insubstantial numbers fade, and the aerial picks up the rich, meaningful music again, and the determination comes back. The aliens up there may have yoked the entire sky in their chains. They will not shackle the children of Eqt. The children of Eqt are not afraid.

(Not after they’ve had breakfast and a good cry, anyway.)

He glances out the kirk window at their bright death, hanging in the sky in front of the mangled moon. The alien sigil is x-shaped; their ship floats close to the center. Let it float. Let them brand the entire galaxy with their arrogance if they want to.

That’s that.



“High neckline, here?” Sykora’s clothier holds his tailor’s tape up past her bust. “Or shall we be showy?”

Sykora plucks at the edge of the tailor’s tape and drags it lower. “Showy. At every option, we’re taking the showier one, please. And structured. Some lift in the bandeau. If I’m going to look like some kind of cowled crustacean, I would at least like for my ta-tas to look nice.”

“Is the headdress too long in the back?” Vora clucks her tongue as she paces around her Princess. Her inquisitive reflection gazes at Sykora from a half dozen angles in the semicircle of mirrors they’re standing in. “Maybe we should take this in, some. Don’t want to tangle the tail.”

The clothier sniffs and adjusts his anticomps. “I am doing what I can with grainy photocopies out of a faded cult manuscript, Majesties.”

“We don’t need total faith,” Tymar says. “Marry it to the Imperial look in places you’re not sure. Or where Sykora couldn’t bear otherwise. The more we broadcast union, the better.”

“Are we worried about too much skin?” Grant asks.

“We’re already deep in the heretical, man.” Ipqen looks up from the technical manual she’s reading. A stack of them is by her elbow, all lent by Waian. “I wouldn’t fret about taste. It’s not like Eqtorans are gonna be mad about seeing a pretty lady. Seeing a pretty lady dressed up like a mythological creature from a death cult?” She shrugs. “Maybe. But the song’s sounding pretty sweet.”

“Religion and sexiness are kind of—at odds, where I’m from. Song of Solomon notwithstanding.”

“Huh.” Ipqen turns the page on her manual to a section that’s been heavily redacted with a thick black marker. “Seems like a great way to get people to quit.”

“Kind of,” Grant admits. “Attendance was down.”

“Your planet is still dealing with healthcare access and sexually transmitted diseases,” Tymar says. “The severity of the exhortations against lust in Abrahamic religions will need to be addressed during the uplift, I think, but it makes a certain amount of sense. Especially considering your species’ focus on pair-bonding.”

“Just two people seems so lonely,” Ipqen says. “Who’re you gonna talk with about being in love with someone? And birthday gifts and such?”

“I hadn’t thought of it that way,” Grant says. “But generally speaking, you figure it out yourself.” He lapses into quiet contemplation about what sort of gifts he could even get Sykora. Do Taiikari have birthdays?

“All I’m saying is working out what someone likes in bed is more fun and efficient with someone to bounce off of. Pun intended.” Ipqen flips to the manual’s index. “Eqt’s tits. Waian’s too good at redacting. I need this algorithm or I’ll go deepdweller.”

“You’ll have it soon.” Sykora holds her arms out and lets the tailor pin a flowing sheet of silk across her. “Five days, and you’ll have everything you need from us.”



They get a hero’s welcome at the meetinghouse. Eqtorans Ynaqi has never met, from across the republic, cheering and slapping her on the back and passing her xhurr leaf (which she politely declines and hands to Tennek).

The whole time, the touch of Suqen’s hand never leaves hers, or Tennek’s.

They sit together, tails criss-crossed behind them like a braid, before the crackling bonfire at the meetinghouse’s center, as the citizens of Yuvik bombard them with updates on their captivity and questions.

“Has there been any combat out there? Any dogfights?”

“They swiped me off a roadside. I just know my autosledge has been impounded at this point. Scrawny little bastards.”

“So you got shot, and they just fixed you like it’d never happened?”

“They have this pink-and-white fish they’ve been giving us and it’s incredible. You gotta try this. Here.”

“Are we gonna be okay, do you think?”

This from a familiar voice. That’s Ruaq-nai-Taqa, the woman who spoke with them aboard the Rivenland.

