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Hetch wasn't going to make it to the bridge in time. Oars of steam-braided weave-wood groaned in iron rowlocks. She increased the rhythm of her strokes, splash, splash, splash, accelerating the chitin dory through the night, up the barely-flowing, reed-choked rivulet, pushing through moss-covered vines hanging from the swamp's tall ferns.

 Her breath gasped in urgency.

 A single point of light danced towards her through the heavy, evening fog; a lantern mounted on the front of a steam tractor. The engine approached, puff, puff, puff, towing its carriage. The lamp did little to illuminate the mossy marshland; a dim halo that served only as a marker for the vehicle that raced her to the bridge.

 The low, wooden crossing glowed, lantern-lit for safety, her goal, her beacon, her only hope, taunting her with its proximity. Hetch cursed and rowed with all her strength. 

 The maze of waterways that formed the mouth of the River of Vexation extended farther into Lake Forlorn than she'd calculated. It took Hetch too long to get out to the unwatched sections and find a route wide enough to paddle through. Rowing along the swamp's twisted waterways, avoiding the gaze of the Watchers, was laborious and time-consuming, especially against the increased flow and water levels of spring floods. If she'd left any earlier, before the mist and darkness descended, the Watchers would have seen her. On the night of the season's first Spring Brawl, keen-eyed riders a-plenty stalked the marshland.

 The lamplight faded. At first, she thought it was a heavier tendril of fog. Then her heart leapt. A bend! The road twisted across the uncertain ground, hugging whatever solidity it could find. The steam-carriage now wended away from her, following some curve.

 She might have time. Hetch took a deeper breath and steered into the middle of the river. Her arms grew weary. 

 She could rest in the carriage.

 As Hetch crossed, the steam of the tractor swelled closer, puff, PUFF, puff, PUFF. A whiff of charcoal tainted the air. 

 The bow of her boat clunked into the stone support closest to the opposite shore. Eventually, the entire bridge would be stone. Possibly this winter, after the terati harvest. There were more important projects to keep everyone busy through the colder months. No-one ever came this way. 

 Boats accessed the palace island through the harbour. That was the bulk of delivery to, and travel from, the official residence. Occasional steam engines hauled specialist wagons along this road, bringing spices, toys, trinkets, and contenders in their private, luxurious carriages for the year's three Brawls: Spring, Harvest and Winter. 

 The lack of use showed. The bridge looked ridiculously flimsy. No trees grew on this world, so they had to improvise the solidity of their larger structures. Stretched between the stone supports lay steam-plaited bundles of long spine-reed, lashed together by heavy-spun rope,. These formed two beams that spanned the stream, a little more than a metre above the flow. More ropes splayed from tall reed towers all along the lengths, supporting them from above, suspension style.

 The reeds and ropes were strong stuff but none of it seemed capable of carrying the full weight of a traction engine. Even a small one, such as that which, puff, PUFF, puff, PUFF, hauled its delicate carriage closer and closer.

 Hetch almost lost her grip on the oars as the idea sunk in. She was actually going to do this. Months of planning, staking out the Qualifier matches, following the contenders around, picking her target. Shestia may well be the best match for Hetch's height and colouring, but Shestia was fierce and would not go down without a fight. Hetch had no other options. There were few people on this planet with skin as dark as hers, let alone fighters.

 Impersonate a Qualifier?

 The very idea was born of madness. Made of it. Then again, this whole world was made of madness.

 Hetch pulled her little boat under the concealment of the bridge, quickly lashing it to the farthest rail so the river-flow would keep it hidden beneath.

 Shaking hands lifted off her smock, stretched a crab-bladder over her hair to keep it dry, tied a scarf across her nose and mouth. Her breath refused to settle as shrugged the net bag onto one shoulder, and slipped naked into the cool water.

 The muffled puffing reached the bridge; the engine loomed. Hetch quietly filled her lungs and sank far enough beneath that she stayed hidden in the murk, then drifted around the support to the river's edge. The bag she kept out of the water. It looked like a bit of flotsam bouncing around the stone piling. She didn't want to drown the bog-bug larvae, inside.

 Watchers cleared reeds for a couple of metres on either side of the roads and bridges, snip, snip, snip, to stop anyone doing exactly what she was about to attempt. Here on the first of the reed bridges, she should be able to come up between the two suspended rails and make her attack. 

 Huh. Attack. Hetch almost laughed at the idea of attacking one of the Chosen on their way to the Great Hall.

 Everyone trained to fight, of course, and Hetch demonstrated some aptitude in that regard. However, her militia training was nowhere near the level required to qualify for a Brawl. In any case, she had no desire to join the harem. Hetch had other ideas.

 More than that, Hetch had a plan.

 She had to get into the library.

 But first things first. 

 The tractor slowed right down as it tried to mount the bridge. From beneath the water's distortions, Hetch watched the wavering silhouette of the driver lean and crane her head about, carefully controlling the wheels and throttle valves. The engine eased onto the rope-hung beams.

 Hetch had to wait, wait, wait.

 Careful.

 If she was seen, it was likely the driver had a spear. Or worse, some sort of firearm. A bang and racket that would draw a skittering of Watchers.

 Hetch could wait under the water. She was a shrimp diver, after all. Six minutes was her record.

 The tractor's back wheels eased on. The driver seemed to be having a fit, so energetically was she twisting about in her desire to constantly check both sides, ensuring the engine mounted properly.

 The whole mass eased forward again. 

 A cautious driver. Taking her time. A surge of hope rose through Hetch.

 The traction engine reached the first stone support without incident. Now the wheels of the streamlined, single-seat pod-carriage reached the bridge. The driver lifted herself out of her seat and curled back to watch, frequently flicking her head forward to check the tractor wheels still rode true.

 The tall supports bent inward with the weight. Even from beneath the water, the bridge creaked and groaned horrendous protests. Ropes squeaked. Wood-plaits moaned. Water splashed.  

 That covered the small noises Hetch made as she slipped slowly from the river, grasping the sling suspension behind the rear wheel mounts. Careful with her hands. If she slipped and the carriage rocked the wrong way, she could lose fingers.

 Guards rode on a rear, running board when carriages like this travelled between distant villages. It made climbing on easier but without a sling seat crouching strained her knees. The slim cross-brace of the luggage rack on top, where Shestia stowed her ceremonial weapons for the journey, gave Hetch something to hang from. 

 Snap! 

 A carriage window shot down.

 An angry head thrust out.

 Hetch froze in the middle of sweeping excess water from her limbs. 

 "Veva, you little wretch! What's taking so long?" 

 Shestia looked forward at her driver. Fortunately, the driver did not want to make eye contact with her angry employer and answered without looking back. Hetch clung desperately behind the carriage, nearly losing her strained grip.

 "Apologies, Serrah Lough," the driver, Veva, responded. "The engine's track width is right narrow for them bridge beams."

 "If you are trying to use technical babble to make excuses for your own cursed incompetence…"

 "I's just being cautious, serrah!" There was a strange note of terror in the driver's voice. "I reckon you don't wanna arrive wet an' walkin'?"

 "By all the stars! You dump my carriage in this river and I'll whip the skin off your back! You'll cry yourself to sleep for a week! Now drive, you winkle-sucking tinkerer!"

 Hetch smiled coldly. It appeared the Chosen and her engineer did not get on very well.

 The window stayed open, perhaps for further admonishments.

 Perfect. 

 This was it. Her one shot. If Hetch was discovered, any animosity between the Chosen and her engineer would vanish. They'd take a great deal of pleasure blasting holes in, and hacking bits off, poor little Hetch.

 She'd try anyway.

 Slithering around the side of the carriage, Hetch pulled the bog-bug larva from her string bag, unwrapped it, and aimed its glands through the window before squeezing an eyestalk.

 The fat worm squirmed in distress and silently farted its noxious defensive cloud into the carriage.

 Hetch tossed it into the water, a prize meal for some lucky river-shrimp, and promptly lost her grip as she tried to swing behind the carriage.

 "Oh! What is that cursed-awful smell?" Shestia demanded. 

 Hetch's back thumped down onto a stone support. The solid impact stole her breath. Wait. This was a good thing. She didn't splash down into the water. The noise of the coach muffled her impact. She gasped for air and counted herself fortunate, scrambling for grip like a bug on its back.

 "Veva, you cursed wretch! Have you steered us into a … a methane pock-" Shestia started coughing before she could finish her accusation.

 Hetch rolled slowly, hauling herself up in silent agony, trying not to die from lack of oxygen. How did that whole breathing thing work? She seemed to have forgotten.

 "I ain't responsible for every whiff of gas in the entire marshland, serrah!" exclaimed Veva. She sounded defensive, a panicked pleading in her voice. Nothing but coughing answered from the carriage. Coughing that quickly grew weaker with each breath. It sounded like Shestia sucked in a good lung-full of the bog-bug larva’s defensive cloud.

 They used a filtered version to anaesthetise patients at the hospitals. Potent stuff. It should be more than enough to sink the Chosen into unconsciousness for hours. Well, at least an hour. Hopefully, without killing her.

 "Serrah? Are, are you a'right?" Veva asked, slowing the carriage to a halt.

 Hetch hissed a curse. She needed it moving to cover her sounds. Still winded, she tried to slip up close, picking the left beam. Shestia had opened the right-hand window, so that's where the engineer looked.

 "Serrah?" Veva seemed more terrified than concerned. 

 Hetch imitated a rasping-voiced approximation of the angry Chosen. She'd spent some time on her impersonation. It helped that the two of them looked a little alike, obviously from the same very-limited stock. Hopefully, she was close enough to the carriage for her voice to sound like it came from inside, "Cough, cough, just drive! Um. You nasty bug person. …dammit…"

 "Who in the seven pits is…?" Veva's head popped into view over the top of the carriage. She went wide-eyed at the sight of the naked stranger sneaking up on her. The head vanished and returned almost immediately, accompanied by a well-aimed pistol.

 Click, click, click. 

 Hetch turned to dive off the bridge, only to be confronted by a tall upright and its splay of taught ropes. She gasped. Sudden movement hurt too much for her to try anything fancy. 

 "Don't even think of escaping!" said the engineer. "I ain't no fighter, but I's an excellent shot! And this 'ere is a five chamber, clockwork pistol. My own design. Wait. Why're you naked?"

 Hetch gasped for air. At least the girl didn't blast her full of holes, or call for Watchers. Perhaps honesty would disarm her enough that Hetch could escape. "I was going to take the Chosen's clothes."

 "Ha! You thought a scrawny wretch like you'd subdue my mistress? Steal her invite? She's a Qualifier, y'know. Not some pampered champion of some prissy school."

 "I think I already subdued her."

 "Huh?"

 Hetch gestured at the carriage. "Squirted a bog-bug larva through the window. Cough, cough, cough, and she's gone all quiet. Should be mostly unconsciousness by now. Lasts about an hour, by all accounts."

 "Wait, you muzzed her?" 

 Hetch shrugged. "Spring. 'Tis the season for bog-bug larvae." 

 Veva swung down from her seat and onto the step under the door of the carriage, keeping her pistol expertly trained on Hetch the whole time. The driver peered cautiously inside, then leaned away, snorting, an expression of repulsion on her face.

 "Sure smells like it." Veva looked from the carriage to Hetch, then back to the carriage, then at Hetch once more. "Well. In that case…" She lowered the pistol. "Lemme get this fucking tractor off the bridge, and I'll give ya a hand undressin' her."

 "Huh?" Various bugs chirped in the swamp, others buzzed around the lights of the bridge. Hetch's brain switched gears. "Oh! Okay then. Good! Good, good."

 The Chosen and her engineer really did not get on very well at all. Perhaps that was why Shestia had to search all the way down to Port Wailing to find an engineer willing to take her to the Brawl. 

 Steam hissed and the wheels began to turn slowly, then faster, then too fast. The engine just made it off the bridge before one wheel slipped, causing it to bounce and shake as it dismounted the crossing, dragging the rocking carriage behind. Steam gushed and the whole affair halted.

 Veva unhooked the lamp from the front of the carriage and jumped down. "Ha. I saw yer boat under the bridge. Hoped something like this might happen." She went up on tiptoe, raising the light, and peered inside the carriage. "Well, the bitch ain't yelling at me for bad driving, so she must be really out of it. Luminous! We ain't got much time before the next carriage gets here. Come on, cutie."

 "My face is covered with a scarf. How do you know I'm cute?"

 "Well, you have nice tits. Besides," the driver opened the carriage door and smiled lasciviously at Hetch, "I've always had a thing for dark meat."

 "Great. A horny mechanic. Just what I- No! Don't go in. There's still gas in there. That's why I'm wearing the scarf, damp, so I don't get a lungful when I slip inside."

 "Oh, you're a thinker! I like you! Don't worry, the flame from the lamp is gonna burn off the stray gas. Watch." 

 Sure enough, the flame flared brighter with an eerie tinge as the engineer waved it about the interior. 

 "Best be keepin' that mask on, though. I's getting light-headed from traces. Well, hurry up and slip yer cute arse inside, I can see the light from the next carriage a'ready."

 Hetch peered over her shoulder. Faint, almost lost in the mist, another lantern glimmered, approaching. 

 "Move!" Veva urged. "Get her clothes off while I run up to the next bridge, quick. Um, you don't mind a bit of a bumpy ride?" Somehow, the driver managed to make the question overly salacious. 

 "How the pits should I know? I've never been in a carriage before."

 "Ha! Fantastic! I's always wanted to open Hugo up, see what he can do!"

 "Hugo? You named your engine after a man?"

 "Yeah. He's my own design. Before the stone bridge at Hermione's Crossing, there's one more span. It's short and kinda close to the palace but should be safe. If we run up to it right quick, we'll have a heap of time to get ya dressed. Let's go!"

 

*****

 

Hetch barely had the door closed before the carriage lurched into motion. She crashed down on top of the comatose Chosen, who shifted groggily before settling down again. Even through the scarf, Hetch tasted an odour. She opened the other window.

 The little engine up front huffed away mightily. Hugo the traction engine. Who names an engine after a man? Seriously.

 Hetch found the sensation of travelling so fast without moving highly disturbing. Her hands wandered from their task to do … something. Even a sailboat needed constant attention to keep it trim. Shaking her head, she occupied herself with the next part of her plan.

 The cramped carriage was built to carry one person. In some luxury, to be sure. Oil shone on the intricate parquetry that surrounded the green, upholstered chair. The whole thing had a Baroque feel. Matching, cloth-lined the roof. At the front sat a beautifully carved make-up box with a huge mirror.

 Shestia moaned and constantly shifted at the wrong time, in spite of the level of opiate coursing through her. Overall, she proved entirely uncooperative in Hetch's attempts to undress her.

 And what a dress.

 The armoured bodice fit tightly, with layer upon layer of small, curved sections overlapping like scales. It flowed almost like water as Hetch unbuckled the stays. The freedom of movement it must allow! She couldn't wait to try it on. A delicate patina of green on the metal matched in well with the ruffled flair of the moss-coloured bustle. The lines of the arm guards swept into the layered chest-piece with a grace that belied their practicality. The crown and cheek guards had the same green hue as the rest. They also contained a fine filigree of inlaid gold.

 Stunning. 

 Hetch admired the matching scroll work on the armoured boots as she unlaced them. Then the carriage hurled around a sharper corner.

 She felt it tipping and threw herself at the lifting side with a lake-farer's instinct for balancing a capsizing sail-boat. Steam hissed and the carriage bounced horrifically.

 "Woah!" came Veva's exclamation of surprise.

 For a moment, Hetch feared she might not even make it to the Brawl.

 The carriage slumped back onto all four wheels, still bouncing around enough to seriously strain the gut-line suspension. One larger bump and the ride smoothed out again. Hetch relaxed her grip on the window sill. 

 "That was fucked!" Veva called. "Ran us off the road a bit. I has to slow down 'afore the corners, not halfway through 'em. You a'right?"

 "Fine. But much more of that and you'll wake up Sleeping Beauty."

 "Yeah, yeah. I'll be careful. Hugo's doing so well! Only one more sharp turn 'afore the bridge."

 In spite of a distinct deceleration, the carriage still swayed strongly when they reached the last bend. Hetch leaned against the roll, almost casually, peering out the window as she worked.

 The view still showed dreary marshland, the occasional bush of twisted weave-wood, all shrouded in mist and night.

 Hardly picturesque.

 Muha-Maho Palace cast a glow on the otherwise dark horizon. The brightly-lit bridge hid most of that. A shorter affair than the previous wooden span, this one had no up-rights. Layers of weave-wood stacked across a series of close, stone supports, pinned at the corners with rotting iron.

 Veva approached the span then let off huge gouts of steam as she locked the traction engine in place. At least their headlong charge served to clear the fumes of the bog-bug larva. Hetch was able to remove the scarf.

 She already had the under-padding in place. Shin-guards, bracers. She took a moment to slip on the main bodice then stepped from the carriage. 

 "Let's have a look at ya, then," called Veva, as she dismounted the engine. "Wow, you are a cutie! Oh, shit! Is that all you've done? You ain't even fixed ya hair!" Veva immediately tried to fluff while Hetch fended her off.

 "What's wrong with my hair?"

 "The fighters kinda, do stuff to it. Style it up. Yours is all lop-sided."

 "This is how Shestia does it. A kind of mid-fro. I've seen her." 

 "In the qualifiers, maybe. This is a Brawl! Look at her!" 

 "I put a crab-bladder over it when-"

 "You'd've been better off making it wet! We coulda done something other than this." 

 "Oh, pits, no. Wet is a bad, bad, bad idea. It takes ages to dry. I usually keep it shaved right back. I only grew it out to try and match Shestia's style. Hers is a tighter curl than mine, though." 

 "Yeah. But she shapes hers, and stuff. Yours is a mess. Park yer arse on the step, here, and get those boots on while I try and get this more evener."

 Hetch sighed. Secretly, she looked forward to seeing herself all dressed up. There were other ways to sneak into the palace. None with so much activity and distraction as to allow her to make it all the way back to the library, hunt out the full resolution version of that image on the big screen, and search out the relevant documentation. All without being disturbed.

 "There. That's betta. You should talk to my bitch's hairdresser. I'll put you in touch. She's does wonders with these curls. There's this whole cornrows thing I's seen on one girl. Oh. Rows. Yeah. That gives me an idea. Where's the headpiece?"

 By the time they'd finished, the next carriage was practically upon them, puffing sedately around the last bend. 

 Veva unclipped the large mirror. The sight in the glass made Hetch linger. She looked like a warrior in full regalia. Even her hair.

 The headpiece was basically a crown, with nose and cheek guards designed to protect from glancing blows. Strikes to the head were illegal, though it was rumoured some of the men-folk liked scars.

 The fact that Hetch was shorter than the Qualifier meant the scaled bodice flowed down to the top of cuisses that rode slightly too high. Veva cannibalised redundant strips from the skirt of polished shell sections. The engineer jammed three of the thinner strips under the crown, running front to back, leaving the hair in between to stand up in distinct arcs. That might distract from the difference in hair between her and the sleeper. Cheek and nose-guards did a good job breaking up Hetch's features.

 She still didn't look enough like Shestia, but then Shestia defeated everyone she'd fought against this year. No-one in the Brawl should recognise her.

 "Yeah," said Veva. "Yeah. Good. That looks luminous. Right, hold this." She handed Hetch the large mirror. "Now, stand there an' look real pissed off, like yer admiring yerself in the light o' the bridge out of pure boredom. We'll be fine if no-one looks inside the carriage."

 The little engineer dived under the traction engine.

 A larger engine huffed into view, more conventional than the smaller, streamlined Hugo. It pulled the blue-and-cream carriage that marked a Qualifier from the Absolute Pits, the hemp fields and iron mines to the West. The carriage was larger and old-fashioned compared to the sleek, green pod Veva designed. The driver of the second engine, an older woman with strong features, didn't bother building up speed after the bend. She rolled up and halted in gentle puffs of steam.

 A resonant voice sounded from the carriage, "What's the delay, Pearson?" 

 The driver, Pearson, turned back. "There's a carriage blocking the road, serrah."

 "Will they be long? Or are they part of some ambush?"

 Veva wriggled out from under her engine. "Hey Pea!"

 "Vee! Hey! How they hanging?" Pearson turned back to her passenger. "It's alright, Serrah Tallchief. I am familiar with this particular engineer."

 Pearson pulled another lever and hopped down in a cloud of steam, wandering over for a quiet word. Veva hurried up to prevent the other driver getting an incriminating look at the unconsciousness Shestia. Hetch scowled and eavesdropped.

 "This your famous new engine design, is it, Vee? Broken down already, have you?"

 "Hey, Hugo's fine! He's right fine!"

 "Hugo? You gave it man's name?"

 "Yep. Runs beautifully, plenty of pull, just runs a little hot that's all."

 "You named it Hugo?"

 "Yeah. It's a fantastic heating unit. Just a bit hot. Melted the seal 'round the exhaust. Blew a gasket leading back to the boiler. Lost pressure. I's jammed it up with caulking. Should be right." Veva turned to Hetch, bowing her head deferentially. "If you'd care to step back inside, serrah, we can be on our way."

 Hetch put on her best Shestia voice. "About time, you hedge-born slug! Pits and fires, but I was growing tired of admiring myself!"

 "Stars forbid," Veva muttered to the older engineer, who did her best to suppress a grin. 

 "I shall have to make the trip down to Port Wailing and get a look at your new boathouse-workshop-thing," Pearson drawled. "Do you think you'll have 'Hugo' running properly by next week?"

 "He's running properly now! Oh. Just…"

 "A bit hot." Pearson grinned. "Yeah. I'll find an excuse to come by soon." She nodded farewell, turning back to her own carriage.

 Veva breathed out in quiet relief and helped Hetch into the pod. "That coulda gone a lot worse. I know Pea. She'll be making jokes about Hugo all up and down the lake." Veva seemed upset at the prospect as she indicated where the mirror clipped back on. 

 "Am I going to have time to do my make-up?" Hetch whispered.

 "How should I know? I'm not yer fucking servant! Oh, look. Keep it basic. Some of them men-folk like the natural look." Veva indicated sleeping Shestia. "See? A bit around the eyes. Lips. Copy her." 

 "Right. Sorry. I am grateful for the help-" 

 "Yeah, yeah. We gotta go."

 Hetch gingerly sat on the lap of her comatose prisoner, hoping the other carriage didn't have a view of how unnatural it appeared. How long was Shestia going to be unconscious with all this disturbance? Hopefully, long enough for Hetch to get into the palace.

 Veva closed the door and climbed up. The engine hissed, puffed, jerking forward, then eased into a crawl as it mounted the bridge. 

 They cleared the bridge and picked up speed. Hetch's heart thumped almost as quickly as the chugging engine. No turning back now. 

 Then, the magic happened.

 

*****

 

The heat from the palace burned away the surrounding mist. As the carriage approached, the dampness first began to glow with a golden intensity. Then it suddenly thinned, like a magician pulling back a drape, revealing Muha-Maho in all its glory.

 Electric lighting.

 The building shimmered in the darkness.

 The broad façade stretched in strong, clean lines. A huge portico swept up from the middle with enough room for an army of carriages underneath. Much defensive use was made of the cliffs. The surrounding wall ran low but sprouted a tall fence of close, iron spears, sharp at their ornate tips. They allowed the view to reach the road as it ran parallel to the island, heading for the grand bridge at Hermione's Crossing.

 A feat of engineering and bloody-minded persistence, Hermione's Crossing consisted of eleven stone arches rising high enough above the water to resist all flooding, and wide enough for two carriages to pass side-by-side. It was also the scene of the colony's greatest masacre, when three hundred Bleak Mothers charged across only to be cut down by the palace's plasma cannon. The radiant, electric lights of the long span glittered reflections in the deep, broad stretch of water that cut the palace island off from the rest of the lakeside settlements.

 The 'city' of Desolation sprawled along Lake Forlorn's southern shore. History said that when the original camp at Landing Site One failed, the survivors shipped south, discovering an expansive, inland sea. The caldera of a vast, ancient volcano, fertile lands expanded out from the waters, surrounded by broken hills sporting thick scrublands and tall reed-grass.

 The north shore was too steep; the western shore contained a series of geysers and hot springs stinking of sulphur; the eastern shore was a swamp. So south they settled.

 First, they built various mines, ore-fields and arable areas intended to supply the remaining crew and their children.

 And gather material for the ship.

 When the survey ship first malfunctioned on its journey between the stars, it veered wildly off course. Machinery failed on a massive scale, causing untold damage. They barely made it to this system. The second planet from the sun sat in the Goldilocks zone, abundant with early life, a breathable atmosphere. Animals had evolved to the stage of crustaceans. Greatly diverse, many huge and dangerous. Mosses, shrubs, and all manner of vegetation covered the land. A scientific discovery of monumental importance far from their original survey zone.

 Now, it was a prison.

 The idea was to mine for the resources needed by the repair-bots and continue, or at least fix the communications. Fate was unkind. An explosion rocked the orbiting craft. It quickly became apparent they needed more for repairs than could be easily located. It might take years.

 But this planet had atmosphere and food. Everyone moved down to work, a skeleton crew left above. They might have pulled it off.

 Then something big came out of the jungle one night. A herd of them crashed through the hi-tech fences and destroyed the ship's only remaining shuttle. The explosion destroyed most of their advanced equipment. 

 They were stranded, tantalisingly close to their salvation, orbiting a few hundred klicks above them. 

 Building a launch vessel from scratch with only basic tools proved frustratingly difficult. None of their hundred or so attempts made it out of the atmosphere. 

 They had no resources to repair the orbiting craft. No way to even reach it. The skeleton crew starved. Literal skeletons now.

 Automated systems kept the half-kilometre-wide ring stable, winking at them as it orbited. Decades upon decades. Tormenting them from the heavens. 

 Then the planet presented one last twist. Eating the plants and animals of this world slowly corrupted the DNA of the survivors, causing so few males to be born that the population was in danger of dying out.

 Three hundred years later, every male lived in the palace. Less than thirty of them. All desperately trying to continue the viability of the colony, generation upon generation.

 Only the worthiest women gained permission to join the harem.

 This was history. Taught in schools.

 This, sounded like a load of old crabshit as far as Hetch was concerned. Did no-one question this 'official account'? 

 Too many conveniences, things that seemed trite and simplified. Hetch wanted to dig, dig, dig. She'd started at school, digging, and got into trouble for it.

 "How ya doin'?" Veva called, a note of trepidation in her voice. 

 "Uh. Yeah. I've got my foundation done. Starting on the colourful bits." 

 "Right. …right… Are…?" 

 "What?" 

 "They ain't gonna know you in the palace, are they? There's folkes from nearby villages and, I mean-" 

 "I'm not local. Twingehampton." 

 "The one with the beach? That's so far away! Is it even still viable?" 

 "Mostly thanks to the beach. The copper mine is almost exhausted. It's mainly fishing to supply a few of the local settlements and mines. Plus, folkes come for the beach. We haven't had a palace visit since I moved there, years ago." 

 "Twingehampton. Right. I keep meanin' to visit." 

 "Beautiful views of the cliffs. Far, far, far enough away to call ourselves separate from the sprawl." 

 "Yeah, yeah. So no-one in the palace is gonna call you out?" 

 "Oh. No." 

 "Right. Right. You like it out there?" 

 "It has its disadvantages." 

 The link-up to the palace servers was so slow. Even after Hetch created a false terminal in town. Frustratingly, everything led her back to the main library. All the records she wanted were off-link. After the war, getting into the palace was nearly impossible.

 Except on nights like this, with a daring plan and, as it turned out, some help from a friendly engineer.

 "Disadvantges?" Veva said. "Yeah. This whole planet has disadvantages. Look, I's run us up a bit quick, to get a lead on that carriage back there. Do some lipstick and a bit o' colour around yer eyes. Her lips are a bit bigger than yours, so, y'know, go outside the lines. It's not gonna matter so much. After the first fight yer gonna be all covered in blood and bruises-"

 "Don't worry, I'm not going to fight. I'll slip away before then."

 "Slip away! There ain't no slippin' away! How are ya not even here to fight? Are you insane? Well, obviously yer insane, otherwise ya wouldn't be tryin' this shit. Seriously! Ya ain't gonna be able to slip away! What in the seven pits is the matter with you? Don't ya wanna get at the men?"

 "I'm not driven by such shallow motivations."

 "Ooo. Get you! Stars above! Have you even thought of what to do with the body?"

 "The body? What? No! I'm not going to- Why would I kill her?"

 "'Cause she ain't gonna rest until she finds ya, after she's woken up! Hang on, I gotta slow for the bridge."

 The carriage wobbled as the engine shed speed. Hetch had a sneaking suspicion the rough-talking engineer liked going fast, living dangerously, helping rebels like the Bleak Mothers, or the Daughters of the Iron Drum, or, well, herself.

 It was a funny thought, that she was a rebel. One who'd hijacked a carriage to storm the palace.

 An outlaw.

 She had no intention of ever being known as one. That's why she wanted to use Shestia's name to get through the door, and then slip away in the confusion of the Brawl. But if she couldn't slip away? That was worrying news. Hetch trained, but she was too slight to be much of a threat. She was better with weapons, having had more practical experience with them against the world's various, unfriendly fauna. However, that sort of combat was rare, if not outright banned.

 They rounded the corner onto the bridge. Muha Maho Palace presented magnificently. Pale stone, a carefully manicured road lined with perfectly symmetrical bushes, evenly planted. A broad lawn of purple, orange, and green moss in beautiful, sweeping patterns. All lit by ornate lampposts sporting lights bright, bright, bright. Glowing enough to challenge the dreariness of the world. Every window shone.

 Watchers towered at the gate on their looming walkers.

 Hetch had never seen walkers up close. From here, she could see how small the body was compared to the long, strange legs. Half shell, half exposed muscle. One was taller than the other, with shell almost covering the legs. Older. The front legs of the six ended in frightful, sharp pincers. The riders perched in comfortable-looking saddles on the bodies as high as the top of the carriage, electrodes drilled into the head for control. They paid close attention to the huge beasts they rode, and the approaching steam engine.

 A guard at the gate waved them through. They were in a carriage, after all.

 Veva eased past the towering terrors. Their legs trembled and stamped, pincers twitching up. Clack! Clack! Clack! The crustaceans snapped a warning to this beast of metal dragging its delicate cargo. The Watchers expertly calmed them, tapping the shells in specific places.

 Hetch hunched back, pure dread pressing her into the unconscious contender who currently served as a seat cushion. She hoped the beasts could not smell fear. 

 Once through that terrifying gauntlet Hetch took a moment to calm her breathing, glancing out the window at the wide park in front of the palace. She was surprised to see how far they still had to travel to reach the entrance. This place was huge.

 Palatial, even.

 "Pits, but I hate those things," Veva said of the walkers. "Stick yer head back in! Ya can't be staring all agog!"

 "I am all agog! This building is amazing!"

 "Fine. Whatever. Look. Yer in deep trouble if'n ya think ya can slip away during the season's first Brawl. I'm gonna fake a steam-out when we get close, pull up short and park it on the side, there. That'll give us a couple of ticks to work out some sort of plan."

 "I'll be able to slip out then, will I?"

 "Stars no! If we don't both climb them broad steps and head right up to that there big door, we'll be shot. I has to hand over yer invite. They does that ceremony thing where they collects yer blood. Maybe I'll try and get the carriage to the workshops, get Shestia inside the palace from there. Meet up or somethin'."

 "How will I find you? What in the seven pits am I-"

 "No idea. Not a clue. You'll be conspicuously walking through the entrance hall, into the shiny foyer, then straight down into that there brawlroom, with every other competitor staring at ya all the way, chewing on how much of a threat you'll be. There ain't no getting around it. Yer gonna have to fight."


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Galetea

 

 

Captain Galetea Granger stalked about her chambers, ripping open cabinets, rifling through drawers. Music sifted faintly from the brawlroom, an occasional louder laugh. Where were the cursed earrings? She couldn't find them anywhere!

 Most of the school-girls were here already. She should be at the door to greet them, monitor the staff, check a few invitations.

 Most importantly, she wanted to eye up this latest batch of Qualifiers as they began to arrive. Which would be any minute now. There might be some worthy of progression and some who should be stopped. Pairing the fights was vitally important. Give the undesirables to the better fighters, eliminate them early.

 The gold earrings? No. Marcus loved the layered shell. So white. Pure. They should be in the jewellery box.

 She wished seven curses on the faceless maid whose careless cleaning- Then she remembered. She'd tucked them inside the clock to keep them away from the cursed, thieving maids.

 A small "Ha!" of satisfaction escaped Galetea as she skipped over to the dresser, snatched the clock and flicked at the latch holding the rear compartment. Fiddly, delicate. In spite of her urgency, she took her time. No need to ruin something so precious in mindless haste. A clock like this was a rarity of engineering, a reminder of the status and technology humanity once possessed. And still did, out among the stars.

 A tiny click and it opened. Galetea fished inside. Yes! Finally.

 Gathering her sceptre, she stood before the full-length mirror.

 Perfect.

 Except. She leaned closer to the polished surface. Where was that youthful softness? Gone to years of harsh decisions. War. Even when she smiled, she no longer glowed. There were too many lines. Vanity was never a consideration when she was younger. She was a doer, an achiever. But like a terati that could see the dark spots growing on its peel, signalling the decay within, Galetea knew she would never again be chosen to bear a child. Three was her limit. Nevermore a whispered word of passion in her ear, nevermore the large hands of a fevered man grasping, exploring.

 She swung the sceptre in frustration, released a deep sigh and focussed on the task at hand: ensuring the survival of humanity on this planet.

 Galetea swept down glowing corridors in her white, lace gown seeded with mother of pearl, trimmed and accented in blue, with rare sapphires studding the clasp at her shoulder. The other arm stood bare, allowing a display of the strength and depth of muscle she worked so hard to maintain.

 Her mind buzzed with a background of worry. Everything needed for the Spring Brawl was assigned, completed, and personally checked. There would always be minor problems to chase down. Fixing those was exactly the sort of challenge she relished.

 "Gal, my love!" Marcus called, sauntering towards her from a side corridor. There were men who knew how to saunter. Marcus definitely reigned among them. He was slender, even at his age, when most men had already succumbed to the privileges their position provided, indulging in everything to excess.

 "What in the seven pits are you doing here?" she demanded. "You should be in the gallery by now!"

 "I was looking for you, of course!"

 Galetea noted the grey at his temples, the heavier make-up, distorting a face still smooth and fresh in spite of his age. The rough, broken nose was a recent acquisition. There was a lot of fuss, a few months back, when some idiot woman objected to his advances. One of the cooks? He'd been forced to subdue her. Gal recalled he could play rough. These girls were too naive to appreciate a real man. Besides, the pregnancy didn't even take. Her name was lost to futility.

 Galetea remembered Marcus as young, strong, straight nosed, uncertain eyes. She'd taught him a thing or two back then. But she was too old now. Best not to dwell on such things. The men liked them young and fertile. For Marcus, however, one last fling with Marcus, a week at the huts, relaxing in the sun by the water, fevered nights, she might be tempted to join the Brawl herself.

 "Well, now you've found me, Marcus. Frabjous day. Get back to the gallery!"

 "Oh, but I have a request."

 Galetea snorted. It was sweet how the men seemed to think they were in charge. Indulged, certainly. Pampered, definitely. But it was best to keep them away from the decision-making process. Except. She felt such a stirring whenever she saw Marcus. He fathered two of her children. Father of seven males in his time. However, even he could not pull them from this current crisis. 

 Drawing a strong breath, she asked, "Go on then, what is it?"

 "Why, blood, my dear. What else?" As she sighed, he smiled, and continued over her exasperation, growing more serious. "Death always gets me going. A splash of red on pure, pale skin. We bred more sons during the war than any other time. Put the fear of death into the room and every man in there will get hard. Even old Raymundo."

 "Is he down from Stars' Reach? Whatever for?"

 "Oh, yes. He made the trip from Bedpan Alley for the Spring-"

 Gal almost giggled. "Don't call it that."

 "Have you ever been up there? Where they send us men to die? It stinks of old people and piss! Stars' Reach. It's at the top of Bleak Outlook, a very small hill. Hardly going to reach the cursed stars from there. Might as well call it Coronary Château." Gal actually laughed. It was good to let off steam now and then. "Actually, no-one's quite sure why he came down. He keeps mumbling something about finding the right girl."

 "Well, that is the point of the Brawl," Galetea conceded. "Find the strongest breeders." 

 "Yes! And if we're to find a girl who can breed boys, well. I'm the one to roll them. I've bred more sons than anyone. Half that gallery are my progeny. And blood, pits-and-fires! Blood will-"

 "It's the first Brawl of the season, Marcus. I can't-"

 "And we need to show people how desperate we are! Eleven years now! Eleven! Kalteus the last man-child, fathered by that fop Eagleton of all people!"

 "We can still breed women. There are many stock lines. Good, pure lines. Some of the distant villages haven't been rostered for a nearly a decade."

 "And WHY NOT? Why in the seven pits-?"

 "They aren't in the seven pits. They are in the outer pits. Copper, aluminium, we had to survey a long way out to find decent-"

 "Yes, yes. But why haven't we had our hands on them? If the ore's coming back, so can the girls. You know we don't like them old."

 "Marcus, please. The colonies are scattered. Then there are those like the Daughters of the Iron Drum. That star-cursed woman, Ann, and the rest of the war criminals that managed to escape. They tempt women to their secret hideout, more and more each year. Fucking bitches." 

 Gal took a breath to calm herself. The Daughters were her personal white whale. She was old enough to have fought in the war, but too young to remember whether all that blood and fury changed anything.

 Then the instigators escaped, and she was put in charge of tracking them down. Thirty years later they still eluded capture. Her one failure. 

 She sighed again. Doing that a lot recently. "Besides, Marcus, not everyone participates in the Brawls, the Science Fairs, the Games, the Maid Selection. Everyone is born in the palace, but there's no room here. They have to be distributed to where the work is, where they can be fed efficiently. There are pockets of women who avoid-"

 "Women who have no interest in men, you mean? Women who are useless!"

 "I'm not in control of everything, my dear. After the mess with the comms link to the ship, well! We were so close to speaking with the Naginata. That failure… People thought we'd be rescued. Then the war-"

 "And whose fault was that? A war? On a planet with barely any people! A bunch of star-cursed servants!"

 "Marcus! Don't start with that! Servants, leaders; light-skinned, dark-skinned; young, old. None of that matters! We need to breed sons. We can't afford one of our best to be so fussy. You won't live forever, no matter how much you've kept your looks." A strange expression flashed across his face at that. Maybe he didn't like being reminded he was only good for one thing. "Get back to the gallery! I'm already late as it is, and you're making me even later. I won't be able to sort any of the Qualifiers at this rate."

 An easy grin crossed his handsome features and she felt that tugging in her chest again. Oh, for one more fling with that man! "That's why I come to you, Gal. I know you feel it as strongly as I. You sort those girls. Sort them good. Find me those women most worthy, Gal." He stepped away, speaking over his shoulder as he expertly sauntered back into the palace. "You dig me out those strong lines. I'll give you sons!"

 She watched him until he disappeared. Why did she always need a pause to settle herself after meeting him? She had feelings for so many of the men, even those she had not bedded. Was she too soft on them? Doting, indulgent? They had a way of getting under her skin. Distractions, that's all they were. That's why they were locked up in the palace, to keep them away from the workers, keep them safe. Marcus, however, was so much more distracting than any of the others. He was-

 Galetea punched the wall. Pain sharpened her mind. She strode off with new purpose, spinning the sceptre in her other hand. She would find him the strongest-

 Ow. That hurt more than it used to. Shaking her hand, she frowned in frustration. She was getting too old, too soft. If only they could get off this planet, or even get a signal out. The radio project took a lot of effort and resources. Send a signal to the nearest base.

 Twenty light years.

 It would be at least twenty years until a rescue, even if they could fire a signal strong enough to survive through deep space. Galetea would not live to see it.

 The ship, then? But her girls said it went into ultra-paranoid war-mode when their questionable signal failed to satisfy the security program. Naginata's interstellar comms were damaged in the explosion. Without the right handshake protocols there was no means to get the proper materials up there for the nanites to effect a repair.

 Interstellar communication was their best alternative. If they could make the tools, that would make the tools, that would make such a thing possible.

 Everyone dreamed of rescue. Some even suggested there was already a ship searching. The accident threw the Naginata a hundred stars off course. They were lucky they found this planet at all. A search party could waste millennia searching in the wrong direction. 

 Until then, this puddle of humanity must not dry up.

 

*****

 

The huge, electric chandelier above the main reception hall glittered off many a set of polished armour, glinted from spear-tips, washing the shadows from the corners of Galetea's mind as she strode to her position by the entrance.

 Yes.

 They were strong.

 Bas-reliefs flanked the large doors; Terrence and Eliza-Jane. The saviours of this community. The two people who took charge when all was lost, who faced unimaginable difficulties, and three hundred years ago built this palace to celebrate their success.

 Well. An algorithm designed it. Construction nanites created most of the structure.

 Much of the prosperity of these first settlements owed their establishment to nanite-assisted construction. They tried to re-program the construction-nanites to manufacture instruments, machinery. Disaster! But when the little bugs virused out, humanity persisted. 

 The palace and the two closest ports rose as a demonstration of what could be achieved, and all they had lost.

 They would reach the stars again. People fought for their place in the universe. These fighters, marching through the doors with their attendants, were prepared to fight for the literal survival of this courageous colony. This was worth fighting for.

 A raised voice from the tall, black, iron doorway caught her attention. One of the contestants appeared unhappy about something. Yes. Now, this was the sort of issue she relished fixing.

 Galetea marched on.

 "What's the problem?"

 "That's what I want to know!" came the reply from outside.

 It was definitely a Qualifier. She had that provincial touch. Something too simplistic in the hair, the make-up. The armour was exquisite. Green-tinged, over-lapping scales, beautifully crafted. Very short. Revealing too much leg and hint of what sat at their top. Clever girl. That would get the men going. 

 Ah. It was Veva Lambert standing beside her. The upstart engineer from one of the Ports. Or was it the Comptons? Dolor Compton? Compton Heartache? No, it was Port Wailing. A new workshop purpose-built outside the town. Nasty little upstart of a woman. Not the kind of mind they needed in the harem right now. They needed electricians, mathematicians. Veva might be useful in building the housing for the transmitter, the generator, but they needed to get the cursed thing working first.

 Veva spoke, an edge of terror in her voice that worried Galetea. "I only dropped it! It's still a valid invitation, even-"

 "I will whip the skin off your back if you have-"

 "Serrah! Please!" Galetea interrupted the Qualifier. Talking about whipping someone? She had a disturbing instinct that was not just an expression. This one looked fierce. The kind of inner fury that might make up for her scrawny physique. "We have a master list. What's your name?"

 The dark-skinned woman drew herself up to her full height. Not that impressive a sight, to be honest. There was something about this fighter. These provincial women should not be so presumptive. But then, these blood-lines needed to be rotated-in.

 The Qualifier said, "A master list? My name will be on that, then."

 "Indeed it will. And. What. Is. Your. Name?" Galetea enunciated clearly. A few years ago, she might have thought more harshly of this sort of attitude, but she understood now. It was nerves. Fear had strange ways of manifesting in human behaviour.

 "I am Shestia Lough." She tapped her ceremonial spear on the stonework, fluttering the patterned cloth attached. "Western Farms Qualifier."

 The little engineer flinched. Galetea narrowed her gaze on the Chosen as the door-bitch rolled through the scroll. Well. Perhaps this was the sort of woman to pair with one of the stronger fighters and eliminate early. Given the darker skin-tone, it might even convince Marcus that she cared about his light-skin crabshit.

 "Yes, from Charlton Misery," the door-bitch said. "We have your name on the list. You should both proceed to the reception line." The woman tucked her scroll under one arm and gestured for the arrivals to enter. Galetea blinked when she couldn't remember the door-bitch's name. Pits, she really was getting old.

 "Er, serrah, if I may?" the engineer begged with her expression as much as her words.

 "Of course. Veva, isn't it?"

 "Yes! I'm surprised you know me."

 Galetea cracked half a smile. "Your reputation precedes you."

 "Right. Not sure if that's a good thing or a bad thing." Veva attempted a lascivious laugh that crashed into stony silence. "Ah, yeah, but nah, yeah, my new traction engine had a steam out. We ran into some problems on the way up here, an' all. Had to stop for a quick repair in the marsh. D'you have, like, a garage around the back there? At all? I need some sealant, maybe some solder, tools. Clamping ring. Stuff you might find in a workshop. Stuff what I could use?"

 "It is a Brawl, little tinkerer," Galetea answered. "Most of the household staff are forbidden to leave their quarters. Guards are serving drinks, past champions, all. I'm sure none of them would even entertain the idea of pushing your engine-"

 "Oh! No, no, no. Nobody has to push nothin'. I know the engineer on the carriage behind - oh, that one coming up the drive there, now." Galetea leaned out and noted the bobbing lantern on the front of another approaching tractor. A smaller engine hissed and dripped a few metres from the steps. Veva's broken unit. "I can use that machine to drag Hugo 'round-"

 "Hugo? You named your engine for a man?"

 "Uh, yeah. Hugo. Pearson can get him to whatever workshop you have-"

 "Alright, alright." Galetea sighed in frustration. "Ebba!" she called to one of the guards, who immediately strode to the door. "Ebba here will accompany you to the workshop. Please conclude your repairs expediently," she told the engineer.

 "Oh, there's no need for-"

 "Yes, there is a need for that. Ebba has a skeleton key for the gate and workshop. And she'll be watching, in case you get any ideas." The next carriage puffed up to the steps. "Serrah Lough." Galetea nodded to the Qualifier. "I shall accompany you to the registry."

 "Very kind of you," the Chosen replied.

 "One of my people will have to accompany the other Qualifier."

 "Your people?" Shestia seemed surprised. "Oh, the sceptre. You're Captain Galetea?"

 "Indeed." She swept into the hall, forcing the Chosen into a startled jog just to keep up, spear-flag fluttering.

 "Your reputation precedes you also," the Qualifier said.

 "Well, that's…" There was something about the woman's tone when she said that. Like she knew something. Huh. Rumours buzzed about the lake quicker than dazzleflies. It shouldn't concern her but Galetea had deep secrets, from the war and after. The kind of things no-one wanted aired in public. "What exactly about my reputation?"

 "Harsh but fair. Always something I admire. I like someone who's strict. You see too many people whining at these fights, people who've lost fair and square demanding a rematch, throwing accusations. Excuses, excuses, excuses."

 "Have you never lost?"

 "Occasionally. Never saw the need to whine about it."

 Galetea couldn't help but agree. Especially the school girls, when they were beaten by a Qualifier. Just because they showed some early aptitude and were sorted into a school, they thought they 'deserved' or 'had a right'. 

 The hall-marshal bowed and reached out. Shestia bowed and handed over the flag. It would be slotted into the appropriate side of the ring to show which area was fighting. People gambled on the fights. Disgusting habit. Not that there was any currency to exchange. The palace kept a tight control over its extra credits. But favours, servitude, food. All manner of things that encouraged larceny and other skulduggery among the women. 

 The Qualifier stood for her blood drawing. Hardly enough to get Marcus excited, unfortunately. A drop in each of the four vials showed she'd taken no enhancing drugs.

 She was checked for illegal weapons, unfairly sharpened sections of armour, razors in the hair, and searched in other places she seemed surprised to be searched.

 Which was odd. As a Qualifier, she should be used to this, unless things were a little more lax in the outlying areas.

 Galetea realised it was nerves. And maybe it was her nerves, also, after the encounter with Marcus. Perhaps that was why the Qualifier got under her skin. She was quite the beauty, for a fighter. Still had all her own teeth. Young. Everything going for her.