“Depends,” Tennek says. His big warm arm is around Ynaqi’s waist. “What do you mean, we?”

“Uh.” Ruaq gestures around the circle. “Us, here.”

Tennek nods. “I reckon so. Yeah.”

A sturdy guy with a lquok on his knee raises a hand. “What about the republic?”

The new lovers share a look.

“By the time we’re out of here,” Ynaqi says, her fingers slipping protectively into Suqen’s back pocket, “there won’t be a republic.”



Sykora’s voice spirals up into the air and holds a soaring, silvery note. The line strains and frays and cracks into a discordant cry of frustration.

“Fucking hell,” she snarls, and paces away from her music stand. The beads and bangles of her half-finished getup clatter as she walks. “Two days out. Two days and I still can’t get this fucking song right.”

Grant lowers his guitar. “Don’t think about the timer. Don’t even think of it as a strategy or a solution. Just think of it like a song.”

“I’m sorry, dove. I’m ruining it.” Sykora runs her hands through her hair. The bangles on her wrists clatter. “You had the answer and now I’m ruining everything. I can’t—I was never taught to sing. Dancing, yes. But singing…”

“You don’t need a trained voice,” Grant says. “You need emotion and you need confidence. You have both.”

“Confidence. I feel ridiculous. This outfit. This headdress.” She tugs it from her crown like it’s on fire. “I feel like a fucking ridiculous goof, Grantyde. I shouldn’t dance. I should just stand there.”

“I’d have agreed with you when we started. But now I’ve seen you dance. We need godly—that is godly.”

“I’m not ready. I can’t do this.”

“You are. You can.” Grant stands up and crosses to her. “You have been fearless in front of these people as their conqueror. That’s a costume, same as this.”

“That’s what I am,” Sykora says. “I’m the Void Princess. That’s what I was created to do, Grant.”

“Maybe it is. But you’re different now. You fell to Maekyon and fell apart and we’ve put you back together. The two of us. And now you’re something else. You can still be a conqueror. I’ve seen it. But it’s not how you got me, and it’s not how you get them.”

She’s chewing the end of her tail where it wraps tight around her. It’s a nervous habit she’s picked up. Grant kneels.

“How about this, okay? I’ll be there when you do it. Off camera. And I’ll play along and sing with you. We’ll only pipe your voice out, but I’ll sing with you, too. Just for you. All right?”

She vents a shaky sigh. “All right. Okay. Let’s try that.”

“Just imagine there’s some glass between us,” he says. “And I’m in a dumb coverall. Imagine we’re starting to fall in love.” He feels the downy skin of her cheek as she leans her face against his arm. “Sing like you sang back then. Because that was the most beautiful voice I’d ever heard.”



“They’re not leaving.”

Councilor Taqqua worries the tasseled enclosure of her robe with fingers worn down from nervous chewing. “One day left, and millions still on Taiqan. Those people are going to die. These rogue dioceses—the mayors. Nobody’s doing public flights anymore. If we don’t intervene—”

“That’s their choice.” Councilor Prana Makqi is holding court at the ivory altar, the usual wizened, gold-clad attacker at the center of her scrum. She’s emerged as the loudest voice in the council; and that voice never goes off-target on its rhetoric. “The flights have stopped because the flights are empty.”

“That’s their choice. Have you reviewed these station programs?” Taqqua looks around the Highhall chamber, trying to will the councilors in their oval pews to look her way, to hear what she’s saying. “The songs are all Book of Thorns. Ecclesiasts who have already evacuated are pumping that stuff back down into the atmosphere. The atmosphere we’re creating. Willing those people to die for a faith they aren’t even putting themselves in front of. This is a feedback loop. This is the sort of thing our radio department heads were supposed to prevent, and they aren’t. You think that’s okay? You don’t think that we’re responsible for that? The word of the gods—”

“The word of the gods has been written and read and sung,” Makqi cries, her open palm slapping the altar. “The word of the gods is clear. The Book of Thorns is as holy as the Book of Journeying or the Book of the Sunrise. Just because you don’t like what it’s saying doesn’t mean you can shut it up. The radio stations are playing the requests they’re getting. And what they’re hearing is we are ready. We know what is asked of us.”