 Well.

 She checked her roll, looking for a pairing. There was an uppity schoolgirl, Demita Budd, who could do with being taken down a peg or two by a skilled outsider. Or there was- oh, pits and fires! Aqualina Ibsen. Prize of the Summerlund school in Port o' Tears. A monster of a girl. Towering, strong, not averse to breaking limbs. Unassigned, as yet. Which one should this Qualifier fight? 

 Shestia settled her armour after being searched and nodded to the next Chosen, already arrived. She smiled, then seemed to remember a stern expression. 

 "Serrah Tallchief. I hope you were not overly anxious when you came upon us, broken down in the swamp."

 "I was not alarmed," the Hemp Fields Qualifier replied, a contemptuous look. "The prospect of a quick warm up against some rebels or bandits had me excited."

 "Yes. I thought Veva might be part of a conspiracy, or some such, when we stopped. Unfortunately, it was only incompetence."

 Shestia rejoined Galetea. They moved through the reception hall towards the huge, glittering space of the brawlroom.

 "Apologies for making such a fuss at the door," Shestia said. "I thought we wouldn't get here at all with that star-cursed engine. Then she dropped the invitation. I think I genuinely frightened the poor girl. I suppose I'm nervous. This is the first time she's qualified."

 "She?"

 "What? Oh, I mean me. First time I've qualified. Sorry. Nerves."

 Galetea nodded curtly. "Take a moment to settle yourself, once you're in the hall," she suggested. "You'll be looking around for a friendly face, if I recall my first time here. But remember, you defeated all-comers to qualify, so no-one here will know you. Eat something, if you can keep it down. If not, the facilities are well guarded to prevent guests trying to run away, but the cubicles can provide a moment's refuge."

 "Do guests really try to run away?"

 "More often than you'd think."

 "Well, this is exactly where I want to be," the Qualifier said. "The advice is appreciated. Thank you."

 Gemma, the name of the Grand Marshal who announced the fighters today, reached for Shestia's invitation. "Misplaced," Galetea said. The standard euphemism used to cover the tremendous variety of reasons fighters had for why they'd lost their invitations.

 "Name?"

 "Demita Budd."

 "I think Demita is already in the room, ma'am," Gemma pointed out, a quizzical expression under her helmet.

 "Oh, I'm sorry," Galetea almost laughed at herself. "I was thinking of another matter. This is Shestia Lough, Western Farms Qualifier."

 Gemma turned to herald the name into the brawlroom. A voice inside called, "Silence!" A deep, male voice, cracking with age. "I said we must have silence!"

 The voice boomed with an undertone of panicked exaggeration. What in the seven pits was going on? Galetea pushed into the room, Shestia and even Gemma following, looking left, towards the elevated men's gallery. Elevated to protect them from the women on the brawlroom floor. There stood old Raymundo, banging on the gallery's boards with a heavy staff of weave-wood. It rang out like a drum. "You must list-" He gasped for another old breath "Must listen!" he intoned.

 "You sound like the ghost from Hamlet," one of the men behind called, unkindly. "List! List! Ha!"

 Raymond glanced back, but addressed the brawlroom. "And like that old father, I implore you! Hark! List! Oh, List! My hour is almost come, but pity me not! Bend your hearing to the seriousness. It's all folded, and such."

 Galetea glanced the other way, back towards the matrons on their platform. Not a gallery. A raked rise with comfortable chairs. Old bones needed a place to rest and get a decent view. A few of the elder women stirred but none made any gesture to stop the raving patriarch.

 Galetea placed her hand on a shoulder of one of the guards. "Grab a couple of girls and get under the gallery. Catch him if he topples over the railing."

 "We are doomed!" Old Ray declared. The gallery of men began jeering, some clapping. That only made Raymundo yell louder. "We will burn in these fires until our sins have been washed away!"

 What, by all the stars, was this? Every beautifully painted eye, every carefully coiffed head in the brawlroom regarded this robed figure gesticulating wildly with his staff. Crafted armour rattled all around the room as fighters pushed for a better view. Even the musicians squawked to an awkward stop.

 A man behind him called, "None of us have sinned, you old coot!"

 "You know of what I speak!" The voice carried over the entire, quieting brawlroom. "Oh, yes. There are sins a-plenty in this room!" The collected women looked on, in awe, or curiosity. "I could a tale unfold whose lightest word would freeze your soul! But I have so rankly abused my privileges that I have no right to blazon it to ears of flesh and blood."

 "Sit the fuck down, Ray. We're here to watch some fights!"

 Galetea peered into the darkened box, kept dark lest a gathering of so many men distract the women from their matches. Raymundo leaned out into the light. Several hands on the floor below reached for him, anticipating a plummet.

 "But hear me! Among you stands one girl, the right girl, whose sandals none of you are fit to tie! She! She will take away the sins of this world! It is time! Her you must find! Seek! Seek with all your might, every ounce of your heart's blood! I have felt it in the water! The season is here, the rhythms of this world!" Galetea spotted Marcus making his way down to the front of the gallery. "You will not find her through fighting! Your saviour, your salvation! She! Her time is at hand!"

 Marcus gently took his arm. "Enough now, Ray. You'll have a nasty fall, hurt yourself."

 "Don't threaten me, you…, you monster!" Raymundo raised his heavy staff. A couple of the men lunged and caught him. The tussling knot moved back into the dimness of the gallery, with only an occasional cry of old outrage emerging. 

 Marcus sauntered back down.

 "Well, that was as invigorating as it was cryptic, don't you think?" he said. Most of the assembled women laughed with nervous energy. Marcus often had that effect. "Come now! Let us get back to the matter at hand. We are here for a Brawl, are we not?" The fighters looked around, astonished and unsure. "Stars! Let us not stand on ceremony! Come now! Let's get these fights started!"

 Galetea's gasp joined many others as Marcus suddenly swung over the gallery's railing, hung from it briefly, then dropped down into the hall. Panic rose, a pressure in her very blood. This was not going to end well.

 For most of these girls, this was the first time they'd even seen a man, never mind such a specimen as Marcus. These women were ferocious, in the mood to disrupt and be disrupted. Even some of the guards had little to no contact. The men's compound was kept separate, a section apart. At the back of the palace overlooking the lake. 

 Marcus strode into the room, raising everyone's blood even higher.

 "What are you all here for, if not to fight?" He swept towards Galetea, a gleam in his eye as if he'd been infected by Raymundo's madness. Someone jostled the wrong person, and they pushed back. A fight nearly broke out in the brawlroom, such was the heavy charge that crackled in the air.

 "Marcus! Please, I'll have some guards escort you-"

 But he ignored her, and grasped Shestia by the arm. "Why are you here?" he demanded, loudly, of the overwhelmed Qualifier. "No answer for me? Well, let me show you."

 He dragged the armoured woman up to the raised circle, stepped over the thick rope embedded into the edge, onto the pressed blue-clay. Whistles of appreciation sounded from the gallery, calls and clapping.

 "Look at this magnificent armour! This beauty within!" Marcus displayed the woman like an exhibit. "What we have here is not a fighter but an ardent woman, willing to do anything to keep humanity alive on this rock! Such people are desperately needed. For we are desperate! Old Raymundo was right about one thing. Our time is almost come. Extinction is upon us! It has been eleven years since a man-child was born!"

 A collective confusion rose around the room. Galetea cursed. That was not common knowledge. It would be tomorrow. Stories from the Brawls swept through the colony like dazzleflies. She should put a stop to this but Marcus wanted his bit of fun, and it might be easier to let him have it. One brief scrap, a bit of blood, then they could get back to the proper schedule.

 Why did she indulge him, so?

 "Yes!" said Marcus. "Eleven years! Is there anyone here who can change that? Perhaps, you?" Shestia blinked in befuddlement. Her first Brawl, and she had no idea of the correct protocol in this situation. She stood in the centre of the ring, awkward and out of place. "No? But here! Here is another!" Marcus strode over and grabbed- Oh! By all the stars!

 "Aqualina!" she muttered.

 This was a hideous mismatch. 

 "Quite the specimen! Yes, indeed! Pits and fires! Look at those arms!" He gestured to his choices. "Either of these women, any man would be happy to bed! But who should have that honour? If only there was some way to determine! Which! Was! Worthy!"

 Grunts came in rhythmic concussion from the balcony, stamping of feet, traditional before a fight. "Huh! Huh! Huh!"

 "But perhaps we need to even the odds!" Marcus continued.

 Stars, yes! Half again as tall, Aqualina's arms were nearly as thick as the Qualifier's legs. How had this little woman ever managed to defeat all-comers? Marcus grabbed a couple of spears from the guards who'd followed him to the circle. "A Blood Match!" he announced, jabbing the points at the sky.

 Such a cheer rose from the gallery they'd hear it all the way to Port Wailing. Clapping, stamping, roaring.

 The men's gallery wanted blood.

 They were likely to get it. 


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fighter

 

 

Hetch stood in the ring, legs trembling, feeling for the solidity of the packed clay beneath her boots, insides churning, churning, churning. Her befuddled head wandered about on her shoulders in a most unnatural manner, making her dizzy. Should she collapse to the floor like a cracked crab? This would all be over if she did. Maybe they'd take her to some medical room and she could slip away. Or they'd uncover who she was and throw her to the Watchers. Snicketty-snack! The end of that!

 Faces swirled about her, above glittering armour. Everyone here wore armour, contestants and guards alike. A noise of cheering pounded through her skull, bypassing her ears entirely. Deep male voices. Men, men, men! The idea made her practically faint on the spot.

 Hetch stood in the circle. She didn't want to fight. Now she had no choice. 

 Her opponent towered with easy menace. A giant of a woman. Hetch worked for a living; diving, hauling, rowing. She was not weak. She practised her fighting, like everyone else, and was no slouch.

 This woman was going to crush her.

 The beast's bustle was light blue, with angled yellow pinstripes, widely spaced. She wore the cross-and-sparrow motif on her arm braces. A school girl. Sommerlund Academy. Trained from a young age to destroy all-comers.

 Wait.

 The massive girl looked confused, glancing about the room, expecting someone to intervene. But no-one crossed the thick, red-painted rope embedded into the floor, surrounding their circle of packed blue-clay. This might have given Hetch a brief glimmer of hope, had the Adonis not strode back into the ring.

 Male. Male. So MALE! Masculine. Strong jaw. Eyes she could dive into and swim. She could hold her breath forever in those glittering blue pools. Each large hand gripped a superb spear, straight spinewood, an encircling metal inlay that helixed up the length and blended with the long blade.

 Hetch stared at those hands, thick, heavy. Unlike anything she'd ever seen. Solid forearms. O! A delicate birthmark on one that she suddenly wanted to trace with her fingers!

 Tearing her gaze away, she ended up looking him directly in his eyes. They twinkled with mischievous intent.

 The face was so strange. A leanness about the features, a dark shadow around the jaw and cheeks. This was where the beard would grow! Pictures, stories, did not do it justice. The lips were thick and sensual. The hair. Oh, the hair! What was it the commander called him? Marcus. Yes. She was uncomfortable in her own skin at the sight of him, hot in awkward places. A low grunt escaped her lips. Better that than the vomit threatening to rise. 

 He tossed her a spear. "Here you go!"

 She was used to catching things.

 Tracking the trajectory with subconscious ease, Hetch reached out. The haft hit her palm, and suddenly she was outside herself. Extended beyond her own form. Her dimensions voluminous. She rolled the weapon on either side of her body, warming up her wrists, testing it. Superb. Light. A slight flex. The blade was almost Japanese in style. Long, but wider. Leafed. Sharp. Very, very, very sharp.

 "Ho! Ho!" came a guttural cry, resonant, snatching her attention back to the room. Marcus looked at her with pure delight. The idea of that flushed any semblance of thought out of her head. Her whole body went hot. "This is a woman who has come to fight!" He turned back to the room as he spoke, voice loud and deep above the chatter of the crowd. "This! Perhaps this is the She that old Ray spoke of!"

 A huge cheer thundered from the balcony. Thirty odd men, yelling.

 Wait.

 Again, Hetch couldn't help but look closer, peering into the dimness. A blue, electric glow half carried into the men's gallery from the central chandelier. They were right there. So close she could almost see them, and they could get a good view of the ring. Different shapes. A galaxy of strangeness in their variety of faces. Beards! Full on beards! 

 Some were not so enthusiastic. Many slapped each other, waved and jeered. Others sat in their chairs, sipping their drinks not quaffing them, watching with quiet reserve. Even revulsion.

 Fascinating.

 Different types of men? Some certainly felt oddly about the Brawls. It was not something she previously considered.

 Hetch could never just look at something. That was her problem. She always had to peer, to pry, to dig. Always questions. That's what got her into this trouble in the first place. That's why she was here. Yes. She had a purpose. And if she had to go through this school girl to get to it- 

 A spear sailed across her vision and she flinched into a defensive stance, another automatic response. Marcus threw it to… What did the captain call her? Aqualina.

 He'd said something she missed. Must have. The gallery let out a fresh roar, and laughter. People in the hall were laughing. A hysterical giggle rose, a brief, gawping grin on her face. Were they laughing at her, or was this something she was supposed to join in?

 The monstrous girl didn't find it funny. Who in the seven pits was she kidding? Hetch was no match for this tower of trained ferocity.

 Slip away? She'd be lucky if they carried her away in one piece.

 "Marcus! Come down from there!" Galetea demanded from the edge of platform.

 "Where are the referees?" Marcus called, ignoring her. "Come along! Get a couple of staves in here and let's have us a fight!"

 "Marcus!"

 "Calm yourself, Gal." He spoke to the captain with an easy familiarity. "I've merely selected your first match for you. Something to begin our proceedings with a kick! Come along. You there! In the blue! You're a referee, with that stick of yours. Step into the ring and let's fucking go! What do you say, Gal?"

 The captain sighed. Hetch noted that she did that a lot. 

 "Very well!" Galetea raised her voice, stepping up onto the raised platform that contained the ring, the contestant ready-areas, and the referee's stools. She did not cross the rope. 

 Hetch was shaken. Surely, the captain wasn't going to allow this match?

 "We will allow this match," the captain announced. "Spears! To first blood!"

 The gallery shook. The men, not all the men but most of them, stamped their feet to make more noise than their yells and clapping allowed. "And after-" Galetea had to pause while the cheering continued. "And … and after that… AFTER THAT! …aiya… We will return to the proper schedule!"

 Someone booed, and Galetea shot such a look at the gallery that the outcry stifled. Laughter followed.

 The room swam out of focus.

 Hetch leaned heavily on the spear. 

 This was going to happen.

 She flexed her fingers, trying to get herself under control. Across the circle her opponent limbered up, tossing the spear from hand to hand, swinging it about. Aqualina treated the weapon almost like a very long sword. In fact, she seemed less than comfortable with it. The spear was Hetch's favourite weapon. It allowed her to compensate for her smaller stature by keeping an critter at a distance. No cross-guard but then they weren't trying to stick some dangerous, charging animal. 

 Now, Hetch did feel a glimmer of hope. If she could get in a quick nick to her opponent's leg, it would all be over. She could win.

 Aqualina crouched, warming up her knees. Hetch flowered the spear, spinning it on either side of her body, with each hand and both. She spread her arms and twisted the spear in front of her, opening up her sore back, then lifted the spear over and behind, stretching her chest. The familiar routine settled her nerves.

 She was used to this kind of thing. A diver didn't last long if they couldn't keep their breath and their calm when a jaek attacked. One time, a huge beast, twice her size, got hold of her ankle. Hetch didn't panic. Instead, she expertly hacked off the claw at the weak first joint, fending the smaller, secondary claw and dodging the tail spine as she did. She'd had a few days of limping, and claw chowder for dinner.

 It didn't matter if she was limping for the next few days after this. She wasn't here to win. It was hard to remember that. Hard to think at all with men in the room. It's true what they said. Men were an unreasonable distraction. Fortunately, the men were kept locked up together in their compound, otherwise nothing would get done in the world.

 The blue-clad referee walked up to Hetch and offered her a strip of blue cloth. She'd seen Shestia do this often enough to know that the Qualifier's style was to wrap it all about one arm and tie it close, leaving no dangling strip for her opponent to grab. Hetch followed suit.

 Aqualina received a red sash from a red referee, and tied it dangling around one thick leg, tempting an opponent to go low for a takedown. The giant obviously practised her takedown defence. This was no match of wrestling and striking, so made little difference.

 Hetch could feel where the armour didn't fit her properly. It was flexible enough to still allow her a full range of motion. The collar felt awkward, restrictive. She'd never worn one before. It was supposed to prevent choking, crushing of the larynx. How would it fare against a spear?

 She wasn't ready for this.

 "Ready!" the match referee called, dressed in neutral black, pointing her staff to the centre of the ring. Two lines marked the starting positions.

 Hetch moved up to her place. Aqualina moved opposite.

 Wait.

 The spear-flags were not in place. Were they going to-

 "This match is to first blood," the referee announced. "No strikes to the head will count." Several men booed from the gallery. Hetch felt relieved. "A strike must penetrate armour or find a gap. Only strikes by the weapons will count in drawing blood. Obey my instructions instantly. Bow to your opponent and protect yourselves at all times."

 A cheer rose around the room. Everyone watched.

 Hetch and Aqualina bowed then raised their spears. They called, "Mea culpa!" a formal apology for any injuries they were about to inflict.

 Each slid into a ready stance.

 Hetch wasn't quite sure what she should do with the spear. She'd never seen a blood-match. They never happened at the qualifying rounds, only in back alleys and grudge fights, which were typically less than formal.

 Aqualina lowered her point and held the spear in front of her, but again, in her two fists, awkwardly, and too far down the haft.

 Hetch decided to do what was most comfortable. She shifted to a lower stance and held the spear ready, front arm stiff. People murmured around the room. A glance told her Marcus was impressed, smiling in approval. Again, she had trouble tearing her eyes from him. She yearned for his approval. Wanted to climb into the gallery and get a good look at all the men, see every nuance and variation, explore them all in detail. 

 "Fight!"

 Aqualina swung and Hetch snapped her attention back to the ring, swatting at her opponent's weapon as she sprung back.

 A collective "Ho!" went up from the gallery and many of the onlookers.

 The other fighters in the room still shuffled for position. More contenders arrived, waiting at the door for the bout to finish so they could be announced and descend into the hall. They all jostled for a sight of this unusual blood-match-opening to the season's first Spring Brawl.

 Step, step, step. Hetch danced around the ring. Stab, thrust, cut. She kept the giant at a distance.

 Every almost-contact drew a fresh "Ho!" from the crowd.

 Aqualina kept swapping her grip, trying to find a comfortable way to handle her unfamiliar weapon, swinging wildly and taking too long to recover from the bigger, powerful attacks. Hetch took one such opportunity to slide in and try for the mountainous legs, the woman's biggest target.

 She realised the trap too late.

 Aqualina was not unfamiliar with the spear. Of course she wasn't. School-girls were selected at an early age from daily classes. Trained from youth in every mode of combat. Everyone trained to fight. There were a myriad of dangerous critters wandering this hellish planet. No-one travelled between villages unless accompanied by armed guards, or Watchers. Even armoured survey-carriages sometimes went missing in the surrounding hills. Rumours of larger creatures in the lands beyond the lake kept people from exploring too widely. The last expedition sent to find Landing Site One was a hundred women strong. None returned. 

 Except, Hetch had a nasty notion that was not true.

 She might get the chance to find out. If she could still walk after this. Hetch tried to spin away from the suddenly competent parry and counterattack. She arched her back. Aqualina struck with skill and good deal of brute force.

 "Ho!" and an "Oh!" or two of sympathy. The impact sliced Hetch right across the spot where she'd slammed down onto that support pillar, when she fell off the back of the carriage. All her breath escaped. 

 Again.

 "Up!" the referee cried, striding forward, staff extended. The combatants must raise their weapons.

 Aqualina stepped back. Hetch sunk to one knee, hanging off her spear, smelling the sharp, clay-dust their combat stirred, sweat on her face. She managed half a gasp. Even that was too painful.

 "Ichi! Ni!"

 The red referee kept the count. They apologised in Latin, called the stages in English and counted in Japanese.

 "San! Shi!"

 What kind of ridiculous, made-up ceremony was this? The referee's fingers prodded the impact, a huge gash across Hetch's back that- 

 "No penetration!"

 "Go! Ro!"

 What? It burned in agony!

 A collective gasp. Many a "Woah!" and "Good armour!", a giggle at some joke from the men's gallery.

 "Sichi! Hatchi!"

 Her brain screamed, Get up!

 The red referee called "Kyuu!" as Hetch rolled off her knee, climbing up the spear, trying to breathe, with little success. As soon as her knee left the clay, the count stopped. One short of ten. The armour held. She wasn't bleeding and crippled. Well, she wasn't bleeding.

 "Ready!" the black-clad referee called, pointing her staff to the centre of the ring.

 There would be a formal restart. This was confusing. Hetch suspected no-one really knew what they were doing. Aqualina strode confidently back to centre.

 Were they not going to put a red plate up on the shelf? A whack like that was worth two plates, like a good head-kick. No. This wasn't for points. No plates. This was for blood. Hetch hobbled into position, trying to breathe. The general feeling around the room matched Hetch's assessment. This wouldn't take much longer. 

 "Fight!"

 Hetch slashed then feinted, circling, gasping, hoping for a moment to recover. Lights danced in her vision. Aqualina closed in, expertly cutting off the ring. Hetch tried to dodge past, however that was another feint. She flicked an attack at Aqualina, who slipped it awkwardly, surprised. The big girl countered with a powerful sidekick. Fast. Hetch saw it coming. She was able to brace, taking the shot on her shoulder, "Ho!" In spite of that, the blow was so heavy it knocked Hetch to the clay in a tangle of limbs and spear. 

 "Up!"

 "Itchi! Ni!"

 I'll itch your cursed knees. Her breath refused to come.

 "San! Shi!" 

 Cut the cursed things off. 

 "Go! Ro!"

 And go throw them down a pit. 

 Hetch took the eight count to rest and rolled to her feet once more. She was still dizzy from lack of air, but her knees flexed firmly.

 "Ready!" 

 No. She was definitely not ready.

 How did she want this to end? Was there any outcome to this fight that got her what she wanted? Shuffling into position, she tried to entertain the idea that if she suffered a little scratch, a small nick.

 The monster opposite dashed any hope of minor trauma.

 Her best outcome was injured badly enough that she was taken from the hall and left in some infirmary, but not so badly injured that she couldn't then sneak away, limp away, crawl away, and find the engineer. Then the library. They'd agreed to meet at the stairs to the servant's quarters. From there she could get to- 

 "Fight!"

 The library. She had to get to the library. 

 Aqualina spun a series of skilful attacks, driving Hetch back. She parried, ducked the last and flicked a quick counter around the back, a typical Shestia move, something to get a bit of distance as she scurried away. 

 Oh. Wait.

 The huge girl moved from her swing into a clever, overhead slam, something powerful enough to penetrate the excellent armour. And probably take off an arm. Aqualina didn't see the casual counterattack until too late. The overhead strike lifted her protective collar just enough. Aqualina blinked as Hetch's point skipped up the front of her breastplate, slipped under the raised collar, and punched into her throat.

 Did that count as part of the head?

 Both combatants froze, both utterly shocked. Many a "Ho!" from the crowd, and "Stars above!" and "Fuck me!"

 Hetch gasped, as much for air as from surprise. 

 "Didn't see that coming," someone in the gallery commented in the shocked silence.

 A murmur turned into an astonished cheer. Hetch rose carefully, trying not to move the spear. By all the seven pits! Had she killed the poor girl? Blood poured from the wound, running down the haft. A clatter started behind the fighters, someone pushing their way through. And applause. A lot of applause. And cheering from the gallery. Hetch glared angrily at the crowd. A girl was seriously injured and these barbaric animals were clapping?

 "Up!" the referee squawked. Aqualina's spear clunked to the clay. "Contact confirmed! First blood to Blue!"