“Millions, councilor.” But Taqqua’s deflating. “Millions. That’s on us.”

“We all float to the far shore, eventually.” Another Ivory councilor breaks in. “Our lives are the most priceless things we can spend. Spending them like this—that is sacred.”

Someone stands up in the oval. “Move to vote. Now.”

“Councilors—wait.” Taqqua’s fringe goes pallid. She’s been trapped. “You’re not letting me clarify my position.”

“I think we have what we need from you, Councilor Taqqua.” Makqi gives her one last look of imperious victory before turning to High Councilor Qilik’s balcony. “I second the move to vote.”

“I don’t need the measure to mandate evacuations,” Taqqua says. “I don’t. Surely we can find common ground on moderating the music program, at least—”

Makqi’s attention snaps back to her. “No. No common ground. Not with the Tamuraq.”

The name’s echo crashes through the Highhall like an autosledge through a wall. The hum of conversation staggers to a halt in its wake.

“So it’s been spoken.” An elderly gold-suited man shakes his spotty head by Qilik’s shoulder. “In this hall. The first time in decades. Tamuraq.”

“Of course it has.” The High Councilor finally speaks. “It’s here. This is it. This is all. Makqi has her vote. And you all know what I’d urge. The Taiqan faithful are meeting it with open eyes and fearless spirits. Any mandate we could put in front of them is a violation. These are the final days. The final choices.”

She gazes out the chamber window, at the distant yellow flicker of Taiqan.

“This council must stand aside and let them make theirs.”

Morning is coming to the distant surface of Taiqan, to the settled continent that faces them. Way out there, the brutalized moon is sinking below the horizon.

The final day has come.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Dukerino
                        

                    

                    The latest reviewer I have to thank is ABSOLUTELY HAREM who wrote an ABSOLUTELY HILARIOUS review of PotV, including this gem that I cannot stop thinking about:

"I actually had some more positives, but I thought about them while taking a poop, and now I forgot. I’ll update this when I remember them."

I want to take out a banner ad and put that quote on there.

As always please consider faving, rating, following, and, like A.H., thinking about this story next time you're on the porcelain throne.
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Roka: Keeper of the Walls





The young apprentice Roka knows her sword master is a ticking time bomb, she just doesn’t know he’s counting down to his own death.

While her Master Yusubru hides plans for a final sacrifice, Roka’s attention is focused on starting her new career. She is finishing six years as an apprentice Sentinel and there’s a prestigious job as Keeper of the Walls opening in the imperial capital of her nation. But dark shadows loom over the city. Colonizers that once brought war and disease to Roka’s home now bring trade and schools, exerting influence under the guise of friendship. At their head is the haughty Elise King who whispers in the ear of the emperor. The gifts she offers appear enticing on the surface, but only Master Yusubru knows the dark future she plots.

All Roka has ever wanted to do is serve her people on her own terms, both the troubled and the troublers. A Sentinel is a protector. When her master is gone, how will she keep her people safe?















                



3.32. Song


                Sykora cries in his arms that morning.

“I won’t be afraid,” she whispers, when her eyes finally dry. “I’ll get up and I won’t be afraid. I won’t be, I won’t be. I won’t be weak.”

“You can be weak in here. It’s okay. Fall to pieces and I’ll pick them up.” He strokes her hair. “You told me that once.”

She giggles quietly. “You remember that?”

“Sure. I mean, I was drugged up and dryhumping you. But I’m a good listener.”

She feels him shift. “Wait. Wait. Please. Just a few more minutes.” Her hands close around his shoulders. “Let me fix this in my mind. Give me a happy moment to remember. Just in case.”

He keeps holding her. He counts the breaths that press her chest against his. Time slows, but—bastard that it is—it doesn’t stop.

The lift opens onto the bridge and Sykora releases a sharp stab of despairing laughter. “God help me. They’ve made it a fucking concert stage.”

The command deck is milling with sound technicians and lighting riggers. Spindly spots and soft ambient fill lights crowd like councilors around an elevated platform.

Sykora rubs her temples. “Can we please raise the deck up to its privacy station.”

“The bridge crew are all very excited for your debut, Majesty.” Waian is grinning like a hyena from within the thicket of equipment and engineers.