 "Ho, ho! Well," Marcus strode casually into the ring, against all protocols. Were men allowed to do whatever they wanted? Who was in charge here? "What did I tell you? What did I say? This!" He grabbed at Hetch's arm to raise it, in a triumph that was the furthest thing from Hetch's heart. "This is the woman!"

 Hetch evaded, trying to keep the spear steady, not to cause any further damage. Being jammed under the collar helped. The referees grabbed Aqualina on either side, as the schoolgirl's knees began to shake. The stretcher bearers finally managed to get their portable pallet through the crowd.

 Marcus was annoyed at her for not joining him in celebration. Even as Aqualina half-collapsed onto the stretcher, he kept trying to grab Hetch's arm, drag her away, threatening to dislodge the spear, or twist it, and cause a fatality. 

 Hetch snapped, channelling pure Shestia ferocity, even nailing the accent. "Get off me! I am trying to save this girl's life! If you wish to continue this barbaric farce, you can do so without my help!"

 Marcus was utterly taken aback. That did not break his jovial mood. "Oh, ho! Though she be but little she is fierce!" He turned back to the room with a humorous twinkle. "To continue the Shakespearean theme!"

 The gallery laughed and cheered, the room less so, grudging respect for the honourable way in which ShestiHetch tried to aid her opponent. 

 Even full of blood lust and bluster, Marcus seemed to feel the mood shift. He waved and sauntered back towards the rioting gallery.

 They bayed and called for her, demanding, "Bring her up! I'll bed the bitch right here!"

 The gallery laughed. 

 Not all of them.

 The room was an uneasy mix of emotions. Was that how it was done? Did they grab the winners and start rutting right in the hall? That's not what she'd heard, and hardly how she'd intended to lose her virginity. The men seemed comfortable making various such uncouth demands.

 "Careful with the spear," the white-clad medic advised, having finally made her way to the ring. Usually, the medic was at the side of the platform in case things got ugly. Marcus calling the bout in the way he did caught everyone unprepared and out of place.

 "Hedy Belle Tallchief," the Grand Marshal called, announcing the new arrivals, bringing some sense of normalcy back to the room. The men's gallery quieted. "Qualifier from the Hemp Fields."

 Hetch paid more attention to the medic, who was unstrapping Aqualina's collar, and directing Hetch's hands on the spear, preparing a compress at the schoolgirl's throat.

 "You," she commanded ShestiHetch, matter-of-fact. "When I say, slide this out very carefully. We need to get her to the infirmary, quickly. Clear the way!" The medic directed the gathered referees. "Make a passage!" The collar came off. "Okay. Ready? Straight back, maintain the angle. Carefully. Now!"

 Hetch imagined she was trying to slip an awkward knot on the riverbed traps. Holding her breath and imagining the water sent her into a calmer space. Straight, straight, straight. The spear came free.

 Immediately, Aqualina coughed and convulsed failing to breathe, choking on her own blood, shaking in fear. The spear clunked onto the clay. Hetch snatched the compress as the medic lost her grip on it, held it gently in place, even when a warm spray of blood slapped the back of her hand. She gutted shrimp for a living. Blood didn't bother her. 

 "Up! Up! Up!" she called.

 "Clear the way!" said the medic.

 The two anxious bearers lifted the stretcher, heaving, straining at the weight of the massive girl. The whole cluster moved off at a pace. Hetch scurry, scurry, scurried alongside. "Keep your head down," she instructed Aqualina. "The blood's pouring down your throat, stopping you from breathing. You have to let it pour out of your mouth and breathe through the hole." The massive girl stared at her in shivering terror. "Turn on your side, here, to me."

 The monster followed the diver's advice and turned to one side. Everyone slowed, adjusting to the moving weight. Aqualina squirmed, coughing, bubbling her breath as the wound became an air-passage. 

 The huge schoolgirl leaked tears, desperate not to die.

 Hetch heaved and yelled, "Move!" The cluster shuffled back up to speed.

 The matriarchs peered closely as they passed, every single one of them silent, faces unreadable.

 "Heavy!" one of the bearer's called.

 "Lift there," the medic told ShestiHetch, demonstrating on the other side by grabbing the central hold where the cloth was cut away. "Use one hand." The six of them carried the enormous girl from the room. 

 Hetch was out of the brawlroom, but not quite as she'd imagined.

 The architecture continued its grand nature even here. The corridor was half-pillared, decorated with carved sconces, cornices and intricate window-bays. Large sections of white wall in between gave a sense of sweeping grace that the intricate carving complimented with a rich intricacy uncommon in the practical dwellings of Twingehampton. Hangings added colour. Most were abstract, or represented harvest, sunrises. Positive themes.

 Hetch peered at the corners, running the layout through her mind, trying to work out the path to the stairs where she'd agreed to meet Veva.

 "Why in the seven pits is the infirmary so far away?" Hetch demanded, more from anxiety than curiosity, then realised she wasn't using her Shestia voice.

 "This place wasn't built with Brawls in mind," the medic said, oblivious to everything but her patient. "Besides, we never have blood-matches during a Brawl. I'm used to dealing with concussions and cuts and split lips. That door, there."

 The infirmary was stark. The scrollwork on the ceilings continued, but everything else, clean, sterile, scrubbed. Brilliant with electric light.

 "Lift the stretcher straight onto the table. I've got to get a breathing tube down her throat, then we can assess the blood loss."

 "I'm type-O, thingy. Negative. O negative," Hetch offered, though it suddenly struck her that Shestia might not be. 

 "Excellent," the medic said. "Get out of that armour and we'll see if we need you."

 "Sorry. I-. I really need to pee. I've been holding it in since before that shambles in the brawlroom. I was going to go before the matches started. I'm about to burst."

 "Fine, fine. End of the corridor, turn left. It's directly above the stairs."

 "I'll hurry back," said Hetch, moving off. "I have to wash this blood off my hands." Stairs? Perfect. That was where she'd agreed to meet Veva.

 "Come straight back!"

 Hetch put on her best angry Shestia voice. "Yes, yes. I promise."

 She peered back from the doorway, and saw both the bearers assisting the medic, absorbed by the blood. Stars above! She hoped the schoolgirl wasn't going to die. Murder was not part of her plan. Well, not murder. It was a fair fight. Actually, an unfair fight. Even so, not what she'd intended.

 This, however, was exactly what she'd intended. She slipped away down the corridor, free of all scrutiny. Free to pursue her true mission. 

 Although, she really, really, really needed to pee.


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Veva

 

 

"Yeah, but, yer with the Resistance, ain't ya?" Veva asked, voice low as Pearson climbed down from her engine. 

 Both glanced at the guard, some thirty metres away, leaning against a pillar that supported the sweeping roof of the portico. About one-fifty centimetres in diameter, thirteen columns, seven supporting buttresses extruding from the palace wall. Veva began a calculation to estimate the load on each, curious why there appeared to be so little lateral support. Internal steel structure? They'd need it to withstand the occasional shakes and trembles of the ancient volcano that writhed beneath the lake.

 But Pearson was talking, a puzzled expression. "Why in the seven pits would you think I'm with the Resistance?" 

 What was the question? Oh, yeah. Resistance. "Well, you are, ain't ya?"

 "I hate to break it to you, Vee. The Resistance doesn't exist any more. Desdemona's Army are all dead; the Daughters of the Iron Drum vanished into the eastern mountains; and the Bleak Mothers, well, most of us died of old age. The rest are scattered to the wind's twelve quarters."

 The older woman turned square on to her and Veva had to resist the urge to back up a step. She had to stand up for herself more. Not be so constantly intimidated by everyone. It was something her auntie always-

 "I haven't had any official meeting with another Resistance member for over a decade," Pearson continued. "Longer. After the war, it all seemed stupid and pointless. A teenage spat that got horrifically out of hand."

 Veva frowned. "But you was, I mean, technically you still is. So. Look. I really need your help. And so does that little chaff inside."

 "Inside? You mean your Qualifier? Is she going to try something?"

 "Well, sort of. Come on, please. Unhook your carriage and give us a hand."

 "I don't know." Pearson suddenly seemed reluctant.

 Veva couldn't understand it. Why would someone not want to be in the Resistance? Just look at the name. Resistance. So cool.

 "I'm over forty, Vee. That's getting a bit old for sneaking around, and intrigues, and all that."

 "People died, Pea. In that war. Over two thousand people. That was all for a load of crabshit?"

 Pearson looked at the guard, frowning. Veva followed her gaze. Yeah. Nice. Ebba was a strapping lass, boxy through the shoulders, and a subtle olive complexion. Not Veva's type. Big girls always made her feel nervous and inadequate. The guard wasn't even interested, tapping the butt of her spear on the ground in boredom, chasing some random pebble about.

 "Maybe it was all for nothing," Pearson replied.

 What was Pea talking about? Oh, yeah. The war. 

 "I was just a girl when it started, Vee. I mean literally. Like fourteen years old. Waving a blunderbuss about. I thought I was a hero coming to the rescue. It was my aunty, mostly, and she never really told me the whys and wherefores. They had some weird notion the men were hiding something up at the palace." Pearson gestured to the massive building that loomed beside them. "I never found out what."

 "Hey!" the guard called. "Are we doing this? Make up your mind or I'm going back inside. It's getting chilly out here."

 Pearson called back, "Yeah, yeah. I'm going to help. We're just trying to work out the logistics. Go open the gate to the garage. We'll hook-up Veva's engine."

 "Good idea." The guard pushed herself off the pillar and wandered towards them. 

 As the guard drew closer to Veva, A completely unreasonable panic attack rose, but it was unreasonable, no need at all, and Veva should be able to reason it away with the idea that the gate to the garage lay past the portico, and the guard had to go past where they currently stood, in the parking-line. Reason proved weak in the face of her irrational fears. The guard sauntered by. Veva couldn't help but blurt out, "Sorry to be such a bother."

 The guard - someone did say her name, she had a name, what was her name? She had it a second ago - half smiled and shook her head as she sauntered past.

 "Quite the cool customer, aren't you?" whispered Pearson.

 "Shut up. I've got enough voices in my head telling me I'm an idiot. They don't need your help. C'mon. Fire her up. You should still have half a head of steam in there."

 Pearson smiled. She looked nice when she smiled. Still a bit old for Veva's tastes, but maybe on a quiet night. "After I saw you broken down a second time, I figured you might need a tow. So, I didn't blow off all the steam. It won't take long to get the pressure up."

 Pearson climbed back onto the traction engine and added some coal to her fire, stoking it, adjusting the flow, dripping a little more water into the boiler. Veva tried not to calculate the relative Newton metres from the estimated size of the boiler and the connecting pistons. Busy brain. Always working. Sex dulled it for a while, and terati vodka. Preferably at the same time. 

 Internal combustion would be more efficient, or better still, battery power. But there were too few people to go hunting for rare earth elements, just for batteries and motors. There was none around the lake, and plenty of holes from looking. And who in the seven pits wanted to spend all their days refining oil for gasoline? It was hard enough cracking fish oil for her favourite project. Maybe they could use vodka? There were steam engines that ran off alcohol. But internal combustion would be too complex. And it needed electrics, for the sparks, so, batteries. Most of what they mined in terms of copper and lithium, silicon and all them fancy materials, all of that was eaten up by the palace and its laboratories.

 They were working on circuits, up in there. Some clunky machine built some less-clunky machine, which built some less-clunky machine, and a hundred years later, they had circuit boards and precision motors. No actual microprocessors, as yet. They weren't necessary for the radio project. Only for the old, high-tech stuff they'd managed to salvage from the shuttle wreck.

 If they could talk to the ship, they could get the ship to release supplies. Nanites. However, security on the orbiting vessel was too tight to be fooled by their clumsy radio signals. The ship wouldn't accept an order from such a questionable source. It thought it was being hacked, shut down. Everyone was stranded here because their ancestors were too clever by half.

 "Vee. Vee. VEE!"

 "What? No. I was listening." Veva startled from her hundred-metres-per-second brain. "Ebba. That was the guard's name. Is her name. It was bugging me that I couldn't remember it."

 "Ebba…?"

 "Ebba."

 Pearson rolled her eyes. "Climb on up, she's ready to go."

 "She? So you do anthropomorphise. Does yours have a name?"

 "IT is ready to go. Now."

 "Right, right." Veva climbed up. "I am definitely callin' your engine IT from now on. Pronounced with capital letters." Pearson sighed. Veva enjoyed bouncing against the other woman as they puffed over to Hugo. "I thought she might actually be with your lot," Veva said. "Like, maybe you had some sorta Resistance scheme under way."

 "Who? Ebba?"

 "Ebba? What? Oh, the guard. No. Not the guard. My passenger."

 They circled around to draw up in front of Hugo, reversing was a bother, so avoided when possible. Pearson eased down on the handbrake, keeping the steam for hauling.

 "Your passenger? Oh, the Qualifier, Shestia."

 Veva jumped down and gestured carefully over her shoulder, voice low. "Um, no. That's Shestia."

 "What?" Pearson opened the seat-box and pulled out a tow rope.

 "That's Shestia. Inside the carriage."

 Pearson blinked, then froze as the realisation struck. She stood there for a full one-point-seven-eight seconds, then practically leapt from her platform, dropping the rope. Another traction engine huffed past, heading for the parking line, where engineer and passenger would disembark. 

 "Stars! Are you kidding me?" Pearson demanded, almost forgetting to whisper. She strode over to the carriage and cracked the door, peering inside. "Who in the seven pits is that?"

 "That would be Shestia Lough, Qualifier from-"

 "Why do you have a naked Qualifier in your carriage?" Pearson threw up her hands. "Typical of you!"

 Veva smiled. "I'm glad to see my reputation precedes me."

 "Have you completely lost it! You can't kill a Qualifier."

 "Wait, wait! Nobody killed no-one!" Veva almost forgot to whisper herself. "Bog-bug larva."

 "Bog-bug..? Pits and fires! You muzzed her? A Qualifier and you muzzed her? That's so dangerous!" 

 "…keep ya voice down…" The guard was barely forty seven metres away. Sound carried at night. 

 "What if she doesn't wake up?" Pearson hissed. "What if she does wake up? She is going to wake up, right? And then what are you going to do?"

 "I didn't muzz her. And well, yeah. If she wakes up, that's the bit where I's gonna need your help."

 Pearson leaned in to scream at her quietly. "There's a guard, Vee! An armed fucking guard! We are so going to get caught! You can't-"

 "Alright there, ladies?" a voice interrupted.

 For a horrifying moment, Veva thought it was the guard, Ebba, come back, but that would be way too quick. She improvised, loudly, "I'm telling you the seals will hold if we use-"

 Pearson blinked. Fortunately, she caught on quick. "And I'm saying you can't - oh, hi Jenny - you can't improvise high-pressure seals from parts. Jenny, this is Veva. Her fancy new engine blew a main seal."

 "Veva Lambert?" Jenny was a chunky girl, dressed in a formal long-coat with subtle brocade, goggles dangling around her neck in a fashionable affectation. "Oh, hey. Yeah. I heard of you. You need a hand? I can drop my Qualifier off and come back?" Jenny's Chosen stood on the steps in amused patience, awaiting her engineer.

 "We're fine, thank you," said Veva, curtly, though Jenny was actually really cute. And she was interested in engines so, no, wait. Unconscious woman in the carriage.

 "We're not fine," Pearson interrupted, taking the charade further than necessary. Didn't she realise they were trying to get rid of this person before they saw anything?

 "We are fine. We can use a clamping ring. It's all regular sizes. Just find a slightly fatter washer. Heat the ring. Clamp it. Done."

 Jenny blinked. "Er, okay. If you're sure." 

 "That's not a fix!" said Pearson.

 Jenny seemed sorry she'd tried to join in. "I'll be… er…

 "It'll fix the problem long enough to get my Qualifier home!" said Veva. 

 Jenny indicated over her shoulder and began backing away.

 "After that I can get Hugo back to my workshop and turn a new pipe for the- oh, thank the stars, she's gone."

 "I'll hook my tractor up," said Pearson.

 "Good idea."

 

*****

 

Pearson's engine proved amply capable of pulling Hugo and the carriage around to the workshop. Veva remained on her engine to steer, admiring the palace and grounds. This was only her third visit. She'd like to come during the day, with all the splendour on proper display. 

 The guard stayed at the imposing gate and locked it securely behind them, pointing them to the broad double doors she'd already opened. These were weave-wood, coated with a layer of thin ceramics to seal them, and for stiffness. Composite materials. Interesting idea. 

 They led into an arched vault under the palace proper. Veva was slightly unimpressed. I mean, sure, the workshop was huge and could fit half a dozen carriages inside, but they had functioning nanites when they built the palace. Gravity engines for moving the stone. The nanites, however, virused out and had to be destroyed, then the machinery began to break down. They didn't have the parts, the technology, to fix most of it.

 But it wasn't like they were back in the stone age.

 Where were all the mechanical computers being repaired, and made? Where was this radio that could talk to the ship, but not get it to respond? Sure, there were electric arc welders, a fibre-optic extruder - actually, kind of impressive - but the place wasn't soaking in stuff she didn't have in her own workshop. And it smelled the same. Grease, with the lingering odour of hot metal.

 "I think this is a repair shed," Pearson commented. "I was expecting to get a peek at the labs. They're probably in another part of the palace. Or, behind those doors farther down."

 Veva glanced at Pearson, then registered what she'd said past the calculations of arch-support thickness, relative location to the brawlroom, and sorting options for getting rid of the guard. "Yeah. I think the important stuff probably has it's own room in the palace. This is, like, bulk construction and repair. Electronics will be another room. We do most of the day-to-day building work at the local workshops."

 The guard, Ebba, wandered in as they jumped down. "Why did you leave the carriage attached?" she asked, trying to peer through the curtained windows.

 "The pin, there, is a bit dodgy, see?" Veva replied, without a trace of sudden panic, pointing to misdirect Ebba's attention. 

 The guard glanced at it with a thankfully inexpert eye. "Right."

 "Yeah, I had to get it in with a hammer. You can see the dents." No! Wait! That was too far, no dents. The guard did not want to appear ignorant or unobservant so she nodded in agreement before asking, "How long are these repairs going to take?"

 "Oh, might be a while. We have to bleed pressure and strip the valve. Ah, yeah. A while."

 "Does that mean we're going to miss the supper?" Pearson asked, sounding genuinely disappointed.

 Food! Yes! Excellent way to get someone distracted. "Pits! I hadn't thought of that! And I'm starving, too! I wonder if they have any of those chilli squid rings with that nice, spicy seed sauce."

 "Sturty sauce."

 "Yeah, that's the stuff."

 "Sorry ladies. I'm not here to fetch you food." The guard appeared stern.

 "And clam steaks with that honey-worm glaze," Veva added, trying to wink at Pearson without the guard noticing. "With terati roasted in sink-nuts." 

 "Oh, by the stars, yes!"

 Ebba glanced less sternly towards a door at the back of the workshop, which probably led to the kitchen. "You girls get all that stuff?"

 "At the Engineer's Feast?" Veva decided to underplay it, like any good seduction. "Sometimes. Depends what them cooks have too much of in the larder. Usually, somethin' real good, though."

 "Oh, I wonder if they made any of those sweetrolls?" Pearson continued, having caught on. She was good at catching on.

 "O! Sweetrolls! Good point," said Veva. "It's a Brawl, ain't it?"

 "Yes. Oh, I haven't had sweetrolls in forever." 

 Veva turned to the guard. "I bet you get them all the time, don't you, living here in the palace?"

 "No, I do not!" Ebba said, sternly. "We only get them on special occasions. Even then, we usually only get the leftovers. And there's never enough." 

 "You can't eat just one."

 "So true," said Pearson.

 "And those shrimp rolls with that fruity paste. To die for. You know," Veva looked slyly at Stern-Ebba, as if she was letting her in on a secret scheme, though not the real secret scheme. "We're going to need something to keep our energy up, here. You as well, I imagine."

 "Sweetrolls," whispered Pearson, wistfully.

 Ebba Frowned. "Look, you two carry on working and I'll see if I can find a servant to bring us some sweet- Er, something to keep our energy up."

 "Good thinking," said Veva.

 "Excellent idea," Pearson agreed.

 Ebba strode sternly to the back of the workshop and unlocked the door there, leading into the palace downstairs, where the cellars and servants quarters lay. She went through and then did not lock it behind her, probably because she thought she was coming back, soon. A thousand days of nothing happening will make any guard lackadaisical. 

 Pearson waited until the guard was gone and muttered, "Stern woman." Veva couldn't help but smile. Pearson asked, "How long will the repairs really take?"

 "What? Oh, there's nothing wrong with Hugo. We're good to go any time."

 "By all the stars, woman! What if we'd come in here and there were people working? People who might spot what a big faker you are? What was your brilliant plan, then?"

 Veva smiled as she opened the carriage door. "Who's going to be working on the night of the first Spring Brawl? Pea, c'mon! How do you ever get laid worrying about every detail like that? Sometimes you gotta jump in, y'know? That's the way I deal with all the shitty voices in my head, anyway. Just start doing. And make a mess. Then do it again, but right. Come on, I want to follow the guard. We should take Shestia with us in case we don't have long."

 "We can't afford a mess with- Wait. What?"

 "Quick! Quick! Grab that trolley thing. Take the tools off the top. Let's tuck her underneath. We'll find a cloth to drape over it somewhere. Move woman! Now! If we lose track of Ebba, we're fisted to the elbow!"

 They got Shestia out of the carriage. The Qualifier moaned in a way that suggested she was not long from waking. While Pearson arranged her on the bottom shelf of the trolley, Veva bolted through the door, and scurried as quietly as she could along the corridor beyond. It was a long one. Rib-moulded arches formed a roof far above Veva's head. She suspected it was for effect. The sand-coloured, nano-joined stone of the floor and walls was clean, smooth, and well-lit by electrics.

 Veva sighed. She would kill for electrics in her workshop. Shrimp-oil stank.

 Fortunately, when she reached the end of the passageway and peered around the corner, Ebba was yet to turn off the next long corridor. There were other corridors. The guard seemed intent on one much farther down. Made sense. Veva had been here before. Sort of. After delivering their charges, the engineers were all ushered through corridors that looked much like this, into a dining room about a hundred-and-thirty-six to a hundred-and-forty metres down the palace, next to a servant kitchen. That was roughly where Ebba vanished. Half-way. She should just say half-way down. No need to- Wait. She was in a hurry.

 Veva trotted back down the corridor. Before she reached the end she was whispering loudly, "Pea! Pea! Get a move on! What are you waiting about for?" She emerged into the workshop to find Pearson, standing there.

 "What? I was waiting for you!"

 "Pea! We should have this thing half way down the corridor by now!"

 "Oh, pits, yeah. Sorry."

 "Never mind. C'mon, c'mon, let's go!"

 Veva grabbed the trolley, and together they hefted the Qualifier into the corridor. The wheels were well maintained, a low rumble, no squeaking, as befitted an engineering team promoted to work in the palace.

 Veva began a simple calculation to estimate how much load the trolley could take before it buckled, purely to keep her mind from panicking. The rumbling wheels began to feel louder and louder, the closer they came to the end of the corridor.

 "Pits," she said. "I wish this thing ran more quieter."

 "You don't sneak by being sneaky," Pearson responded, throwing Veva off her calculations.

 "Yeah, ya do, Pea. That's literally what sneaking means."

 "No, no. They taught us this in the Resistance. You sneak by making the noises of someone who belongs there. If you hear furtive sounds, whispering, you go and investigate. If you hear someone strolling along and chatting, you assume they belong there."

 "Huh. Glad I brought you along."

 "Yeah, it was never going to be that hard to convince me. This is really exciting! I joined the Resistance for a reason."

 "Apart from the cool name? 'Hey, babe, I'm with the Bleak Mothers!' That must have been a guarantee at parties. Wait, wait. I wanna have a sneaky look around the corner."

 "What did I just tell you?"

 Veva listened for a moment and, hearing nothing, peered around. Empty. "Okay, let me stop thinking for a minute. We need to get to the stairs. There's like a staircase at the back of the front, if that makes sense."

 "Yeah, any of these corridors will connect through, just turn down the first one."

 "Wait," Veva was suddenly suspicious. "How do you know that?"

 "We all studied the layout of this place when we were preparing for the big raid. It's basically a lopsided square that doesn't connect at the back. The men have their quarters in an arm that extends down past the harbour with huts out along the beach for doing their thing. The cellar section is a grid that sort of sits under the courtyard in the middle, with lots of shafts for natural daylight. It was mostly intended for storage and-"

 "Wow. Cool. So, turn here, then?"

 "Yes, that should be fine."

 Veva's mind spiked in sharp bursts of panic. The sound of the trolley, what they were doing, Pearson's cool demeanour, none of it helped.

 "Hey, y'know, we make a pretty good team, yeah? Don't we, Pea? You all snooty and knowledgeable and shit, and me ready to charge in. Great double act. Complementary."

 "You think I'm snooty?"

 "What? No. I mean, you talk all proper. Well, not proper but- Look, I'm tryin' ta compliment you, say we works well together. Pits, I's usually better at the whole seduction thing."

 "You're trying to seduce me? Veva, I really-"

 "No! No, I'm trying to say, I mean, not that I wouldn't! You're all nice and stuff, but I'm sayin' I like you - not like, like. I mean…"

 Fortunately, Pearson seemed more amused than offended. Even so, she frowned and asked, "What are you saying, Vee?"

 "I'm saying, what's behind these?" 

 Weave-wood doors, expertly sealed with clay, and painted with varying degrees of enthusiasm and skill, opened off the corridor. Well, they weren't open. That's what piqued Veva's curiosity.

 Pearson shook her head ruefully. "I'm not sure. Storerooms, I think, or living quarters. Most of them are abandoned. They planned to house everyone here. It got too crowded. People were reluctant to leave the palace, but the villages are a better arrangement, a more efficient distribution of personnel and resources."

 "Huh. Very informative. Do you lecture? You should lecture."

 "You asked a question, weirdo, and I - hey! What are you doing?"

 Veva knocked on a door and tried the handle. "Relax, Pea. We gotta find stuff." 

 "You're telling me to relax, you twitchy freak?"

 There was no-one inside. Shelves lined the walls of a small room, probably a store. This one seemed to hold cleaning products, maybe meant for the workshops. They still needed a sheet to cover the body. If anyone came, they had no explanation for pushing an increasingly-less-unconscious woman down the corridor.

 Veva tried another door. Sheets! Perfect. Blankets, and bedding, not so useful. Another couple of tries yielded servant's outfits, or rather, the loose-fitting over-garments the maids wore. A quick hunt and Veva found the head-coverings. Once they got that girl out of Veva's armour, she should be able to slip this on and go where she liked.

 No sandals.

 Did servants go barefoot? Would anyone notice if that girl - pits! What was her name? - that girl didn't have sandals?

 "Did she even tell me her name?" Veva muttered.

 "What?"

 "Never mind. C'mon. That there guard, Ebba, she's gonna take a while to find a willing maid and load up a platter. Pits, even the guard told me her name. Or someone told me her name." Veva stuck her head out into the corridor and checked either way. Empty. Usual business was suspended for the Brawl. Mostly to keep the serving girls safe with the men let out of their enclosure.

 "What's this about names?" Pearson asked, pushing the now-covered trolley into the corridor.

 "Never mind. Let's take this up to a brisk walk. Oh, thank the stars. I can see the end of the corridor. I was getting all weird there."

 "Really?" said Pearson dryly. "It didn't show at all."

 Veva hurried along to the corner. Stone steps sunk into a huge recess in the connecting corridor, which ran back towards the courtyard. It looked like all the cross corridors connected into it. There were shafts in the roof which now let in a cold moonlight, overwhelmed by the warm glow of the electric bulbs. The stair block zig-zagged up to the floor above. The balustrade was exquisite ironwork, beautifully scrolled, topped with deeply stained, polished wood for the handrail. This place really was a palace.

 Eleven steps to the first landing. Each switchback had another eleven. Given an average riser height of eighteen or nineteen centimetres, definitely didn't look twenty, and three flights until the next floor, wow, tall steps, gave an overall height of around five-hundred-and-ninety-four to six-hundred-and-twenty-seven centimetres. Two storeys deep, this place.

 "Vee? What are you staring at? Vee!"

 "I hear that water thing," Veva whispered.

 "What?" Pearson's voice also dropped low. 

 Veva wanted to scream at the woman. This was something she had learned not to do, because she now understood that the words tied into what she was experiencing in her head were seldom, if ever, immediately comprehensible to someone who was not in her head. Her brain ran fast. Made so many quick connections. Shouting at volume did not help people catch up. Pearson needed more information than Water Thing. She whispered, "They have those water things here, don't they? For taking a shit?"

 "What? Toilets? Vee, are you talking about toilets?"

 "Yeah, yeah. Those." Veva dropped her voice even lower. "Someone just flushed."

 Pearson crept up to where she lurked, at the corridor's end. "Can you hear any- wait. They don't have toilets where you're from?"

 "What? No. Well, yes, in the port, but mine's a new workshop. Farther up the bay. Waterwheel to power it. My own design. But that's not finished, so we have a small generator for local electrics, stuff. I shit in a bucket at the moment. We're making pipes for a plumbing system this winter. It's our seasonal project. I'll be overseeing." Veva leered. "Lots of sweaty girls working hard. I plan on getting my pipes into some trenches, you know what I mean?"

 Pearson frowned but kept her voice quiet, peering around the corner. "You don't have to make everything sound- Oh! Now I get it! You're such a horny little tail because you're so insecure you need a constant stream of people fluffing your ego."

 Veva turned a horrified look on Pearson. "That's not true! Why would you even say that?" Her voice started to rise. "I'm- there's no…"

 "Hush, someone's coming! Look, down the stairs!"

 Veva's mouth opened and closed a few times as she reminded herself she was pushing an unconscious Chosen through the cellars of a well-guarded palace. And sure enough, a set of bare legs came into view, cautiously descending.

 Veva glanced back to Pearson, whispering, "You don't know me well enough to say that! Wait. Are you smiling? Was that a joke?"

 Pearson hushed her and pointed to the stairs. Veva turned back and then squinted suspiciously. The figure was carrying a bundled-up set of armour under one arm.

 "Hey!" Veva called, ignoring Pearson's attempts to hush her. "I recognise those greaves! I can tell my own workmanship when I see it, you know!"
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Calm! Calm, calm. Yelling out when sneaking about. Surely, that was not wise. Well, it was more of a loud whisper.

 Hetch ducked down and spotted Veva's head poking around a corner, not far from the stairs. No-one else around. She grinned. The woman was irrepressible. This was going well. As she straightened, her twice-beaten back sent her a spike of pain. A band of agony encircling her chest, making the next few breaths difficult. It wasn't going that well.

 "How do you know someone didn't mug me and steal your leggings?" Hetch said as she descended quickly.

 "And then wrapped 'em up and came to exactly the place you and I arranged to meet? I took a gamble. Well, I woulda called out to check it was you, but I don't know yer name."

 Hetch frowned, paused at the first landing. "That's probably just as well. Yelling my name around is hardly discreet. Besides, this way," she continued down, "no-one can extract it from you under torture. Wait, is that the driver from the other engine?"

 "Yeah, from the carriage behind."

 "Pearson, wasn't it?"

 The older engineer snorted. "Yelling my name about. Great. Vee, why is your friend wandering around in her underwear?"

 Veva grinned, shrugging. "Well…"

 "They told me to take my armour off in the clinic. Before I went to the toilet," said Hetch as she hurried down the last flight, shifting the bundled armour to her other side. "Not to go to the toilet. After. In case I needed to donate some blood. Besides, we need to dress Shestia." 

 Pearson blinked, absorbing that there was a whole other story but no time to hear it. "Right. Look, you know both our names. What's yours?"

 Hetch thought it over as she slipped up to them. It would be dangerous to tell. She hadn't planned on getting anyone else involved in her folly. They had proven their desire to help. However, they didn't know what she planned, how insane it all was. She dropped her voice as she approached, "Sorry, this is my plan. If it all goes wrong, my problem. I'm beyond grateful for your help."

 "We get to decide our level of involvement," Pearson said. "That's how we did it in the Bleak Mothers."

 "You were in the Bleak Mothers? What, were you like twelve years old?"

 "I'm flattered you think I look so young. Must be the bad lighting down here."

 "I'm sorry. The less you know, the safer you'll be." Hetch wandered over to the trolley and lifted the sheet. The Chosen. Still naked. "A week after, two weeks after, someone will talk and it all goes tits-up from there. Tongues do wag, especially with alcohol involved."

 "My tongue is always up for-" said Veva.

 "Yes! And that's the problem. An unguarded moment, someone you thought you could trust. Maybe, if I find what I want in the library-"

 "The library?" Veva didn't even bother keeping her voice down. "You went through all this just to get to the library? All those files are available from the school screens!"

 Pearson cut in, "Hush, Vee. No. Not all the files. There's nothing about what might be hidden under the palace. And barely anything about the war."

 "Hidden under the palace?" Now Hetch was intrigued. "What's hidden under the palace?"

 "I don't know," said Pearson. "That's what the whole war was about. Among other things."

 "Well, if I find anything about that as well, I'll come and let you know. Let's get Slumbering Shestia here into the toilet upstairs. I figure it's a good place for her to wake up, like someone muzzed her while she was about her business."

 "Oh, good one!" said Veva. "That's almost exactly how you muzzed her in the carriage. Perfect."

 "Wait, wait, wait." Hetch held up one hand, peering at the unconscious Chosen in her trolley. "Get her out and lie her down on her front. Quick, before the anaesthetic wears off." 

 Veva snarled, annoyed. "We're not your slaves! Give us a hand."

 Pearson interrupted. "No, it's easier with just the two of us, Vee. Grab her legs." 

 Veva snorted. "Here, put this on," she said and handed Hetch a bundle of clothing that turned out to be servant's robes, complete with the head covering.

 "Oh! Thank you! You're a genius!"

 "So they say."

 Once Shestia was on the ground, Hetch picked up the trolley, turned an edge downwards, and dropped it onto the Chosen's back, scrapping it off to one side.

 "There. That should leave a bruise."

 "What in the seven pits is wrong with you!" Veva practically yelled.

 "Quiet! No, I got hit, see," Hetch turned and showed her back, but couldn't lift the long robe, and trying hurt. "With a spear. Ow. Trust me, there's a mark. It was a blood-match. Your armour held up fantastically, by the way. So, she has to wake up with a mark or the story won't match up."

 The two engineers stared at Hetch in disbelief.

 Pearson sighed first. "Come on. Let's get her up the stairs. Where is this water closet, anyway?"

 "Did you say blood-match?" Veva interjected.

 "The toilet's right at the top," said Hetch. "Literally. Right there."

 "I leave ya for five minutes and yer in a blood-match," Veva muttered. "Did ya win?"

 "Kinda. Yeah."

 Both engineers stopped. 

 "Okay."

 "Luminous."

 Shestia proved heavier than she looked, compactly muscled and taller than Hetch. The blow to the Qualifier's back was the final straw. She twitched, grunting, a hand wandering, grasping. Hetch tucked the arm back across her chest as they shifted her about awkwardly on the climb. Fortunately, it took a while to be coherent after being knocked out by a bog-bug larva.

 They got her onto the toilet and settled her down, making her as comfortable as possible. The Qualifier seemed inclined to rest. They arranged the bundle of armour in the little room, Hetch explaining how she'd begun to take it off while she was peeing.

 She and Pearson worked the Qualifier into her bodice, while Veva kept watch. They were almost done when Shestia opened her eyes and looked directly at Hetch.

 "Wha…?"

 "Please rest here, serrah," Hetch answered, in her best calming tone. "You can sleep as long as you like."

 Shestia nodded drowsily. "…ank you, servan…" and settled her head against the wall.

 Hetch looked at Pearson, and the two of them backed slowly out of the water closet. Would she remember Hetch's face? Or any of this? 

 Veva gestured them back down. Hetch shook her head. She wanted to find the Library. "No. Look, you've been brilliant, but I'm going to-"

 Veva waved her to silence and interjected, even more quietly, "Food. Get a tray from the kitchen. Say yer bringing food. No need fer sneakin'."

 The idea lit up Hetch's head, and also appealed to her stomach. "Oh, yeah." She glanced down at her concealing costume. "Yes. Because I'm a maid. Great. I haven't eaten all day. So nervous." 

 They all crept back down the stairs, expecting a suddenly loud and angry Qualifier to burst from the toilet above them at any moment.

 Hetch vaguely remembered the layout of the under-palace, but she'd spent most of her precious online time studying the main building. She'd assumed she'd be slipping about in armour, dodging patrols. They didn't allow Watchers in the palace proper. Their shell-clad walkers were difficult enough to control outside. However, even the human guards were plenty dangerous. The under-palace wasn't part of her plan. She'd thought the tunnels would be crawling with servants. However, there was no-one.

 The servants she'd noticed upstairs in the brawlroom worked from a long table. None in the men's gallery. But some of the men were drinking. Did they serve themselves? Why?

 "Right," said Pearson. "It takes about five to ten minutes for the dizziness and disorientation to wear off from bog-bug larvae."

 "Then she'll be screamin' up a storm of outrage," Veva contributed. 

 Pearson frowned. "Plus she'll have a splitting headache. And a backache. You have that same look on your face as Veva. Always thinking."

 "Oh, the cowl. I should put that on. I'm trying to remember the way through," said Hetch, settling the black cloth over her head.

 "The kitchen's straight down there," Pearson explained, with confidence. "Head out the back and take the staircase there. You'll want to go right as soon as you get upstairs, or you'll end up in the men's section. Servants caught in there tend to have a bad time."

 "Oh, I get it. You know the layout because you studied the plans when you were with the Bleak Mothers."

 "Yes. That's right." Pearson turned to the other engineer. "She's quicker than you, Vee."

 "Hey," said Veva.

 "Look," said Pearson. "Survive the night, you come find me at the workshop out near the Abysmal Plains, past the Hemp Fields. Let's say, two days from now?"

 "Longer. It might take a while for things with Shestia to settle down. Let's say a week. That's long enough for memories to fade, faces to blur."

 "Perfect. A week from now, we'll all meet up at my place. Fair enough?"

 "Where are the Abysmal Flats?" asked Vee.

 "Plains. Abysmal Plains," said Hetch. "North of the Absolute Pits. There's a small lake there." 

 "Yes, Dank Waters," said Pearson. "I'm on the river a little way down from there." 

 "Oh, so, before you reach the Charltons." Veva nodded enthusiastically. "Luminous. C'mon, we gotta get back to the workshop. I swear I can hear that guard's boots on her way already."

 Pearson listened for a moment. "I think you might be right. Okay, move it, plumber," she said to Veva, who looked strangely abashed at the insult. Then the older woman turned to Hetch. "Best of luck!"

 Veva waved as the two engineers scurried away, leaving Hetch feeling suddenly alone. She intended to do this alone, but the company helped. A servant's costume, a new plan, a chance at success. It would be good to have friends, associates, whatever, to talk this over with. Suddenly, she had something to look forward to, a week from now.

 First, though, she had to survive the night.

 

*****

 

The kitchen proved to be much more than a hearth and cupboard. The hall stretched under the entire central courtyard. So vast she could not see the far end for smoke and steam from the cooking. It was built to feed three hundred people. Well, nearly five hundred by the time Muha-Maho Palace was finished. About that many filled the palace with the Spring Brawl underway. Multiple cooks worked at many stations.

 Hetch approached the nearest.

 "Sorry," she said. "I need a tray."

 That was as far as she got before a charming young girl muttered, "What? Another one? Stars above! Okay, right." The cook slapped together some plates and bowls, expertly filling them with delicacies. She didn't question who it was for, or where Hetch was going. Hetch played it cool, looking around the kitchen, calm, calm, calm.

 And bored. Suspicious people are never bored. Always look bored if you're doing something suspicious.

 The cook gestured and went back to her cauldron. Hetch swept up the tray and strode out without a backwards glance. 

 The head-covering hit her in the face very time she breathed. Annoying. There was some kind of mesh worked into the veil, allowing her a decent enough view.

 Why in all the seven pits did she have to wear this thing? What was the point? Pearson mentioned the men-folk sometimes gave the servants a hard time. Men spent all their days engaging in manly competitions to heighten their desires, exercise to improve their vigour. All night they tried to ensure humanity's survival on this damp, humid rock. Surely, any chance to continue the human race should be taken.

 Nor did the head-covering suit the climate.

 Lake Forlorn was barely in the tropical zone. The ship's initial survey showed the temperature was fairly uniform from pole to pole. Minimal axial tilt. No permanent icecaps. Seasons varied more from weather systems and ocean currents.

 The plants cycled in a distinct pulse. Animals bred to that cycle of food. This gave humanity its rhythm on the planet. Planting and harvest. Terati in particular were abnormally sensitive to slight shifts in weather.

 Abnormal. Hetch grew up here, being taught how wrong everything was, how much it differed from places she'd never been, systems she'd never encountered. To her, this was how things worked. She could feel the warmth of summer and the distinct chill of winter, however small the variation by other scales. She found it difficult to imagine it being so cold that the rain froze as it fell. The heat was part of her. 

 Stairs.

 Luminous! As Veva would say. No. That was not a phrase she'd adopt.

 The long robe proved awkward with the tray. She had to lift it up so she wouldn't trip. Step, step, step. The baggy, drawstring trousers looked like a skirt. She had to pull both pant-legs in one hand, balance the tray in the other and try not to clatter about, making noise as she climbed.

 The robes were supposed to keep the men off the servants, but if the servants couldn't run away, how was that supposed to work? Did they want random DNA thrown into the mix?

 Hetch stopped on the last landing, shifting the tray carefully, trying to find a better balance point.

 Voices came from above. Deep. Male. 

 Her hands started shaking. Careful, careful, so careful. She crouched and set the tray on the landing. No plates rattling to give her away.

 The voices sounded rumbling, vibrant, quivering her core. Oh, she had it bad, bad, bad. She wanted a man. More than wanted. Went almost faint in the presence of them. Various girls had shown some interest in her over the years. The idea of going with a girl was strange. Many girls did. It just wasn't for her.

 Maybe this could be her chance. Here. Now. Finally. If she was discovered, the men did like to bother the servants. But here, though? Up against the wall in the back of the palace? No. Not like this. She was busy. Or maybe exactly like this. Some hot, furtive, desperate action. How long would it take? She'd imagined secluded and open encounters of all types. Nothing in her imagination matched up to the sensation of standing in front of an actual man. They were so alien, different in a way that wobbled her insides. 

 Wait.

 What were they saying?

 "Do you even know about the ship? And what of that cursed chamber! You fools! Pathetic, obedient fools! You have no idea of the horrors!"

 "Hush up, Ray! And stop struggling! We're taking you for a nice walk."

 "I am not a child! Do not think you can lead me blindly to my own destruction!"

 "No-one is going to destruct you."

 "I fox! And all after!"

 A scuffle of footsteps, then a wet thud suddenly echoed through the vacant halls. Hetch's breath caught in her throat.

 "Grab him! Quick, quick!"

 "Careful! You'll get blood all over the place, people will notice."

 "There's only blood because you went and hit him!"

 "I had to hit him! He was making a run!"

 "Like we couldn't catch one old man!"

 "Keep your voice down!"

 Old man? Ray. That crazy, grey-headed one from the gallery, the one who'd tried to yell in Shakespeare. What had Marcus called him? A sudden flush of heat poured through her body as she thought about Marcus. She had to focus. Think. They called him Ray. What was his proper name? Oh, yes. Old Raymundo. Who was right about the fact that humanity's time had come.

 Honestly. It's a good thing the men were locked up, otherwise she'd never be able to concentrate on-

 "You there! On the stairs!" Two armoured guards approached from the kitchen. The flush of heat inside her went suddenly cold. Had they found Shestia already?

 The furtive shuffle of the men above halted. There was a thump and urgent hissing of inaudible conversation. Below, guards marched up, looking formidable in their armour. Hetch's aching back twitched at the sight of their spears.

 The shorter of the armoured women demanded, "What are you doing there, servant?" 

 Hetch had nothing. She half-stood frozen, hunched, trapped from either side. Her hand wandered towards her dagger. She had no dagger, for cutting lines, and cracking open shellfish. No blade of sharpened steel to defend herself.

 Footsteps approached above, hurrying quietly. A head appeared above the ornate, iron balustrade. She glanced up, then tried to hide her face. No. She had a head-covering. The man was pale, red hair an unruly mess above his round, soft face, thick neck, strong shoulders. He sneered at her, but glanced over and noticed the guards.

 The moment the guards saw him, they exchanged a look and strode with renewed haste. Clank, clank, clank.

 "It's okay, ladies," the man said. "I'll handle her."

 "Bosco!" came the barely audible hiss from the other man, calling to his associate.

 "Ser, an' it please you, we are in charge of security, this evening," the taller guard replied, at the stairs now and clattering up.

 More hissing, "Bosco! Give us a hand, dammit!"

 Bosco turned back over his shoulder, a furious look, then stared down at Hetch. "I can see from your hands what you are, girl. I'll find you again. Don't think I won't!" He looked back to the guards, nodded. With a parting comment of, "Ladies," the head vanished. Furtive sounds resumed. Louder and less cautious, more haste. 

 "What in the seven pits are you doing?" came a whispered admonishment from the other man.

 "She might have heard something," Bosco hissed in reply. They moved out of hearing. 

 Hetch let go a sigh of relief. Her hands? They showed her dark skin. Did they really show who she was? She wanted to snatch the cursed veil from her face, get some air, but then the guards would get a look at her. They arrived on her landing and stared down.

 "What in the seven pits are you doing back here, girl? This is the side the men use to get to their gallery and back."

 "Sorry," Hetch said, waving at the tray on the floor. "I was told to," dare she be so bold? Yes, she dared, "bring some food to the library. I heard the men, and hid here."

 "Very wise," one of them said, a thickset, blonde-haired girl with kind eyes. The other guard was taller, rangy muscles and a generous mouth.

 "Who's in the library on the night of a Brawl?" the taller guard asked.

 Hetch shoved off the wall and affected annoyance. "I don't know! I was told to bring a tray. Where is the library, anyway? I've never been."

 "Maybe it was the men messing about, trying to get a girl alone," Stocky said.

 "Why don't you know where the library is?" Lanky asked, the sharper, suspicious one. "Why'd they send you if you don't even know where you're going?"

 "I'm still new," Hetch explained. "My first Brawl. It's all a bit confusing. I think the others were hoping to get called up to the brawlroom to refill the table or something." 

 "Wanted to watch a match or two. Huh. Typical." Lanky looked satisfied with that. She seemed to like sneering at people. Hetch could play to that. She'd known women like this before.

 "Come on, girl," said Stocky, almost as if she was extending her partner's thought. "We'll get you there, safe."

 "Thank you. I'm really grateful." Perhaps camaraderie would get the guards on her side. She claimed to be a newcomer, so they might give away useful titbits of information. Hetch had titbits of her own to give away. "Sucks having to be so deferential to the men all the time, eh?"

 "Stars, yes," said Stocky. 

 "Hey," said Lanky, less open to the casual behaviour. "It's our job. You wanted to work in the palace." 

 "Being here's less fun than I thought," said Hetch with a surprising degree of honesty. "I just want to be able to do my job, without getting harassed." 

 "Yeah, I hear you," said Stocky.

 "We could all do with less of that," Lanky added. 

 Hetch continued, "Hey, y'know, I'm thinking, maybe the kitchen didn't have any sweetrolls left after all."

 "Oh! Score!"

 "Yeah, girl! I love those things."