“We’re broadcasting across the firmament.” Hyax has crowded herself into an unobtrusive corner. “They’ll all see it anyway.”

“We need to be able to give orders, Majesty.” Vora sounds much more apologetic. “Perhaps we could set something up elsewhere, but the broadcast equipment is all here.”

“No. No, I’ll live. We have no time.” Sykora grimaces and steps gingerly around the snaking cords and setups, to the command deck bannister. “Crew of the Black Pike,” she calls. “Your attention.”

A universal salute assures her she has it.

“You have had cause to wonder where I was during your solemn preparations,” Sykora says. “I regret my absence; I pray that its result will serve as a worthy recompense. We are attempting a final broadcast to Taiqan in the hours before its destruction. For the millions of Eqtorans remaining on its surface, this will be our last outreach. And their last chance to spare themselves the wrath of the Empire.”

Attentive silence. The tension is thick. The grin is off Waian’s face.

“It has been my privilege to sail with you through tribulations and tasks within which the justice of our actions was never in doubt,” Sykora says. “I have never regretted the violence we have wielded in defense of Her High Majesty’s frontier. Today…”

She lets the rest of the sentence trail off into an uncertain exhale. Grant has never seen her look so unsure in front of her subjects.

“If this gambit is successful, we will avert a great and regrettable loss of life,” she says. “I have no doubt of your loyalty. If you are to kill a planet in my name, I will ensure that every alternative is exhausted. I could not bear to reward your faith in me with anything less. I ask one thing of you today in return.”

Her bare feet flex as she grounds herself in time and place on the deck.

“Don’t fucking film this,” she says.

A rustle of laughter as the bridge’s tension breaks.

“And don’t take pictures, and if possible, don’t watch. And don’t listen. I am serious.” Sykora balls up her fists. “If I see bridgebound footage, I am going to execute you all for treason.” She steps back. “Right. The bridge is yours, Majordomo.”

Vora raises her voice. “Prepare broadcast, Monitor.”

“Aye, ma’am.”

“Power to the holoprojector. All decks but the bridge, prepare for gravity loss.” Vora’s tail pokes Waian. “Forgive me, Chief Engineer. We’re going to need another close shave today.”

Waian puffs a strand of hair out of her face. “Figured.”

Sykora fades from view; her uniform slips to the floor. The costume lifts from the lip of the raised stage and slides across the flickering silhouette. A strapless top, billowing silk pants. Layers of scarves and shell. The blue curves reappear below the costume, and Sykora stands as tall as a Taiikari can as attendants paint her eyes with dark, asymmetrical kohl and line her lips with a deep merlot.

“Breathe.” Grant pulls his seat up in front of her and rests his guitar across his lap. “Proud, upright. You are what they need.”

“I am what they need,” she murmurs back. She cranes her neck to look into the humming dark of the bridge. “Translator Havnai. Some last go-overs on pronunciation, please.”

“May I move your place back, Majesty?” A chipper technician with an earpiece and a slick pixie cut bows to Grant and indicates a spot with her tail. “We might catch a few inches of you if you get too animated.”

Grant obediently scrapes his seat backward.

“Oh—Majesty.” The technician frowns. “You’ll leave marks on the deck.”

“My bad.” Grant lifts his chair and places it where he’s been told.

Waian chuckles from her console. “Gonna make you buff out those scratches, Majesty.”

“A thousand space ships are about to try and blast the shit out of us with radioactive future-guns,” he says. “And I’ve got to be careful not to scrape the deck.”

Waian’s tail wiggles impishly. “That’s because I’m good at my job.”

“Transmitters active.” The Monitor Ensign’s pinched report rises from the bridge. “We’re targeting Tarruk City, the largest remaining population center on the planet. Stealth swarm is ready to broadcast.”

Havnai is at the Princess’s side as the makeup artists finish their work, squinting out at the main bridge monitor, where the phonetics are displayed in Grant-sized glyphs; Sykora’s memorized them anyway, just in case. “Verse two, third line,” she says. “That’s H-nuth-nah-kar.”

“From the diaphragm on the kar, Majesty.” Havnai demonstrates, her shy little Taiikari voice solidifying into a guttural growl. “Don’t be afraid to dig into those consonants.”

“Just keep them rhythmic,” Grant adds. “No need to rush or trip.”

“Thank you, Citizen Havnai.” Sykora bows the translator away along with the departing tide of attendants. She leans into Grant. “If this doesn’t work, dove, I’m going to bite you.”

“What if it works?”

She pokes her earbuds in. “I’m still going to bite you.”

The pixie-cut technician sticks a translucent, button-sized microphone to Sykora’s headdress and steps away. “Majesty—can you give us a test?”

“Testing. Testing.” Sykora lets out a lip trill, high to low. “One two three four. I’ll stab Grantyde with a sword. Test, test.”

“Bars are blue. We’re reading you, Majesty.” The tech salutes and skitters for the bridge steps.

Grant leans into his mic. “Can you hear me in your in-ears, babe?”

“I can hear you.” Her voice is tremulous and breathy. She shuts her eyes. A shudder sends a resonant clatter through the bone-carved beads of her scarves.

“I love you, Sykora of the Black Pike,” he whispers. “You can do this.”

She nods. Her hips sway slowly left and right; her lips silently mark through the words she’s about to beam across a hostile civilization.

“Bring us down,” Vora calls. “Prepare for broadcast.” Grant is close enough to see her swallow. 

“Empress’s fortune smile upon us.”

Waian grimaces as the horizon expands. But she’s biting her tongue. Unlike last time they tickled an atmosphere, she’s far from the tensest Taiikari on the bridge.



Death is descending on Laudr.

The streets and the kirks and the prayer houses fill. Families and lovers weep and cling to one another.

The world watches the ship descend. The grainy zoomed-in footage, the satellite imagery. The splinter growing in the sky. Hroq’s family has gathered in their sledgehouse’s kitchen, on their darned and dilapidated couch. They watch the apocalypse arrive through the fuzz-clouded aerial.

Hroq will not be afraid. He will not be afraid. The fear howling in his mind is the lie of the Tamuraq. The end is not the end. The gods wait for him. His death is not in vain. He must believe that.

Moran has fallen asleep between him and Aqva. Exhaustion finally dragged her under after a sleepless night.

Aqva leans across their wife. Her hand flattens against the back of Hroq’s neck. Her breath tickles his ear.

“I’m sorry,” she whispers. “I fucked up.”

Hroq holds her closer. “What do you mean?”

“I should have been on your side.” Her face is shiny with tears. “We could have convinced Moran. We could be gone from here.”

Hroq’s head swims. Sweat slicks his palms where they rest on the couch. He loves Aqva; he wishes badly she had not said that.

“I fucked up, Hroq. I—” Aqva bites back a sob. “I shoulda protected us.”

“We don’t need protection,” he says. “We have the gods. This is right. We’ve made—” But the bottom of his stomach’s been knocked out from him, and all the bravery he crammed inside is leaking from him fast.

“We’ve made our choice,” he forces himself to say.



The sky lights up with the fiery streaks of Taiqan’s final, fruitless defense. The Eqtoran armada unleashes everything it has against the invaders. Atomics burst. Railguns whine and crackle. One ship attempts a terminal ram against the Pike’s prow; the bridge shares a collective ohh as they watch the cruiser’s pyrotechnic demise.

Atop the command deck, Hyax clicks her tongue. “Idiots.”

Grant watches its scattering shrapnel with dismay. “Are those the first deaths?”

The Brigadier shakes her head. “Blew apart a few other ships while you were out,” she says. “Zealots trying to destroy evacuees. And that’s not the first clueless captain who’s tried to ram us. Napkin math from me is we’ve killed twoscore or so Eqtorans. Not counting those fools who just killed themselves.”

“Why was I not told about this?”

“We had no time,” Hyax says. “And after the fact, Sykora thought it would distract you.”

Grant’s sharp rejoinder freezes.

Didn’t you say the same thing?

“I guess it would have,” he says.

“You’d have made it some kind of Maekyonite moral quandary.” She smirks. “We’d have weighed military and civilian lives and wrung our hands and raced against time to find some kind of nonviolent solution and you’d have pulled Sykora aside and she’d have made that awestruck face she always makes when you’re saintly at her.” She pooches her lips and widens her eyes.