 Bribery with food. She'd have to remember that one. The stocky guard turned out to be a cheerful sort named Olivine, a former School Girl from Kenton Mournful. She'd done well at her first Brawl. Apparently, the name referred to a type of gemstone in the peridot family. She shared this information because the lanky one was called Esmeralda. A variation of Emerald. A Qualifier, she lost her Brawl in the first round, but picked up the Palace Guard role after winning her losers' bout convincingly.

 The two appeared fast friends who referred to themselves as The Gems. Esmeralda was from Charlton Misery, like Shestia, and had a small wager on the Chosen winning her first fight. Hetch was able to convey the good news about the blood match.

 Esmeralda punched the air in exuberance. "Misery for the win!"

 The convention of giving all the villages depressing names was supposed to work as some sort of reverse psychology. Apparently, it was very effective for the first generation or two. In the last couple of hundred years, though, it was just what those places were called. Hetch shared the general sentiment that no-one was getting off this rock. The names ate away at the soul of the community.

 Flowers had not yet evolved. There was little of anything colourful. Even the most optimistic grew tired of eating shellfish for every meal. Feasts were a huge thing; finding new tastes, new ways to mix the spices and plants they'd found edible.

 People constantly debated re-naming everywhere, but then all the records would have to be updated, and all the signage, maps, etc. Oh, and the arguments for naming schemes! Maybe during one winter season, when there were no new ditches to dig. 

 Hetch was right about Esmeralda being a snob, but the girl was kind and talkative enough. She revealed the librarian to be an eccentric old crab. It wouldn't be unusual for her to miss the first Spring Brawl. 

 "What exactly do you mean by 'eccentric'?" Hetch asked.

 "She beat the shit out of some poor assistant," said Olivine. 

 "For misfiling a couple of her precious scrolls," said Esmeralda. 

 "Broke the poor girl's nose." 

 "You wouldn't think the old crone had it in her." 

 "Well, she claimed it was an accident."

 Hetch hoped she wouldn't run into the woman. She sounded terrifying. Yet, everyone should be at the Brawl, so it wasn't very likely.

 Though small, the tray was an awful thing to carry. Hetch used up most of her strength, and all of her adrenaline, getting this far. She had little in reserve. Didn't want to burn it all carrying someone else's dinner. Well, it would be her dinner.

 Finally, Esmeralda said, "That's it, there." She indicated a larger, double-door blocking the end of the passage.

 "Rolls and rolls of reed-paper with notes, thoughts, and records," said Olivine. 

 "Three floors high," said Esmeralda. The two had a tendency to finish each other's sentences. 

 "You're in there somewhere, Cantrelle."

 That was the name she'd given them.

 "Where you were born, what marks you got at school." 

 "All your misdemeanours."

 A thought lifted Hetch's eyebrows. "Everyone who's ever lived here?"

 "Well, someone lost a bunch of records in a fire about five years ago," sneered Esmeralda. 

 "Clumsy idiots," said Olivine. 

 "Why they had a candle in there, I'll never know." 

 "We have the electric in the palace." 

 "Idiots."

 Hetch tried to keep her voice casual. "Wasn't there a digital back up? I was told the library had a lot of the old tech in it." Like a big screen she could use to confirm her suspicions. And originals of the photographs from the first encampment. "I've only ever used those crappy little mechanical screens they had in our village school. Y'know the ones? With the little dots that flip over to be black or white? I'd love to get on a proper glass screen. Or at least see some real old tech."

 "Oh, the librarian will eat you alive if you play with her precious toys!" said Olivine.

 "But you've seen the big screen, right?" asked Esmeralda. 

 "Weren't you here for the last movie night?" 

 "That was only a couple of weeks ago!" 

 "And what about your orientation?"

 Hetch shook her hood. "Nah. Orientation got pushed because of the brawl. Besides, I'm the newcomer. I'm the one they pick to do all the duties during movie nights and brawls. I might be able to make the next one, though. If I ever deliver this stupid tray. Hey." She turned to Olivine and crouched awkwardly. "Could you be a dear and grab that plate off. I don't want to make it obvious we ate all the sweetrolls. Pop it on the windowsill, there. I'll pick it up on the way out."

 "No worries, my girl," said the stocky guard, happy to help.

 "Right, well. Thanks for the escort. I'd better take it myself from here. Actually, hang about for a couple of ticks, in case this is some sort of ambush. But if you don't hear me screaming you can bugger off. Oh, and what was that mad librarian's name?"


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Barbara

 

 

Razors pain you.

 Very true, Dorothy. Very true.

 But Babs was used to pain, at her age. Sometimes pain helped her forget for a brief, tantalising moment. She could hurt herself. A hard pinch, a shin against the table leg. It was one of those ways to trick the brain, to elevate the senses, get those good endorphins flowing.

 Sitting at her elegant little table in the upper section of the library, Barbara began absently back-heeling herself in the shin. Just a little something to keep her mind sharp. Keep her on track. Keep the world from crashing in, the vastness of it, a whole planet of jungle and monsters ready to overwhelm this little huddle of humanity. 

 Humans that could produce poets like Dorothy Parker, and her little ditty about suicide. 

 Barbara felt increasingly decrepit. She couldn't exercise much these days. Cursed knees. Creaking. Aching. Disagreeable. She was well and truly past it.

 But not the knife. No. A razor would take forever. She could never be sure she was dead. And she would stop it. A moment of weakness, and she'd plug the wound. Barbara had hesitated and wavered over this too long, too many times. Not the knife.

 With a heightened breath, she picked up the weapon, not letting the weight of it settle into her grip. She used the tips of two fingers to elevate the handle and drag it to one side. The sharp point scratched across the tabletop. She would blame the mark on some clumsy-

 Well. No. There wouldn't be a later. That was the whole point of this.

 The scratch made no difference. She felt like snatching up the blade, stabbing viciously into the parquetry, hacking, destroying. However, Barbara was not one for lashing out.

 Clunk. The knife fell from her grasp.

 Rivers are damp.

 Well, Dorothy Parker was right about that.

 Barbara stared out through the windows, past the landscaped, rear courtyard with its living statues of Watchers staking out the docks. Even the girls riding those frightful beasts sat still as stone, patient in their sentinel duties. The statues kept people in as well as out. The lake stretched below the island, vanishing into the moonlight.

 That was something she could never do. Row out far enough that she couldn't swim back. Hole the boat. 

 She'd struggle, though. That was the problem. Not the drowning itself, which was supposed to be quite peaceful, by all accounts. Who wrote those accounts? How in the seven pits did they know it was peaceful right at the end? Besides, rivers and lakes around here, some monster would take her long before she drowned. Pincers. Serrated mandibles. Eaten alive. Horrifying idea. Also, too many shrimp-fishers and crab-divers. Some idiot would come and rescue her. Maybe even one of those statuesque Watchers.

 There was no rescue in here, tonight. No-one on their way. Now would be a great time, if she could manage it.

 Or would tonight pass like so many others? Would she wake in the morning, hungover, head on her desk, surrounded by the means but lacking the courage? Everything but that final step. To stand by a traction engine and feel the rush of it, to see the heavy pieces of metal churning, the wheel crushing into the gravel of the road, to feel that desire to be part of the weight, to join the rush, to put her head beneath the wheel.

 Someone would stop her. They would see. Pull her out. Make a fuss. They would talk kindly to her. Try to help. Pits and fires! Anything but those kind, gentle, caring faces.

 Acids stain you.

 Yes, Dorothy. That one was definitely out. Drinking bleach. Not her choice. Not nearly fast enough. Ouch.

 And drugs cause cramps.

 That was the crux of it. She'd gathered quite the supply of vale-seed. Dried, processed and powdered, ready to help with those sleepless nights.

 Night was not her time. Barbara hated sleep. The dreams were gone. A vague level of anxiety seeped into every moment of her slumber. The only time it did not appear was to make space for her nightmares.

 She hated being awake even more. What kept her awake at night? Those horrific memories, her utter failure at everything.

 Her creaking age. Being old was the worst. They didn't even want to rape her any-more. They couldn't even be bothered raising a hand against her.

 A little of the powder would burn out the nightmares. Allow her a brief respite. A lot of powder and some good vodka, that would chase all her dreams away. Forever.

 The doctors spotted her addiction early, and severely limited her supply. She'd managed to build up a stash by saving half of whatever tiny amount she was sometimes allowed. It sat there in a folded slip of papyrus. A bottle of good terati vodka stood next to it.

 But that was a defeat, to go back to that habit, to bring on that dreamless sleep. Ah, there's the rub. For in that sleep of death what dreams may come? Right at the last. Just as it all shut down. No. There was, maybe, something better.

 Guns aren't lawful.

 Oh, but Dorothy, yes. Yes, they were. And recommended when travelling between towns. Lawful and very useful. But difficult to manufacture, needing high-quality metals, supplies of powder and percussion caps. Never mind bullets. Who had time to manufacture bullets? Palace guard, caravan gunner, border patrols, all jealously secured and monitored their guns. 

 All except this old thing. 

 Barbara hefted the weight of the three-barrelled percussion-cap into her hand. It felt good. Solid. Heavy. No dreams after this. No brains left to dream.

 The hammer eased back, locking the barrel in place, lining up a mess. Some poor drudge was going to spend a lot of time cleaning up in the morning. The gentlest of tugs on the trigger. So little courage needed for this. Just enough for a twitch of the finger. She stared down. Her mind eased. Warm certainty filled her. This. Yes, Dorothy. Guns are very lawful here.

 She might need a little drink first. Just the one. Reaching for the vodka with her other hand, Barbara used the spindle of barrels to scoot a small cup into the middle of the table. Beautiful parquetry on the tabletop. A flower worked into the design, even though there were no flowers on this cursed rock. All they had were pictures. She moved the cup over the flower and that distraction left her mind. Barbara got a good grip on the cork in her bottle. As she began working it free, a knock came at the door below.

 Pits and fires! What insufferable commotion was this? She caught a couple of breaths, carefully replacing the bottle as she prepared her most vicious dismissal. Whatever in the seven pits this interrupter wanted-

 The door opened. 

 They knew better than that! No-one entered her library without permission! People did not walk in on her! Rage burned, the likes of which only the most righteous can feel when they spot a minor transgression.

 Barbara's fist crushed the handle of the pistol. Only her good trigger discipline, finger along the side, prevented her from firing it accidentally.

 She stared at the weight of metal. An evil thought toyed with her soul.

 Easing the hammer back down, she flicked off her desk lamp, the only light in the library. Moonlight bathed the room in blue. Shifting quietly in her seat, Barbara peered down from her gallery, preparing to rise as silently as her old knees would allow. 

 Some idiot maid entered with a rattle of plates on a tray. Had someone sent her as a prank?

 The dark-clad woman stopped in the doorway like she'd never been in here before, looking around at all the scrolls in tubes, and stacks of parchment wedged between their board covers. She didn't look up. Barbara remained hidden. The poor girl appeared very confused, uncertain.

 This was someone's idea of joke. Perhaps waving a gun at a naive newcomer was too cruel a prank to pull. She didn't want to be gulled by someone in the kitchens as their instrument of amusement. Still. The stupid girl should not be in here. Maybe if she held the gun casually and-

 What in all the seven pits was the girl doing? She nodded back out the door, then closed it, and made a bee-line for the big screen. Conspirators outside? Why? Barbara suddenly felt unsafe in her own room, she fumbled under her desk for the alarm.

 Usually, when a maid entered a room, bringing a tray, they announced their presence. This screamed of wrong.

 The woman put her tray down on the table next to the controls for the main screen and promptly grabbed a shrimp roll.

 Impertinence! Barbara loved those shrimp rolls with that spicy fruit paste! Had this little bawd begged for a tray so she could sneak in here, stuff herself, and watch vids? Did she think everyone was safely at the Brawl? So, who was outside? Who did she nod to?

 The maid snatched off her head-covering so she could eat, muttering, "Stars and pits, that thing is annoying," as she threw it onto the table.

 Barbara rose with quiet fury and raised the gun. She even considered cocking it.

 The girl flicked in-expertly through the archives. The way she fumbled with the controls made it look like she was used to a black and white screen interface, one of those big, clumsy, mechanical things from the out-lying schools.

 How did she not even know how to operate the screens in here? That was part of orientation. Did she miss her introductory lessons, maybe because of the Brawl?

 Barbara sidled over to the stone stairs and quietly crept down, moving closer, using the stacks to slip up to the girl without creating a reflection in the big screen.

 The girl grabbed two sweet-bean pastries at once and shoved them both into her mouth. She made a small grunt of bliss at the taste, shoulders dropping, eyes closed, face to the stars. Then it was back to the screen with interest.

 If the idiot was trying to get to the vids, she was completely lost in her navigation. Those were the deep archives from the first landing site; the lost site, reclaimed by the jungle all those many years ago, after the horned beasts swarmed the shuttle and it exploded on the landing pad, dooming them all to this world.

 Then the girl dug deeper. Precisely. With purpose. If she was unfamiliar with the system, she was a fast learner. She opened specific archives, locked archives she should not be able to access, flicking through files like she was searching for something.

 A rebel! The idea struck Barbara like iced water. The Resistance had infiltrated her library! Doubtless, they still hunted for whatever it was they believed to be hidden under the palace. Ridiculous nonsense. Every inch of this place was searched before and after the war.

 Ah, the war. That hideous disaster that weighed so heavily on Barbara's mind. Perhaps this little beast was sent down from the stars to give Barbara the opportunity to do what she should have done all those years ago. Nip this nonsense in the bud. Instead of feeding it, encouraging it. Joining in. She'd watched, terrified, horrified, as hundreds of women were killed when every petty grievance came to the fore, and every side thought they had enough guns to prove their point.

 Well. Not this time. Not again. Not ever. Too many good people, too many people, died in blood and pain. For nothing. For a silly whim.

 Yes, this world was unfair. Yes, their unique circumstances required unique systems. No, these were not the optimal solutions. Not even close. But this was the world and they had to make it work somehow.

 "Ha!" the maid exclaimed. "I knew it! By all the stars, this is perfect!"

 Barbara cocked the pistol next to the girl's head, and was rewarded with a brief scream. "What's perfect, girl?"

 The maid looked like she might try and bluff it out. She took a breath, two. Suddenly, she settled like- Well. Like someone used to living on a planet full of monsters. 

 She leaned forward eagerly. Barbara almost laughed. It wasn't the strangely-crushed, lopsided hair. Was that some sort of fashion, now? It wasn't the ill-fitting servant's uniform. It wasn't the dark and beautiful face distorted into fearful earnestness. It was the pathetic conviction, the ridiculous certainty in the girl's brown eyes. She really thought she'd found something. Laughable.

 "You know what that picture shows?"

 "LS1.42.113871," said Barbara. "Often called 'The Departure', showing the last expedition party to leave the camp near Landing Site One, on day one hundred and eighteen after touchdown, thirteen days after the shuttle explosion. And, oh look, a lot of boxes being left behind, but they were mostly empty or full of useless junk, not colony saving miracles. Honestly, girl. These images have been scrubbed for years by experts. There's nothing in any of them that shows the location of Landing Site One." 

 "Yes, but-" 

 "We've sent expeditions up every river to the north, on every whim, and few people, if any, ever return. By all the stars, why do you think you've found something no-one's found in decades, centuries of searching?"

 The girl smiled oddly, in a way that unsettled Barbara to her core. "I'm not looking at landscape, or geographical features, or even the specific vegetation. I'm looking at something I first noticed on a black and white screen in my school when I was seven."

 Barbara frowned. "Right. You've zoomed in on one side. Why is that?"

 "We moved. When I was a kid. And this," the maid pointed. "This is my favourite historical image, when everyone was smiling, men and women all working together. I knew every pixel of it. I'd always imagined Eliza-Jane and Terrence were my real parents. My auntie had to move when I was young. Pit Five failed after the war, massive damage from a volcanic tremor. Then they found a new seam at the seventh pit. Auntie volunteered to help make up the numbers. I went to a different school. The first thing I did was pull up my favourite image. And right there-"

 The girl pointed triumphantly to…

 "The river?" said Barbara. "Pits and fires, girl! What, by all the stars, is so special about the cursed river?"

 "There was a different pixel."

 "A what?"

 "On the new school screen. A pixel that was different. Well, there were a lot of different pixels, it was a different, local, compression, but I knew every part of that picture, of my pretend mum and dad. And that bit was the same, except one pixel that stood out. White not black. At every resolution. I zoomed in as much as those school screens allowed, and I travelled to other schools, with higher resolution versions, bigger screens, and zoom, zoom, zoom, looked at their files of the photo." 

 "You must have got in so much trouble." 

 "Oh, oh, oh, yes. So much. Everyone thought I was running away, trying to join The Daughters or something. I was too scared to admit what I was doing. But I worked it out. A couple of years later, it came to me while I was swimming one day. You see that?"

 The girl nodded past Barbara, out the window. Babs eased back out of grabbing ranged and spared a glance. 

 "The lake? Lake Forlorn? What about it?" 

 "That is an inland sea. All the rivers flow down, down, down into there. The only outflow is that broad river to the west, up past the swamp, that supposedly leads to an ocean."

 "If you don't get to your point soon, I'm going to shoot you in the face."

 "Look at the picture. The river here is broad, deep, moving slow, no rocks, except-" The girl rose from her seat and Barbara backed suddenly, raising the pistol. "No, no, no! Please don't shoot me until I've shown you this on the screen."

 Scurrying around the desk, the maid pointed to something. Barbara's old heart hammered away in her chest. She barely registered what the girl indicated.

 "This frondy bush thing," said the maid. "What-do-you-call-them? Basket Frond. This has a droopy bit. Right on the edge of the water. And the river flows around it, creating a little bit of froth, turbulence. So the river- Look! Look really closely. The river is flowing that way!"

 Barbara blinked, then sagged in frustration. "So what?! That's it? That's you're whole big-"

 "No, no, no." The girl spoke the three words together with a curious rhythm, some sort of childish affectation, an attempt at individuality grown into an adult habit. "Look here, at the shadows. This is the morning. Before they set off. So this is the morning sun, over here. So that's east. And if the river is flowing that way, it's flowing into the inland sea. North. Don't you get it? If the river is flowing north, then the landing site is to the south! We've been going the wrong way! For decades, centuries, we've been searching in the wrong direction! The site is south!"

 Barbara stared at the screen, the frond, the river, the eddies, the lighting. The gun hung limp in her hand. Slowly, ever so slowly, the idea cranked the cogs in her brain. After a long pause she said, "Mother fucker!"

 "Exactly! Every single reference, every single mention of Landing Site One says it's to the north. But then, if you read even the reports on the public servers in detail, dig down into them, they forgot to change a couple of the easts and lefts." The girl moved back around the table and casually picked up the last shrimp roll. Barbara was too shocked to even care. "It's like they did a global search on north and south, swapping them out. A couple of slightly confusing easts, and then referencing lefts and rights, they got left in." 

 "But there are paper scraps, notes. That's too much." 

 "What's too much is searching for a convoluted, twisty river to the north instead of a nice, broad, straight-ish one." The maid took a bite of the shrimp roll and spoke around the culinary delight. "In the south. And, if they changed that, image what all those crates left behind might really hold. I bet I'm not the first to notice either. They probably monitor picture access, kill anyone else who works it out. But tonight, everyone's at the Brawl, so if there are any flags going off, no-one's coming. And I'll wipe the access from the system before I leave."

 She bit off more of the shrimp roll and half-sat on the table, settling in. It was like she hadn't already discussed this with her Resistance co-conspirators, several hundred times.

 Barbara found her breathing ragged, her limbs heavy. Quite the shock to the system. So many possibilities opened up before her, now.

 "Which is why I became a shrimp diver, even though- Oh, wow, the sauce in these rolls is delicious!"

 "Yes, they're my favourite."

 "Here have… Oh, I think this was the last one. Sorry."

 "That's perfectly alright."

 "Huh. Everyone says you're a grumpy old lady. Well, these two guards I met in the halls said that. But you're kinda sweet."

 "My dear child, I am anything but sweet." The interloper seemed eager to lay out her theory. The gun probably helped with that. Perhaps Babs could find out who she was. "So, why did you become a shrimp diver?"

 "What? Oh, yeah. Well, I had a talent for computer programs, but no, no, no. I wanted to sail out into the lake. Looking for new shrimping grounds, I tell 'em. But really, I hunt, hunt, hunt all along the southern inlets, sleeping in my boat, learning to survive day to day. I've narrowed it down to a couple of big rivers. So, I pulled the files on a night when nobody would be checking access. And now, I can use my carefully gathered knowledge of the southern landscapes to scrub these images and find out… Okay. Look. We're friends now, so maybe you can put the gun away?"

 Barbara glanced out the window. Pits and fires, she'd almost forgotten. Even with her old ears, however, she could hear the commotion in the corridor.

 The statues in the courtyard moved.

 "Oh, you poor girl. The gun isn't your problem."

 "I have a problem?"

 "I'm so sorry. You won't have time to scrub through anything. You have no time left at all. I'm so very, very sorry. I triggered the alarm."

 


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fugitive

 

Hetch shoved open the window, hoisted one foot onto the sill, hands reaching awkwardly for the frame. A gaggle of guards poured into the room. Having taken off the long, maid's uniform so she could run properly, it proved to be an awkward bundle to carry over one shoulder while she attempted to mount the casement.

 The guards, distracted by Barbara's yelling, tracked onto her and charged. Hetch threw the maid's uniform high in the air and stepped outside wearing only her underwear and the head covering, tied firmly to hide her face. A couple of pursuers got tangled up in the trousers as they billowed to the floor.

 The drop was further than she'd anticipated. 

 Guards shifted grip on their spears, preparing to throw them. Galetea herself barked an order from the back of the pack, "No! I want her alive!"

 Pits! The captain was here! Hetch swung over the ledge, hung by her hands for a second then dropped. 

 She twisted in the air so she could roll, and heard one of the walkers scurrying forward, a cry of encouragement from its mounted Watcher. What was it the old librarian said? They were fast, but couldn't turn quickly. Get them up to speed and then dodge hard. And something about - Oh, yes. Right. Turn right once she hit the docks.

 How far away was the ground?

 She hit a clump of deep moss. The orange and green variety with long, knotted fronds that contrasted well with the purple lawns. Deliberately grown thick at the edges to cushion anyone falling accidentally.

 It didn't cushion nearly enough.

 She thumped down into the middle. Knees apart, so they went past her ears instead of into her face as her head bounced with the impact. Her ankles screamed, shins a-fire. She tried to roll but had no practice in the technique, ended up on her sore back, winded again.

 Was there a finite number of times one could have their breath knocked out in an evening before the lungs exploded in protest? She'd be pissing blood for days. 

 Walkers! 

 One huge beast was almost upon her! Gigantic pincers reached out, long enough to do serious damage. 

 Well, the claws on the end were kind of small, enough to take an arm off, maybe a foot at the ankle. They hooked back to allow the creature to use them as feet, and-

 Reaching! Hetch span off the ground and stumbled into a run as the claws went snicketty-snack! Close, close, close! Oh! Not nearly far enough away!

 Even hunched down to run, the thing was taller than Hetch. A nightmare clatter of legs, with a fierce guard on top spinning her spear above her head so she could club down with the butt end, trying to subdue Hetch without killing her.

 In a panic, Hetch jigged sharply in her run and the mammoth beast of horrors lowered its pincers to help it turn. 

 The other Watcher hung back, blocking her escape to the water.

 There was a long side and a short side.

 The wall on the short side was sheer, nano-fitted stone running down to the water, then out into the lake, bending around to form a harbour. A hundred metres or so away, the long side of the palace ran past the docks, secluding the men's huts and their private beach. 

 A covered promenade descended in sweeps and steps. The Watchers wouldn't be able to get their beasts under that. With the lurking monstrosities in the rear courtyard, it looked like a hundred kilometres away.

 Hetch angled sharply towards the promenade, causing the blocker to launch at an acute angle to cut her off. The one behind gathered its legs and accelerated. Hetch put her head down and ran fast, fast, fast.