“I—” A grin treacherously stretches Grant’s lips. “You’ve made your point, Brigadier.”

“And what you were doing took import.”

“Do you believe that? Do you think it’ll work?”

“Doesn’t matter what I believe.” A swarm of useless missiles casts a strobing membrane reaction across Hyax’s scar-pitted face. “We’re all about to find out.”



When the light appears and flares on the vessel’s prow, the measure of every faith is tested. Some stand, some sing, some hide. Some join a planetary scream of hysterical fear.

But the beam, when it touches Taiqan’s goldenrod surface, doesn’t bring the apocalypse.

It brings a skyscraper-sized woman made of light.

An alien woman, whose tail is thin, whose fringe is long and made of silky fur, whose proportions are halfway between a keeper and a female, whose face is flat and strange and undeniably beautiful.

Every loudspeaker, every PA, every handset and radio across and above the planet—every single thing with a speaker and a receiver is captured and thralled to the alien warship.

A planetwide crescendo swells forth. A swirl of interlocking harmonies, with a cascading flow of notes over top like a silver waterfall, played by some stringed instrument—a lquok, at first blush, but when the spectrotheists examine their recordings, later, they’ll discard that idea as impossible; lquoks don’t have six strings.

The woman’s shade-streaked eyes are closed as she sways to the music. Just a slow, natural movement, at first, and then a hook in the song catches her, and tugs her on an invisible line into a graceful, full-body roll, fluid and feline, that ends with her eyes snapping open. Under those painted lids they’re red as a Harok sunrise.

And she sings.

She sings a soft paean to the dawn. She sings praise to the gods and to the children of Eqt. And as the music darkens and grows propulsive, and she twists and twirls with it, she sings of calamity. Her sinuous body evokes the tempest; her words are full of fire and flood. She sings of the bright day after the thunderheads have cleared. She sings an exhortation to life and its resilience.

She sings, loud and vivid. And beautiful, but unexpectedly. Not schooled. Not elegant or preening or robed in ornamentation. Unadorned and magnetic, beautiful in itself and not in its instruction. Like a first night with a new lover—vulnerable, exposed, but so overcome with need that the risk must be taken anyway, that courage and desire must overcome the monumental fear of disaster or embarrassment or the simple act of being perceived, truly and nakedly.

And, yes: she sings of submission. The invaders’ terms appear, again, lyrically and with the full force of sacrosanct music, and the terror of a final doom intermingles in her voice with the ecstatic promise that there is no true end. That all is to be endured.

Grant sings with her, his soulful scratched-vinyl voice mingling with hers, his fingers dancing across his guitar, and he marvels at his Princess, at how all the fear has fallen away from her, and the bridge gazes at them. The Eqtoran munitions burst and criss-cross the sky that frames her, like an unhinged fireworks display. Sykora’s hasty costume and her anxiousness have transmogrified. The big joke they were all in on has transcended into a radiant something, something Grant has no Taiikari word for. And for maybe the first time, he believes, with heart-racing faith, that this insane final plan is actually going to work.

The light fades from the surface of Taiqan. And the alien goddess is gone.

A few seconds of stunned silence across the radio waves and then the song begins again. The enforced image skips and repeats. The Pike bombards Taiqan. Not with bombs or plasma, but music. The loop abates from the official communication and emergency lines; but everywhere else, it plays, and plays, and it’ll keep playing for seven hours and forty-seven minutes, and then the Black Pike’s batteries will silence everything on Taiqan, forever.

In the wake of the bridge crew’s applause, the minutes tick by, and they seek any sign that their Princess’s last command to the people of Taiqan has been heard. Will the Eqtoran armada’s cannons be stilled? Will the evacuation ships begin again? Will the tide turn, and the council surrender? Will the gazing, murmuring servants of Sykora be delivered from their duty, or will they become the butchers of the Eqtoran Republic?

In the chapel of the Omnidivine, Tymar sits cross-legged, hovering in the air. Around him, the weightlessness bells chime sweetly as they spin and carom off one another in the ether. A set of unlit candles has slipped loose from the cage that a careless acolyte left open; they turn slowly in midair.

“Terribly sorry, Brother Tymar.” A cleric pulls herself hand-over-hand along the prayer booths toward him. “We ought not to be in here during zero gravity.”

“That’s all right, Sister. Thank you for the warning.” He favors her with a warm smile. “I’ll be okay. You can tell my sister you told me so if I clonk my head on a column, okay?”

She shrugs with affable helplessness and sets about trying to corral the candles.

“Did it work?” Tymar asks. “The final appeal?”

“Don’t know.” The cleric bats a candle toward its cage with her tail. “But you have to imagine we’ll know within the hour whether the ships are flying out again, hmm?”

“You do.” He holds a hand out. “May I have one of those candles, please?”

She smiles and pushes one over to him. “I’ll leave you to it. Just, uh—ears up for the gravity announcement, yes?”

“I promise.”

Her tail hitches around a column and drifts her toward the exit. “Omnidivine keep you, Tymar.”

Tymar closes his eyes behind the red shelter of his anticomps and prays. His hands clasp tight around his unlit candle.

He prays to the Heavenly Court of Empresses Past to keep Sykora’s works on the side of the Principled Good. He prays to Eqt and the gods of Taiqan to show mercy to the children still on the Bright Shore and bring them safely out of the storm. And then, for good measure, he prays to Jesus, with the timidity of a stranger who hopes to be a friend. He prays for the Lord to take up Grant’s burden, and sustain him, and—

“Never suffer the righteous to be moved.” Tymar finishes the psalm under his breath. He opens his eyes and looks out the chapel window at the planet they orbit. “Well, Lord. Maybe, for a few hours, we could make an exception to that last bit.”

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Dukerino
                        

                    

                    Thank you all so much for reading! And thanks to Brother_Geoffrey for being the latest chad reviewer.
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Reader Mage [Litrpg]





He read the novel no one else would, and now had a System to show for it. 

Merlin Tyrrell’s favorite web novel, Singularity Mage, came to an end, and with it his dream of getting into one of the most prestigious Mage Academies on Earth.

Evaluated as Deficient—a Mage who could cast no spells—Merlin could only watch as his wish to be able to protect those he loved from the dangers Dungeons and Towers posed was snatched away from his finger tips. That was, until the author of Singularity Mage sent him a gift for being his sole reader until the end: the System of the novel’s protagonist, and his greatest Skill: Reader Mage

Now possessing the ability to analyze and deconstruct spells on the fly, maybe—just maybe—Merlin can finally achieve his goal and end up becoming the greatest Mage to ever exist.



What to expect:

- Weak to OP

- Mc never casts spells himself, but becomes able to deconstruct every spell thrown his way

- Dragon evolution---eventually















                


OEBPS/images/ffdl-61.jpg
v
L

: s‘ée'vescnes?
SRR






OEBPS/images/ffdl-60.jpg
A JASCRT - .

H‘ E“M HIELP‘E M

HﬂT

1‘tf‘nu

ALIEN ﬁl*ﬁ..FﬁlEflﬁ
CONQUER THE ,\IMPI@%





OEBPS/images/ffdl-59.jpg





OEBPS/images/ffdl-68.jpg
( « b A
“c {I'( (L)l





OEBPS/images/ffdl-67.jpg





OEBPS/images/ffdl-66.jpg
FOR THE






OEBPS/images/ffdl-65.jpg
A Nemine omnibusque

somewhere Someplace
Volume - III





OEBPS/images/ffdl-64.jpg
THE ENDLESS
) < A M

h‘. _— A N 9
2






OEBPS/images/ffdl-63.jpg





OEBPS/images/ffdl-62.jpg





cover.jpeg





OEBPS/images/ffdl-72.jpg





OEBPS/images/ffdl-71.jpg
First
Ameng Equals

) - EARTHCHILD





OEBPS/images/ffdl-70.jpg





OEBPS/images/ffdl-69.jpg





OEBPS/images/ffdl-78.jpg





OEBPS/images/ffdl-77.jpg
=

il
A: KEEPER OF
« THE WALLS

>





OEBPS/images/ffdl-76.jpg





OEBPS/images/ffdl-75.jpg
An Epic ﬂero Story

WAS NOT ?