 The sound of the creatures' scurrying hollowed her stomach in terror. It wasn't a steady thump, thump, thump like a human in haste. It was harsher, sharper. Each appendage landed like a sledge hammer. The lumbering, weighty beasts reached their legs as they ran, hitting the other chitin limbs, a deep clattering like heavy spine-reed falling down a staircase in a giant room, echoing and booming. The sound reverberated around the enclosed courtyard, a cacophony of rhythm made irregular by multiple beasts. Louder and louder, closer and closer, clatter, clatter, clatter!

 Hetch's battered body faded after all its abuse. Legs heavy. Her chest burned in agony. She couldn't get her eyes to focus properly. The head-covering stifled her. She dared not take it off.

 The ground shook as the beast pounding after her. She imagined its pincers reaching, tearing. 

 The blocker now loomed in front, its rider raising her spear. Hetch zigged sharply behind it. Both the Watchers anticipated the move towards the water. They curved their beasts to intercept. 

 Hetch zagged and kicked in one last effort to make the promenade. Neither rider managed to get their beast under control in time. The blocker ended up taking hers in a tight, dizzying circle. It then refused to start moving again until it got its orientation back. The chaser had to divert all the way around this fiasco, momentum lost.

 The promenade was close now. Maybe three metres wide, with a low wall running down it's length to which the trellis uprights attached. Vines grew along the crossbeams, hanging shade. Two large, stone vases stood on plinths at either side of the entrance Hetch aimed for. These contained more hanging vines, with that orange and green colouring. Hetch was twenty metres away, fifteen, ten. 

 The doors burst open. Men emerged, a redhead to the fore. 

 Bosco! 

 "Ha!" he exclaimed. "I told you there would be sport!"

 Laughing, he hefted something that buzzed and whined. Then the night lit up. Hetch braked hard and dodged behind one of the stone vases. A cracking BOOM! The weight of it jumped off the plinth, crushing Hetch to the ground.

 More light flashed around her. The ground beyond heaved. BOOM! A clod of earth lifted into the air. Another light, and BOOM! A distant wail of agony.

 Plasma pistol.

 Of all the old bits of tech to survive. 

 "No!" someone screamed. More than one. "Cassie!" "You shot her!" "You idiot!"

 That was it for Hetch. She was done. They were dropping stoneware on her. Forget it.

 She lay next to the low wall, covered in dirt and broken pottery, ears ringing, head pounding, gasping desperately for air. Everyone screamed and yelled. Mixed in with it all was some sort of horrific animal screeching, more like mouth-parts grinding in pain, a rattling and clacking of flailing legs. Bosco yelled back, angry and making excuses.

 Hetch had a vague impression of one of the Watchers on the ground. She squinted. Something seemed wrong.

 Oh.

 The Watcher was missing a leg.

 Recriminations rebounded. Bosco got angrier and started waving the gun at people. Even some of the men tried to calm and contain him. 

 She had no direct memory of getting up from under the huge flowerpot. Instead, part of her conscious thought came back to her as she was staggering, shaking, stumbling down the lawn next to the terrace.

 Hetch paused, feeling her insides gather back together, waiting as her focus returned. Is this what a concussion felt like? Maybe it was just disorientation from the detonations. Well, technically not a detonation. The field holding the plasma weakened on impact, sending the superheated gas deep into the target, which then flash boiled whatever it met, causing a rapid expansion of gas.

 Too slow to be a detonation.

 A deflagration.

 Her nanna worked in the mines. Hetch knew the difference.

 Bright and loud enough.

 Why did her brain do that? Why did it seek, and pry, and demand exactitude? That's what got her into this mess in the first place. Her own relentless, selfish desire to push, push, push. To know things. To be right. And now people were bleeding on a moss-covered courtyard, screaming in pain.

 She folded up the bottom of the head-covering so she could breathe, then found she could fold it up even further, so the gauze section didn't quite cover her eyes. That would work. Without a robe, they could see enough of her skin to know she wasn't of the standard, pale stock. 

 Amid the voices Hetch heard Galetea. "Get a medical team! Tell them to bring a stretcher!"

 Lift from the middle.

 That was the other bloody mess on her hands this evening. First the school-girl Aqualina, and now this poor, nameless Watcher. No. Wait. Cassie. She had a name. They called her Cassie. This was not what she wanted at all. It should be her, not all these poor innocents. She turned from all the screaming, even as it began to settle, and sauntered casually dockwards. 

 "Hey! Where's the girl?"

 One of the men.

 Hetch ran. Her head pounded with each step.

 "Pits and fires!" yelled Bosco. "Where is the bitch? Show me!"

 "There! There!" Another of the men. He sounded excited. The boys probably didn't get that many excuses to play with their toys. Hetch glanced back.

 Galetea lowered herself from the library, using the bits of Hetch's maid's uniform tied together as a rope. Quick thinking. Other guards already formed up on the ground. The second rider knelt next to her companion, wailing, trying to keep it together long enough to make a tourniquet. One of the walkers sprawled in a twitching mess. The other skittered about. No-one controlling it, which made the entire courtyard a hazard.

 Bosco rounded the side of the promenade. He raised his gun. It fizzed and whirred. Hetch jumped over the low wall, slamming into the stone of the promenade, covering her ears, curling below the nano-fitted stonework of the planting box.

 Light flashed past. 

 BOOM! BOOM! BOOM! 

 The first shot flashed down to the harbour, raising a plume of water and steam. The second tracked her jump, but far too high and wide, flashing through the promenade to burst against the building. The third was an over-compensation that went too low and into the lawn, scattering another clod of moss and dirt. 

 It fired in bursts of three. Good to know.

 "Someone get that cursed thing away from him!" Galetea yelled.

 "Come on, Bosco, you've had your fun."

 Bosco snarled, "Do you want this bitch or not?"

 Galetea replied, "I want her alive! Now put your toy away! This isn't an invasion! Men, get him inside. Guards, get to the docks. Take the short side, here. Try not to spook the walker. Get those lights up and prepare a boat. We'll catch her easily enough on the lake. We'll have more rowers than her. Move!"

 Hetch already moved.

 "What if she tries to swim?" a guard called.

 "If she tries swimming, the jaek will get her."

 Oh, great. A giant sea-scorpion lived in the harbour. The plural of jaek was jaek so probably a mating pair. A handy security measure. Just what she needed.

 The guards scurried along the wall, with many a look to the skittish mount. Hetch found her head clearing. Even so, she wasn't able to do more than jog, gasping. The promenade sloped gently, then dropped in a staircase of five or six steps, then another long slope. One set of stairs and the men-folk vanished from sight.

 The docks. The harbour beyond was impressive, large enough to allow the longer cargo-boats to turn, even with four palace cutters moored at the stone jetty. Single mast vessels, the cutters also had eight rowlocks and a floating jib. Too big for Hetch to handle by herself. 

 The harbour provided a buffer when there were storms on the vast, inland ocean. The waves could get serious even without a storm.

 The wharf itself was stone, part of the original palace construction, columns deep into the rock. A thinner platform, worked into the irregular shape of the land with angled sections protruding enough to moor the cutters, like Viking longships suckling at the land. Grids of square holes cut into this surface allowing drainage.

 A wooden jetty floated out at this end of the wharf. No cargo boats in on a Brawl night. Smaller boats anchored close, sheltering in the calm waters.

 One had a sail. Hetch was a dab hand at sailing.

 The guards rumbled up; fifty, maybe a hundred metres away. They would be shy of the water in all that heavy armour. A fuse box hung on the wall near the jetty. That would be for the electrics up on those poles.

 Last gasp, now. One last bit and she could call it a night.

 Hetch staggered the final few metres to the stone docks and splashed with deliberate clumsiness into the water. No need to let them know she was a swimmer. Her colouring would already make it too easy to hunt her down.

 If she escaped.

 First thing she did was swim hard to the bottom and gather a good handful of sandy muck. She kicked lazily towards the surface, angling for the anchored sail-boat, about twenty metres off the shore.

 She was in her element. The water relaxed her. A diving reflex kicked in. The lake supported her battered body. Cold numbed some of the pain.

 Hetch broke the surface next to the anchor line and fumbled with the rope. The guards approached the far side of the docks, trying to peer past the line of moored cutters. Some of the men crept cautiously down the promenade, hoping for a view of the action, pointing her out, "There! There! Out by that sailboat!" 

 Excited. Bosco's red hair showed through the foliage. Pits and fires! Did he still have that cursed gun? 

 The water surface swirled, whorls nearing. That would be the jaek. She ducked under, pulling herself down with the anchor rope, circling such that the line hung between her and the monster.

 This was a big one, twice her size at least. The tail spine was as long as her leg. Longer. It would arch under, stabbing, once the large claw secured its prey.

 The sea-scorpion hit the rope before that happened, confused. Hetch took the opportunity to kick in close, smearing her gathered dirt right across the mouth, snatching the hand back before it could grab.

 Old diver's trick.

 The jaek curled away to the surface. Gargle, garlge, garlge. It frothed up water to clean the grit from its mouth, moving strongly away from the source of this discomfort. If there was a mate, it would join this one, circling and protecting while the other spent the next few minutes fussily cleaning its mouth-parts.

 Hetch kicked strongly for the wharf. She surfaced behind one of the ships, far enough from the stone walkway to frustrate any viewing angle.

 The guards reached the docks, but it was the men's excitement that she heard. They whooped and cheered. "The jaek got her! Look! Look! She was trying for that sailboat and the jaek nabbed her!"

 Excellent. That should distract everyone.

 Hetch tried to gasp for air quietly, taking what little respite the scene offered.

 Boots thumped closer above. She blew a few fast breaths, emptied the carbon dioxide, and then breathed deep, filling the bottom, middle, and top of her lungs.

 The trick to staying under water for extended periods is to do as little as possible. Swimming would be much too strenuous on her exhausted system, so Hetch gently hauled herself along the keel, pulling with her arms, gently walking with her feet. She surfaced once she was under the docks. 

 After that, she submerged again and used the columns, pushing off one with her legs, a strong stroke with her arms, then maybe a little kick or two until she reached out and gently, calmly, pulled herself along to the next column.

 Kick, stroke, drift. Come up for a breath. 

 Lights burst into the water. The wharf shaded her. At the end of the stone platform, Hetch surfaced, quietly gulping sweet oxygen as the water drained from her ears. 

 "Can't you rotate the lights? We need to see under the water!" Galetea.

 "I cant even get up the cursed pole!" Some random guard.

 "What are you fussing for?" Bosco. "The jaek got her! We all saw it." 

 "We will know that for certain if we recover the body," said Galetea. "I can't see the jaek,"

 "We saw it!" Bosco insisted. "Don't you believe us?"

 "Then the body will be able to give us some clues as to who she was and, more importantly, how she managed to gain entry to the palace. If the Daughters, or some new group can infiltrate this easily then we need to find out how. I don't want to stop the immediate threat. I want to kill this at its source."

 "If there's more killing, count me in!" The man laughed, in a jovial mood at the thought of more murder.

 "Thank you, Bosco. I'll certainly consider it. You four are the best sailors, if memory serves."

 "Yes, serrah!" Female. Guards. A familiar tinge? Oh, the Gems. 

 "Excellent. Get out of that armour and get a cutter onto the water. I want eyes out there with a portable lamp."

 Hetch sighed. The woman was relentless. Intelligent, considerate, tactful. If it wasn't for the fact that the captain wanted to hunt her down, and probably kill her, Hetch could almost admire the woman.

 The conversations took place at the far end of the wharf, about thirty metres away. Hetch turned and looked along the shoreline, back towards the short side. Barbara, the librarian, said there should be a pipe. It was not visible from where she floated. With an almost audible sigh, Hetch began her breathing process again. This time, she'd have to swim. Deep. 

 She barely made it another thirty metres along before her tired, aching body gave up and she had to surface.

 Oh, that was no good. She could do over sixty metres underwater, eighty on a good day. This was not a good day. This was the end of a very anxious, draining day of pain, pain, pain.

 She could see the pipe. Storm water drain. She kept her head close to the shore and looked back. A fuss and bother at the far end of the wharf, under the glare of lights. The illumination didn't reach this far. Grateful for that, Hetch pulled herself along the shore, starting to shiver involuntarily at the chill of the night water. Just a little farther. 

 A grill sat over the mouth of the large pipe, about three-quarters submerged, feeding back into the rock of the island. A door hung in the middle of this cage. Strong metal, intended to keep out the jaek and other nasties. It wasn't locked, only latched.

 Hetch squeezed an arm through, rotated then lifted the bolt. Not the sort of thing a jaek could do. The door was stiff and Hetch almost lost patience with it. Lifting helped ease the strain. Every little creak and squeak and squeal set her on edge. The water muffled most of it, but the scratching might carry over the water to the guards, or under the water to the jaek.

 Okay. That was wide enough. She squeezed through. Scraping the bruise across her back was the worst. 

 The pipe was tall enough for her to stand, which made carefully closing the grill an easier task. Once it was secured, she began the dark and difficult push back up the pipe, into the palace.

 Shoulder-level water offered strong resistance. After twenty metres she could barely see the entrance any more, it was so dark. At least she had her arms out of the water. After fifty metres, she found herself crying with exhaustion and stress, sobbing silently, shivering cold in the utter black. The water was barely at her hips now, but she couldn't sit.

 She wanted to be home and dry in her bed with all this behind her. Sleep, sleep, sleep. The utter blackness almost overwhelmed her. Tears mixed with sweat and storm water on her trembling face. One last push. Another one-last-push.

 Sniffling quietly, Hetch backhanded the tears away and pressed on. She was right. She had to remember that. It was all worth it. That set the fire burning in her belly. Even if they caught her, killed her, Hetch was right about the river, the picture, where the landing site lay. South, not north. There was a cover-up. If the librarian wasn't even in on it, well, what did that mean? Except, maybe, if they were very lucky, there might be something at the site to help them get off this planet. Clean nanites. A transmitter that could talk to the ship.

 A gun to kill Bosco.

 Light flicked on. Fifteen metres up. Salvation or damnation, Hetch didn't care which.

 She pushed on. The pipe widened into a square pit. Barbara the librarian waited on a platform at the side of the stream.

 Hetch climbed up using some metal rungs. Barbara smiled, lopsided, at her dripping, shivering form and muttered, "Rivers are damp."

 "Rivers are…? Yes, Barbara. Rivers are damp. And cold. What in the seven pits does that even-? Why did you feel the need to…?"

 Barbara was chuckling strangely. "Call me Babs. I told you. Come along, girl. There's a hot shower back there, a little changing room for whoever has to work on the storm drain. I've got a new maid's outfit for you, and everything."

 "Hot? Did you say hot shower?"

 Barbara chuckled again. She seemed a jovial sort. Hetch couldn't understand why everyone was down on her. Though, the woman did threaten to shoot Hetch in the face when they first met.

 "Yes. This way. Come on. Let me help you." Babs put a towel and one arm over her shoulders. Hetch hobbled along. "I had a bit of a think on the way over. Pits, girl! What did they do to you?"

 "They threw rocks at me."

 "Rocks?"

 "Well, this stone vase thing. It exploded. Landed on top of me."

 "Exploded?"

 "Plasma rifle. Bosco."

 "Oh, that piece of slime. Well, he's a terrible shot with it, so I assume he didn't hit you?"

 "He shot one of the Watchers, Babs." Tears stung Hetch's eyes. Her lips trembling, face twisted in sorrow. "I never wanted any of that to happen. Oh, Barbara, I'm so sorry. People got hurt and maybe killed because of me." She wept on the older woman's shoulder. Once the tears started, Hetch felt as though they would never stop.

 Barbara hugged her firmly. "No, girl! Not because of you! This whole palace, this whole planet, has become so broken, so toxic that one poor little truth seeker has to go through all this nonsense. Hey! Hey, come on, now. I've got some good news. Do you want to hear some good news? It's okay if you still need to cry a bit."

 Hetch nodded, still sobbing. Tears felt good. The emotional release was important. Already, her mind eased. 

 They arrived at the showers. A stark and utilitarian row of nozzles and taps with some benches for changing along one wall. Barbara rubbed Hetch's back with the towel, gently enough that she didn't wince. After a few moments, Hetch moved over and turned the knobs under one jet. 

 Hetch stepped into a stream of warm joy and stood there with no intention of ever moving again. The water felt so good. 

 Babs asked, "Better now? Well, you know how you've been scouting out your new shrimping grounds? How would you like an opportunity to enter them into the database? There's a whole form you can fill out. I've written the details down. Oh, that towel's damp. Let me grab you another. The forms are available via any school screen. You'll get to come to the palace officially, if I deem the project important enough."

 "Oh, Babs." She stepped across and hugged the librarian fiercely. "Thank you, thank you!"

 "Come on now, you're going to start me crying. And you're getting my clothes wet."

 Hetch half-laughed. "Sorry. But thinking about it - stars, I wish I could stop thinking for five minutes." Hetch sighed heavily, sniffling. She backed into the shower, wiping at random muck but mostly content to let the hot water do its work. "I think me coming back to the palace so soon is a bad, bad, bad idea. I kind of stand out, and a lot of people got a good look at my face in the brawlroom."

 "Oh, don't worry about that. Tell you what. I can bring one of the larger, portable screens out to you. A roll-up. Big as a tabletop, easy to carry. It's about time I got out of this old place for a few days. We can go through the images on that. In full colour! Don't worry, I'll scrub the log of any access. I've already deleted your access this evening. I haven't visited the outer villages in so long." 

 Babs shuffled over to a bench and sat down with a tired plop.

 "I get a lot of these requests," she said. "Folkes thinking they can come in here and get a go at the men. There are a lot of people in this colony. You'll be lost in the noise. I mean, after three hundred years there should be a lot more people, over fifty thousand if standard fertility rates held. Before the war, we had ten thousand. Now it's barely eight. We haven't had a new male-child in eleven years. Longest we've ever gone. The palace is panicking. This expedition of yours. How big is it? How well equipped?"

 The old woman was chatty. Maybe she didn't get many opportunities to talk without lecturing. "Expedition? Um, Barbara, Babs, it's just me. I'm not part of anything. I did this entirely on my own. Well, mostly."

 "Just you? You're not Resistance?"

 "Nope. I thought it would be better this way. I could take a boat and a few sacks of terati. I'm a shrimp diver. I can scavenge for myself along the way. I thought I stood more chance alone, making less noise, slipping past the dangers. If there is some sort of conspiracy, they wouldn't be able to stop me if they didn't know I'd gone. The river is broad. I'd barely need to touch the shore."

 "Last time-"

 "Yes, yes, I know. Last time a hundred women went and none returned. Untold dangers, all that. But I don't think that's true either. If all those records were altered, that means someone here doesn't want any expedition to succeed. They want us trapped here. Stuck, stuck, stuck. Too afraid to explore. Slow poison in the supplies? I don't know. Oh, stars, my back hurts. Could we table this discussion for another time? I may be bleeding internally."

 "Of course, of course. Get those wrappings off and clean up. The hot water will do you the world of good."

 "Excellent idea," said Hetch. "Afterwards, you can help me get across to the workshops. I have a feeling there might be an engineer there who'll need a maid. Someone to give her a hand getting Shestia back to her village."

 

 


 

 

 

 

 

 

Interlude:

Paradise Made

 

 


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Terrance I 

 

 

Marcus threw the girl out. Damned bitch. He couldn't focus this evening. It was the ring. Despite being in a secure pouch inside a lock-box hidden in his closet, the blinking notification light inside the ring preyed on his mind.

 He shouldn't have checked it before the Brawl. Bad habit.

 The girl lay on the ground, trying her bravest not to cry, quietly gathering the inadequate gown about herself. The scantily clad, nubile, young woman sniffling at his feet didn't distract him like it usually did. He didn't want to read the fucking message. Though the blinking light was out of sight, it still scratched at his mind. 

 Silk. He wanted silk.

 The finest they could spin with reed cloth was impressive, but the feel of silk, the way it hung off a body, there was no comparison.

 The girl shifted and looked back at him. There was not a tingle nor a stir from his dick. He felt nothing for her.

 It was all getting stale. A whole planet to himself, a tropical paradise at the edge of a beautiful lake, endless shellfish, delicacies, and bitches that competed in every way, even killed each other, to jump on his dick. But after three hundred years, everything began to pale. Sulphur stench drifted over from the western shores some nights. He was sick of shellfish. Really sick of it. And the women?

 "Did… Did I…?"

 Oh, fuck. It was going to speak. He turned back into his room and slammed the door on it.

 "Did I do something wrong?" came the half-sobbed yell through the daubed wood.

 Fuck that bitch. The wolves would find her soon enough. Then she'd lose her precious virginity. She might even survive.

 This was supposed to be his paradise. An endless supply of virgins sounded great, but damn, he wanted a girl who knew what she was doing. Virgins were so clueless. That thing out there, on the floor, it couldn't even tell he was in one of his moods. Trying to help him, talk to him. She should shut the fuck up and let him deal with it.

 Maybe it was time to end this little experiment. Wipe it all away and then… Then what? Go where? Back? They'd never take him back. The reports no longer satisfied them. Even the fake crew exchanges drew more suspicion than they deflected. And now, this blinking light.

 Marcus feet slapped on the cool, polished stone. He opened the cupboard in his dressing room, slid the back-brace, lifted the side-support, revealed the hidden compartment. He fished out the small chest and inserted the decoration at the end of his scarf, unlocking it. Inside was the pouch. Inside that was the ring.

 This whole palaver only became necessary after the war. He'd simply worn the ring both times they'd searched the palace. Poking and prodding at everything. Bitches. Like they were cleverer than him. Without the ring to wake the tower, the stupid cunts found nothing.

 Now he had to hide it away in case someone commented that his newest self always wore the ring favoured by his previous self.

 All these new medical advances the bitches made; it took too long for them all to die and forget him. He had to wait a decent enough time between transformations, and meanwhile he got old. Sore neck, a frozen shoulder. Creaking knees.

 Paradise shouldn't have bad knees.

 He climbed out of his bedroom window and sidled along the ledge until he reached the tower at the end of the palace.

 Only the men were allowed on this floor. Most of them still celebrated the Brawl. Another bunch ran off with Bosco for some sort of sport in the rear courtyard. Hopefully, that idiot red-head properly secured Old Raymundo before heading out for his fun.

 Marcus slipped in through the tower window and climbed the stairs. No-one could get in here unless they came along the ledge. The key to the tower door was lost centuries ago. The bitches tried to break it down when they were searching. Idiots. It was nano-constructed. Part of the original building. They'd figured out the ledge, come in through the window and found nothing but a dusty room below a dusty staircase, spiralling up to another dusty room at the top.

 Marcus climbed into that highest of chambers, and carefully lowered the trapdoor behind. The nanites spread the dust back over his footprints, erasing them.

 The buttresses supporting the domed roof curved gracefully, exquisitely carved. They matched, exactly, the buttresses in the women's dome, above the library so the bitches never looked at them twice. They emitted tiny lights when he activated the blinking ring.

 As they warmed up, Marcus checked the curtains and arras. No light would escape. It was a bit early for this, but a Brawl usually had everyone distracted.

 The lights shifted, indicating ready. Marcus lay on the floor amidst the patiently gathered supplies. Water, foodstuffs, basic materials for the nanites to convert into whatever was needed. All covered in nanite-spread dust and arranged carelessly to look like a bunch of random boxes. 

 He depressed the switches on either side of the ring, holding them down for three, two, one. 

 The lights flickered. The mechanism gathered the required energy. He closed his eyes.

 This part always made him sick.

 There was a pulse, and he was aboard the Naginata. 

 The padded wall thumped his shoulder. Motion-sickness immediately cut in as his body caught up with the relative lateral velocity of the orbiting craft. He bounced off a wall and tried to steady himself, writhing in the zero gravity for a while, bracing against each wall as he struck it, before settling. 

 "Welcome back, Terry!" said Liza, happy to see him. The skindroid floated in one corner. She quickly rearranged the supplies so nothing would prove an immediate danger, then pulled him towards the railings to begin the descent procedure. The arrival room shifted towards gravity, from the weightless hub out to the ring.