THIS NEAT B

LESBIAN,

; . HATED ME

I'D PISSED MYSELF AT THIS

I POINT





OEBPS/images/ffdl-74.jpg





OEBPS/images/ffdl-73.jpg





OEBPS/images/ffdl-3.jpg





OEBPS/images/ffdl-2.jpg





OEBPS/images/ffdl-1.jpg





OEBPS/images/ffdl-0.jpg





OEBPS/images/ffdl-14.jpg





OEBPS/images/ffdl-13.jpg





OEBPS/images/ffdl-12.jpg





OEBPS/images/ffdl-11.jpg





OEBPS/images/ffdl-10.jpg





OEBPS/images/ffdl-9.jpg





OEBPS/images/ffdl-8.jpg





OEBPS/images/ffdl-7.jpg
SIGILBOUND
REALMS

=
ANISH VISWANATHAM





OEBPS/images/ffdl-6.jpg





OEBPS/images/ffdl-5.jpg





OEBPS/images/ffdl-4.jpg





OEBPS/images/ffdl-25.jpg
WORLDS AWAY BOOK ONE





OEBPS/images/ffdl-24.jpg





OEBPS/images/ffdl-23.jpg





OEBPS/images/ffdl-22.jpg





OEBPS/images/ffdl-21.jpg





OEBPS/images/ffdl-20.jpg
ZANE EMERSON.





OEBPS/images/ffdl-19.jpg
o
0 \ L 2]
DYNTRIL ACADEMY

BRIAN Scnvci

Covea e B Fir A





OEBPS/images/ffdl-18.jpg
BY LAUGHYEAMER





OEBPS/images/ffdl-17.jpg





OEBPS/images/ffdl-16.jpg
REAPERBOUND
-
% l% ]

DEAD ZONE DEMON

BY LAUGHYEAMER





OEBPS/images/ffdl-15.jpg





OEBPS/images/ffdl-36.jpg





OEBPS/images/ffdl-35.jpg
SN
T






OEBPS/images/ffdl-34.jpg





OEBPS/images/ffdl-33.jpg
Optimizing Yourg






OEBPS/images/ffdl-32.jpg
MAGICALENGINEERING
BOOK 4: WIDEAREANETWORKING

BUTTOPIA






OEBPS/images/ffdl-31.jpg
T DA






OEBPS/images/ffdl-30.jpg





OEBPS/images/ffdl-29.jpg
%YPTMOT HER






OEBPS/images/ffdl-28.jpg





OEBPS/images/ffdl-27.jpg
P;h






OEBPS/images/ffdl-26.jpg





OEBPS/images/ffdl-39.jpg





OEBPS/images/ffdl-47.jpg
ISBKAI fAMlﬁ .
\5\ !

(\Jm

et





OEBPS/images/ffdl-46.jpg





OEBPS/images/ffdl-45.jpg
THE CURATOR






OEBPS/images/ffdl-44.jpg
N UE >

/ £

"o VEL WOVEN
S AN

-





OEBPS/images/ffdl-43.jpg





OEBPS/images/ffdl-42.jpg
o=
)Lby WhiskeEr fh! Mad ‘





OEBPS/images/ffdl-41.jpg
THE FOUR TREASURES SAGA

iE BREAKING

% ‘,l LITRP OV ADVENRURE  §
# WRITTEN BY THE LONGWINDED ONE  *
T o ey g e





OEBPS/images/ffdl-40.jpg





OEBPS/images/ffdl-38.jpg





OEBPS/images/ffdl-37.jpg
DAVID. NIEMITZ @

. APPRENT[CE

%%?





OEBPS/images/ffdl-50.jpg





OEBPS/images/ffdl-49.jpg
()

P-4 -4 D %0

‘F

=]0
Ves

NE





OEBPS/images/ffdl-58.jpg





OEBPS/images/ffdl-57.jpg





OEBPS/images/ffdl-56.jpg
nBL%@ DSTEEL
o |






OEBPS/images/ffdl-55.jpg





OEBPS/images/ffdl-54.jpg
o

_—

[
jt





OEBPS/images/ffdl-53.jpg





OEBPS/images/ffdl-52.jpg





OEBPS/images/ffdl-51.jpg





OEBPS/images/ffdl-48.jpg
delongchamp

PARAGIJN

~ oF WERPONMASTERS