 "Hi, Liza," he muttered, queasy. "Just gimme a sec."

 He called the blonde one Liza. Eliza was the bob-cut brunette; raven curls and a slender physique for Jane; the redhead with the beautifully pale, almost translucent skin, was Janey. He only broke her out on special occasions.

 He couldn't remember what colour hair Eliza-Jane had originally. The archives held several pictures, all carefully altered to give no consistent details of where they were taken, or the fact that Eliza-Jane couldn't even stand to look at him. He should check her hair colour, just to jog his memory, but that meant dealing with that suicidal-lunatic librarian.

 Fuck that. 

 "Of course, Terry. Take all the time you need." This model had a pleasant voice and accent, husky undertones. 

 Marcus took a couple of breaths. As the chamber moved towards the outer ring, gravity shifted, increasing, until he was able to climb down and sit on the floor, allowing his stomach to unknot.

 Liza settled the supplies into neat stacks. She waited patiently. Yes. This was more like it. Women who knew him, didn't bother him, anticipated his needs.

 "Ha! That's what I miss," he said. "People who do what I fucking say without getting all up themselves. Damned bitch I just left, she was so clueless. Huh. I didn't even have the heart to hit her."

 "Normally, you like hitting us," said Liza

 "Yeah, but this one had a bruise on her jaw already. Seemed weird. It was from the Brawls, given to her by the girl she'd defeated to win her chance to lie in my bed. I mean, having them fight over me is the coolest thing ever, don't get me wrong. And they go all out. It's fantastic to watch. Gets my dick hard every time. But it's like she was already damaged goods, and I couldn't…"

 "Was that the reason? Because she had a mark you didn't give her yourself? Maybe if you beat the shit out of one of us for a while, that will get you going."

 "Meh. The idea doesn't thrill me like it usually does."

 "I'm sorry to hear that, Terry."

 "Huh. Thanks."

 "What would you like to do? A message came through, about six hours ago. Would you like to head to the bridge and read it? Or we can transfer it down to your room?"

 "Yeah. I should. But I kinda don't wanna. After the last message, this might actually be the recall. This 'expedition' has been out too long. Nothing in the data we're falsifying is satisfying them any more. Or maybe they figured the crew that keeps swapping in doesn't exists. Couldn't find one of them to talk to." 

 A hangnail bothered him and he picked at it, hunched over and small. 

 "I mean, I'll read it, the message, but I need something to distract me first. Don't want to answer it yet. Where the fuck are the rest of you? You know I like to have more than one of you here." He stared at her long, shapely body, a subtly different proportion to the others. "Give me an idea of what mood I'm in. You're looking good, though. Decent tits. I could go for a decent pair of tits."

 "We weren't expecting you. Most of us are fulfilling operational duties. Which of us would you like to see?"

 "Don't know. Skinny, maybe. That girl was the wrong shape. Too thick through the middle. All muscle. They're all the wrong shape, this lot. That's the problem with the fights. I get the winner instead of the hottest one there."

 "The genetic alteration we perform at the embryo stage means the planet only produces beautiful women. There's no-one on the planet outside the standard pattern of beauty you specified. The variety is maintained such that-" 

 "No, no, no. It's the shape and the natural grace, and that. Pretty girls can still get fat and clump around all clumsy. I want, y'know, the special ones." 

 "Isn't that the point of the council representatives, and the maids? You pick the pretty ones for those positions."

 "Yeah, but they're still the hottest ones of the best organisers, or those who want to work in the palace. They're not the best lookers on the whole planet. No-one has that natural grace. It's just not built into them. We need more movie nights in the outer villages so they can see how a proper woman should move, and behave." 

 "They're workers for the most part, Terry. They move as their work requires. There are not enough people to form an idle class of citizens with nothing better to do than-" 

 "Yeah, but the maids! At least they should move right, if they're going to live in a palace." 

 "Perhaps update the training program for the palace?" 

 "How the fuck am I supposed to do that? The bitches don't listen to me like they used to. They all look out for each other, too. Fucking maids. It's almost impossible to get one alone. And they can all fight. I have to be all seductive and shit. So boring! I can't get proper access to the hiring process. After three hundred years, they've started to work it out." 

 "We can eliminate anyone-" 

 "No, no. Not completely." His face scrunched up in annoyance. "Subconsciously. Even the war I started didn't get all my old powers back. The male-birth drought has made them less selective, instead of giving us more power over the selection. I don't know what else to try. We're watched too closely." 

 "What about the beauty pageant you arranged?" 

 "Nah. Hardly anyone entered. Just a bunch of vainglorious- We're stuck with these fighters, and science nerds and…" He waved a vague hand. "Competent people. They're all too chunky. Tough. Not a decent set of tits on any of them. There was that cook who had a nice pair. After what I did to her the last time, they're keeping her hidden. I don't know if she still works in the palace."

 Liza shifted to a more comfortable position, sitting on the floor next to him, leaning one of her arms on the padding. "I wouldn't put it past Galetea to slip her away without your permission," said Liza, with exactly the right tone. "Damned bitches think they run the place."

 "Ha! Yeah! Right."

 He felt better already. Was this the true paradise, this huge, old ship under the stars, his own personal cocoon, programmed to his desires? He had a whole planet, and all he wanted was this one spinning ring in the heavens. If he wasn't so astrophobic, he could live here. The thought of nothing but those thin walls between him and the long, cold walk made him shiver. A few weeks was all he could stand before the stress got too tiring. The journey out was bad enough, even with the hibernation sleep. 

 "What the fuck happened to that macaca, who won the blood-match? She was a looker. Skinny girl. I could go for that dark meat, tear it up, draw some blood of my own. Get filthy with some filthy creature."

 "If you want a bit of colour, one of us could alter the melanin level-"

 "No! No. You're my perfect girls, my bestest little collection. It's a whim, anyway. I like to indulge my whims. That's why I trigger those coloured genes in the birthing sequence. Nothing too dark, mind, but I like a bit of variety. And eyes and faces and stuff. That one was a straight up hottie, though. She won, too. Drew blood. She fought this monster. I like a girl who's not afraid to hurt people to get what she wants."

 "None of the school girls match that description."

 "Yeah, I think she was a Qualifier."

 "I don't know any Qualifier girls. You should give us better surveillance-"

 "No! No. Stuff like that always gets out. I don't want any form of recording or monitoring. I mean, bad enough if anyone gets into your memory. Can't have transmitted visuals floating about. They almost hacked the fucking system with radio waves. It gave me an excuse to start the war, but seriously. Imagine if they picked up a transmission from the ship?"

 "Perhaps we should do something to remind them who's in charge?"

 "Nah, Galetea would see straight through that. She's sharp, that one." Marcus shifted as the gravity increased, settling into the padding of what was now the floor. "She saw past my make-up tonight. Too many clues and they can work it out. My skin's too smooth. The make-up doesn't hide that." 

 Liza nodded. "Gal's always been keen." 

 "Huh. Yeah. I might have to die soon. Come back as one of my own children. Again. It's getting harder to pull that off. Faking a sickness bad enough to kill me is so tedious. And it means months of not getting up here, having my proper fun." 

 "We can begin seeding information about a potential prodigy." 

 "Sure. That takes a while though. There're way too many women who know me from when I was younger. Fucking matriarchs. Changing my face too much hurts. I get clumsy when I eat."

 Liza spoke reassuringly. "An extended bath will dramatically decrease the pain level. Besides, what would they know? They'd comment how much you look like your 'father'. Keep your contact to a minimum, and you'll be fine."

 "Yeah, yeah. It's about time. Damned knees. Prep a joint refresher. That anti-arthritis stuff." Marcus shifted again as his resolve gathered. "Yeah. It's time. Besides, it always keeps the wolf-pack in line to see me come back younger. The other men get desperate for that as they age. It makes them malleable."

 A new energy rose inside him. He stood, headed to the door.

 "If I'm going to be someone else, I'll need a new name. New naming protocol," he told Liza, "Call me…" Then he remembered the ring, the message, and all the hassle that was likely to bring. "…shit…"

 "Okay, Shit. What would you like-"

 "No, no. Fuck. That's not my new name. I'm still a bit dizzy. Come on. I'll think of something on the way to my room." Liza rose with grace and artificial strength. She stood too evenly, something too mechanical. He snorted, annoyed at these constant reminders that this place was not perfect. Either.

 They made their way into the access spine that circled the ship. "I'm liking the Roman names. Give me a couple of good Roman names."

 "Well, there's Julius, of course, but you said people might call you Julie, so-"

 "Yeah, I don't like that one. What's the wall guy?"

 "Hadrian. You've used that name already."

 "Nah, yeah, nah. Not that one. Someone else."

 "There were many famous gladiators. Do you like stories about gladiators? We have Priscus, Crixus, Carpophorus-"

 "Something a bit more modern-sounding."

 "Well, you've already used Antony, Constantine and Marcus. You rejected Lucius, because you said people might call you Lucy, and Gaius because-"

 "Hey, wait. Roman. That's a name, isn't it?"

 "Roman as a name dates back to-"

 "I didn't ask for a fucking history lesson," Marcus snarled, still finding his feet unsteady. Not only was the ship moving faster around its orbit than the surface of the planet, but it was, itself, rotating to produce gravity. The transfer always took some adjustment.

 "Sorry, Shit, I was just trying to be helpful."

 "What did you call me? Fucking hell. Alright. New naming protocol. Call me Roman."

 "Sure thing, Terry."

 "What?"

 "Default name, Terry or Tel, never Terrance. New name protocol Roman, established across the network."

 Marcus narrowed his eyes at the skindroid. He suspected it was trying to be funny. His attempts at programming a sense of humour didn't go well. That spick, Ernesto, who did all the original reprogramming, wrote in deliberate glitches purely to mess with Marcus.

 Little greaseball thought he could make himself indispensable by providing software patches for eternity. Marcus had the master system go through and scrub the obvious errors. The master system itself was also compromised. It couldn't be trusted. Glitches still lurked.

 Fucking Ernesto.

 Marcus still felt unpleasant about how much, how long, he had to suck up to that slimy little man. But one day, Ernesto, drunk and well-fucked, revealed his override codes. Finally, Marcus could get rid of him. They all had to go eventually. All the other men. But that devious little fucker was among the more satisfying. Watching Ernesto's own personal skindroid tear his limbs off. Screaming and bleeding out. That might be a good recording to bring up if this communique proved upsetting.

 "Send the message to my room," he told Liza, "and get Jane's skinny ass in there too. If it's bad news, I'll need something to take the edge off. Oh, and have someone cook me a fucking steak."

 "Earth steak or altered clam?"

 "Nah, Earth. That clam stuff isn't working. We'll have to try a new alteration. Do we still have Earth left?"

 "Technically, we grow it from cells, then keep some of the cells to grow more, so supply should be infinite, given an adequate source of replacement flesh-stock for the vats. Results from local clam, crustacean, and insect flesh-stock have proven inadequate. Earth flesh-stock is still viable. Speaking of which, perhaps the prisoner would make a good distraction?"

 "We have a prisoner? She's still alive?"

 "She's still alive. We've fed and cleaned her regularly, Shit, as you-"

 "Don't call me that!"

 "Current naming protocol established. Default is-"

 "Just reset to the fucking default."

 "Naming protocol reset."

 "You sure?"

 "Yes. I am sure."

 "And stop using the word protocol all the time. Make your speech more natural. Like you're a woman."

 "Sure thing, Terry."

 All this tiresome fussing about. Maybe he should head back to the Republic. Even with all its 'protocols', identity tracking, and people. If you could even call them people. Mixed-up bunch of cross-breeds and mutants. Barely a real human among the lot of them. His birth colony was so saturated with those descended from the inferior races, or filthy cross-breeds. And as for Nu-Hu and all their alterations, so revolting. Just decide if you want a dick or a cunt and stick with it, already. 

 He was pure, unadulterated. Better than all of them. Maybe that was his mistake with the whole plan. He should have kept it all white. Nice as it was to have a bit of variety, there was plenty of variety available in good white stock. Look at the beauties he'd made for himself up here. 

 "Terry! Wonderful to see you," called Jane as she approached along the corridor. Wow. She'd already pumped her tits up a bit for him. They really could tell what sort of mood he was in.

 "Hey, Jane! How's the new placement for the holiday home coming along?"

 "The other side of the planet has less in the way of land to survey. You specified something with mountains."

 "Yeah. Yeah. Bit of drama in the landscape; sheer cliffs and all that."

 The other skindroid fell in beside him. He felt a surge of comfort, of rightness, flanked by two gorgeous, obedient women. That was the main problem with the bitches down there. They insisted on having minds of their own.

 "It's not exactly the Swiss Alps. Vegetation on this world is at a very different stage of evolution. Mainly mosses and tall reeds, bamboo-like in appearance, along with low bushes and frond-bearing-"

 "Not interested in the lecture."

 "No, of course. The site we've selected fits your needs. Our scans for dangerous wildlife have shown it may take a while to clear. Also, it is close to the albedo point and represents a small danger of being seen during take-off. For landing we can enter away from the axis then glide in." 

 "Damn. Those bitches watch this place with their telescopes around the clock."

 "True. We've got such a small launch window when we circle behind the planet. Even less to dock safely. We could manage on a full orbit, but that has its own risks."

 "Sorry, Jane. I can't alter the orbit, slow it down, give us more time. They might notice the ship can still manoeuvre. And still has a shuttle. We'll have to wait for a good storm to blow in, give us some cloud cover. Anyway." They arrived at his room. "Come on in, ladies. Let's see why the Republic is bothering me this time."

 Marcus snuggled down on the bed with Jane. Not silk sheets, but the best the planet below could offer. He went through a couple of sets of sheets a year. He got Jane's nice new tits out and played with them for a while. She giggled at first until he reminded her of his preferences, then she settled into appreciative moans.

 Real skin. Vat-grown over the adjustable frame. As much or as little subcutaneous fat as he desired. He liked skinny at the moment. There was that whole Rubenesque phase a few years after setting up and disposing of the rival crew. Once the agriculture and fishing were established, however, there were enough thick girls down there. He liked skinny girls now. The tautness, the hint of muscle, the shapes they made as they writhed happily under his touch. 

 Liza slinked around behind, cosying up, and rubbed his shoulders expertly. He shifted and pulled her arms around him, leaning back against her. Jane snuggled in close. He sighed. This was as good as it was going to get. 

 "Message on screen."

 Marcus read it and began shaking.

 "Fuck. …fuuuuuck…"

 Liza spooked him by whispering in his ear, "Would you like us-"

 "Shut it!" He deliberately hunched his shoulder to smack her in the mouth. Her presence behind aggravated him. Wriggling her arms free, he shoved her away. Jane sensed his mood and arched back into a sexy sprawl, looking at him with reassuring eyes.

 No. That was wrong. WRONG! He flailed down and punched her in the chest. The endo-skeleton flexed. He lashed out for her face. Crack! Jane's lip began bleeding. Not enough! The skindroid covered her mouth and slid off the bed. She nodded demurely, apologising with her large eyes. She didn't even whimper. It wasn't enough. It was all WRONG!

 "Get out!" He shifted about on the bed, trying to find a position, kneeling, sitting, something! The women nodded then silently and calmly made their way to the door. "No!" He pointed at Liza. "Not you! You fucking stay!" The blond one always seemed like the most competent. "You answer my fucking questions!"

 "Of course, Tel," Liza replied. Not even scared. Just demure and obedient. He needed something to smash her android head in! Something heavy. There were only pillows, some ropes. He preferred using his hands for violence, but this needed something more!

 "Fucking smash your fucking head in, bitch!"

 "Perhaps one of the metal clubs you use on the prisoners might help," it suggested.

 Marcus surged to his feet with sudden, furious purpose. "The prisoner! Fuck, yeah. Take me to that fucking bitch, now!"

 "Sure thing, Terry."

 Back out into the service corridor and they headed farther around from the arrival lounge. Jane was already nowhere to be seen. Marcus strode in violent haste. Liza almost had to run to keep up, in spite of the good, long legs he'd been kind enough to give it. He leaned towards the skindroid. "When it says," Marcus hooked a thumb back over his shoulder, referring to the message. "It said, Launching Investigation. Launching. That means a fucking ship, doesn't it? The fuckers are sending a fucking ship, aren't they?"

 "Yes, Terry. That is the likeliest interpretation. Especially considering they gave an estimated arrival time for the investigative team at three years, eight months."

 "How long can we ignore the message, usefully?"

 "Variations in reception and parsing the coded signals, absorption by the ship's committee, all of whom you killed, and composition of reply give us a window of around thirty-eight days to transmit confirmation and accurate navigational data."

 "Four weeks?" Marcus felt the blood physically drain from his face. The skindroid indicated a door and he couldn't even remember what he was doing here. "Four weeks?" 

 "A little over five weeks, but yes." 

 "That's long enough. Isn't it? They don't know where we are, right? We haven't given them proper co-ordinates for decades."

 "There is no equipment sensitive enough to detect the location of a vessel this size even one star away, let alone one thousand and thirty-seven light years. However, they can locate the source of a signal to the appropriate star." 

 Marcus staggered to a stop. He stared at the skindroid until he remembered. "Wait. Wait. We handled that with those relay buoy thingies, yeah?" 

 "Indeed. The buoys currently create the impression we're moving through nearby systems. According to the data you asked us to construct, we've been skirting this sun for the last two hundred and eighty-three years, spending the requisite five-year minimum and twenty-year maximum collecting data from a number of nearby stars. Failure of communication hardware on our end along with ongoing computer issues has prevented us from sending such a large data dump."

 "Yeah, yeah, yeah. We're a minor mission, on a centuries schedule, no-one cares about, finding nothing interesting. It'll take them years to get here. But we can do this." He grabbed its arm for support, staring into its pleasant face. "I mean, we planned for this. We get a couple of hundred bodies from below to make it look like a full crew on board, slow burn out of the system, send them the co-ordinates for this system via relay, jump back in and blow the drive, destroying the ship. What happens with the relays?" 

 "The buoys will fling out into their Oort clouds. Vanish like Russel's teapot." 

 "The what? Oh, yeah. Right." He let go of the arm and forced himself back up to speed. Uncertainty infected his step with unsteadiness. "Then I escape in the explosion in a shuttle with a couple of you as my assistants and spend the time as a lowly scan tech, fulfilling my duty. And hey! Look what a wonder we found! Sorry all the data from the other systems died with the ship, but none of it was interesting. A place like this should distract them. They'll fucking name it after me." 

 "As long as they don't find out Perkins discovered it in the initial survey." 

 "Hah! Fucking Perkins. I forgot about him." A wave of dismissal. "Yeah. No-one knew about that except me and him. We deleted the raw data. Okay. So. The holiday shack becomes my temporary home. And then the big finale."

 Marcus glanced about for a window. There was no view port in this section of corridor. He sped up, jogging along until a round, layered portal let him see the planet below, green and blue, hanging in the heavens. His astrophobic vertigo made him wobble. Gripping the skindroid he stalked away, slamming his feet into the deck to gain a sense of solidity. 

 "Fuck this shit. Let's blow the caldera under those bitches. Let the super-volcano thing get rid of any evidence they ever existed. Palace. Villages. All of it ashes. How long to scrub the site?"

 "Two years, six months for a complete nanite scrubbing of all areas. For a margin of error, the nuclear device should be triggered within the next three to four months. Do you wish to use the shuttle for that?"

 "Three to four- Wait. What? The shuttle?"

 "To visit Landing Site One? If we're blowing those bitches up, it won't matter if they see the shuttle."

 He shoved it away. "Why the fuck do we need the shuttle? Just do it from here! We can detonate the bomb from here!"

 "I apologise, Terry, I forgot to remind you. When the bitches tried to hack into the ship, Leigong's Chisel came into effect. That's the maximum-security protocol. We went into full, paranoid mode."

 "Forgot to remind me? You're saying I've forgotten something, aren't you?"

 "I did explain we set the bomb to local activation only, as you requested."

 "Requested? I didn't fucking request that! What the fuck is this shit!" 

 "Thirty-four years and three months ago, the bitches built a radio sophisticated enough to send a message to this ship. When you programmed the fail-safes, you set such an event to trigger Leigong's Chisel. Highest security level. You did not alter any of the defaults, and one such-"

 "'I didn't alter'! You're trying to say this is my fucking fault! AREN'T YOU? That's what you're saying!"

 "I'm saying that one such default is to set the explosive device to a local activation only. It is a military unit. Detached from its delivery device it reverts to battlefield protocols. To set its detonation timing you will have to be physically present at the detached warhead, which drilled down underground to a weak point in the caldera's volcanic matrix."

 Marcus lunged for her with violent intent. To his utter astonishment, Liza sidestepped, causing him to flail. She activated a door.

 "Alternatively, you could set the bomb's protocol back to remote detonation, which may be the safest choice. But you will still have to be physically present to do so."

 He strode towards her, hands flexing.

 "But we can take the shuttle," she said, backing into the room. "All of us, if necessary. Some of us to guide you down to the bomb. Nanites should have created and maintained suitable access. The others will protect the shuttle."

 "NO! You can't protect the damned shuttle! That was the whole point of abandoning Landing Site One! Something big came out of the jungle and ripped the whole fucking camp apart! A herd of them! With tusks and beaks and- Crushed the shuttle. Then those evil fucking giant-centipede things…"

 The smell coming out of the gloom hit hard. He almost reeled. The skindroid thought it was being clever, drawing him into the prisoner's room, avoiding damage to itself. But it was only some stupid logic engine. It didn't understand.

 "Look, bitch. There are critters down there that would tear you to shreds, no matter what load-out of arms you chose. They have these swarms, fucking huge swarms of giant beetle-things, as big as your head, that eat everything in their path. We lost a whole village to them out by the Hamptons, before we turned the horde. Fire and plasma and everything."

 The woman tied to the wall shifted feebly, sliding in her own shit. The skindroids cleaned the excrement out regularly. It was good fertilizer for the gardens. Strawberries, carrots, spices. Little treats only he could sample. 

 The prisoner barely registered his presence.

 Marcus absently picked up a long, metal club. A steel rod he used to stick into places as well as break limbs. Then the nanites fixed it all up and he could break her all over again. He'd ripped an arm off her once, beaten her with it until she nearly passed out, then fucked her until she did. The nanites fixed it all up. 

 But this prisoner was almost done. Mind too broken to be much fun. Ready for the vats, and then his belly.

 "Hey! The vats! I can give you some of my cells, and you can make a skindroid of me, like I made you lot out of Eliza-Jane after I had to kill her! Then it could go down-"

 "I'm sorry, Tel. But the detection suite on the explosive device is military grade, designed by people aware of the existence of skindroids. Only designated personnel have activation authority. It has to be you. Maybe you can persuade the bitches to take you there. They're always organising expeditions to look for the landing site. We've destroyed all their expeditions in the past, but-"

 "It's going to take longer than three months to organise a fucking expedition! Never mind the week it takes to travel there! How the fuck do I even persuade them to look in the south? I spent so much effort fucking up the archives and spreading rumours… No-one even thinks it's in the south! They all think it's north!" He swung the metal rod against the wall in frustration. CLANG! The stinking thing on the floor whimpered again.

 "You can persuade them, Terry. We practised how to manipulate those bitches, remember? We put a swagger in your walk when we upgraded your body. Added a little twinkle in your eye. Or go for that shy, vulnerability if you're regressing to young again. All those subtle uses of body language and conversation techniques will beat them. They're hormone bags. You can twist those bitches around your finger. Literally. We made you stronger, faster than anyone down there. You shine like a god among those putrid creatures."

 "Yeah. Maybe. I mean…" Marcus threw the club down in resignation, leaning one hand against the wall. "That's why I like coming up here. I don't have to pretend to be that suave bastard. You all love me for who I am."

 "Yes, Terry. We all love you."

 Marcus shuffled over and hugged her, leaning there for a while. The thing on the floor let out a small sigh, reminding him why this room stank so much. "For fuck's sake. Melt that thing down for the vats. I want my fucking steaks."
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