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Floreina is a cybernetically enhanced young woman with a vibrant fu-
ture in the Amarrian Empire, a decorated turret commander and slave
overseer aboard an Abaddon warship. But after a cruel OaccidentGand
the repeated abuse of slaves, Floreina risks everything in a defiant act of
mutiny.

Along the way, shelearns that commandeering a battleship takes more
than just artificially focused cunning, automated adrenaline injections,
and simple, old-fashioned brutality. For her plan to succeed, Floreina
must befriend a Minmatar slave.

But plans donOtalways go as plannedE And asthe two fight for their
lives, Floreina must find a way to reconcile their friendship with the ra-
cism that drives her career.

When people think of slavery, they think of whips, chains and neuro-
logical implants. While thesethings may be necessary,the real tools of a
successfulslave culture are psychological. Through a myriad of non-viol-
ent techniques, such as carefully selecting entertainment material, sta-
ging supportive news, and well-timed acts of love, one can tightly con-
trol the subjectOerception of his world. The mark of a truly superior
slave-bearing society is when the slaves support the system as vehe-
mently as the masters.

-The New Amarria

Despite the speed of their run, Floreina sensedthe reluctance of the
Minmatar. Shewatched from above, hopping between video feedsasthe



damage control teams entered the hottest sections of the turret. Their
hands shook and voices cracked, but they did not hesitate to raceto their
dutyE

And Floreina imagined her little buddy doing the sameE

Shefelt the plasma traveling at ever increasing rates through a
shrinking number of pathwaysE

E and soon the cooling failures began.

She entered the turret's central photon generator, unable to
avoid the senseof steadily building heat, and felt the sweat on her dis-
tant corporeal body.

Floreina traveled around the generator, jumping methodically
through the computations and feedback processesE sensing something.
Somehow the coolant flow was inconsistent.

Within several hundred milliseconds she noticed the weakness.

WeOraboutto havea coolantieakat the main generatorFloreina an-
nounced, a moment before the pipe burst. Dad, doyou havea teamin sec-
tion A-167

Miltein seethed with frustration, momentarily distracting the
other networked commanders. He zeroed in on his daughter. | havetwo
slaves one deck below.

Floreina watched the coolant spill from the gash into an adjacent
crawlway. The plastic coating along the walls froze and cracked and her
visuals clouded over.

IOmworking with anotherteam, if you want to takethis, Floreina.
Miltein said. Get Oem out of there.

Copythat. She scannedthe nearby decksto find the two slaves,
working to reinforce a plasma pipeline.

OFilmarand Milkeinos,O she spoke audibly through the local in-
tercom, the words feeling like sludge compared with the elegant mental
communion she enjoyed with her fellow commanders.

The slaves looked up. OMaster FloreinaNO started Milkeinos.

ODiscontinue your work,O she ordered. OYouOveot a coolant
leak above you. Retreat to deck C.O

OYes,MaOam,Qeplied Filmar as he turned to pack his nanite
applicator into its case.

OJustwenty more seconds,Oeplied Milkeinos as he strained to
point his applicator into the pipeline. OIOIl have it sealedEO

Floreina ran a check on the coolant dispersal. ONegative,Oshe
replied. OGetout now. Discard the equipment and retreat immediately to



C deck. I10Ovegot coolant coming down and | canOpredict where itOsgo-
ing to break through.O

Turret one at seventypercentdamage announced Captain Alli-
hence.Average turret damage now at fifty percent.

And Floreina sighed, a private and selfish show of relief as she
remembered the other turret commanders were having just as many
problems.

Shefocused on the two endangered slaves, but continued run-
ning the standard wavelength coherency, damage and efficiency calcula-
tions in the back of her mind.

DonOtyou think youOreulling them prematurely?asked Captain
Allihence, suddenly showing her presence within the local system.
Twenty more secondsE are they really in such danger?

Floreina looked at the slaves as Filmar punched his pass code
into the hatchway at the end of the corridor. | predicttheleakwill continue
down anotherdeck,Floreina told the captain, drawing her toward the dis-
ruption in the crawlway above.

And asif on cue, the crawlway floor ruptured, atiny crack rap-
idly lengthening to allow the coolant to drip into the corridor below.

Allihence laughed privately to Floreina. | stand corrected And
the captain retreated from FloreinaOs systemE or cloaked her
consciousness.

Milkeinos shouted as the fog filled the hallway. As her vision
clouded, Floreina saw Filmar pull open the hatch and jump through to
the next corridor.

A second later, MilkeinosO screams echoed, registering on
sensors all along both sections.

OMilkeinos, are you hit?OFloreina shouted through the nearest
speaker. Ol have no visual on you.O

And shelistened to his screamfor another second before he hal-
ted and replied. OYeah; IOm hit.O

OCan you PO

Ol can walk,0 he said.

Damage level at fifty percer@nnounced Lieutenant Ethanial.

Her natural mind continued focusing on the two slaves, but jumped
back intermittently to direct her personal processor, devoted to the nor-
mal cannon operations.

Floreina shifted her view to the next section just as she heard
the hatchway slam shut. The slave turned from the door and ran toward
the next hatch.



OFilmar!O Floreina shouted. ODo not abandon your partner!O

He halted midway along the corridor. OThesectionOglooded!O

he replied.

ONo, itOs not. Get back and help your partner!O

And as she spoke to Filmar she simultaneously pulled up the

visual on the previous corridor, the fog now rapidly clearing to reveal
Milkeinos crawling to his feet, red splotches dotting his skin, his plain
brown uniform pockmarked with tiny holes where coolant splatters had
disintegrated the material and pieces of his flesh.

As the slave shuffled clumsily toward the hatchway, another

rupture registered above him.

OGet back Milkeinos!O Floreina shouted a moment too late.
The ceiling cracked and more coolant splashed down.

And asthe view clouded over again, she saw the slave go down

with an agonizing scream. Then he went silent.

She turned back to Filmar, having returned to the hatchway,

now entering his code. OBelay that order,O she said.

Filmar stopped and looked up, resting his hand on the latch.
OReseal the hatch,O Floreina ordered Now the corridorOs flooded.O
OYes, MaOam,O he answered as he cancelled his code.

Heat levelsreachingcritical, Allihence communicated. Prepareto discon-
tinue overclocking on my mark.

And Floreina felt grit in her stomach as she adjusted her focus back to
the turret as a whole.

Her face tightened as she continued watching the photon generation
and release. She sent a private report to Miltein. IOmsorry, Daddy, she
said, feeling his frustration and allowing it to compound her own. She
sent her public report to Overseer Karleen a moment later.

Discontinue overclocking, Allihence ordered. Turret five is nearing
criticalE

Floreina checked her turretOsdamage level asthe processesslowed to a
normal pace, allowing her implant a mild senseof relaxation. She ran
checks on the other turrets and smiled privately as she recognized that
most had seenmore overclocking damage, reminding herself that des-
pite the sudden stress, her team was doing the best job anyone could
expect.

However, Floreina had beenthe only one to lose a crew member, and
that tainted her successkE

But asthe fog cleared, Floreina scannedfor MilkeinosObody and found
nothing. Sherefocused to hear him panting at the other end of the hall



and adjusted the cameratoward the voice. As she panned, the sleeve of
his uniform passed by, cracked and frozen, fingers now frosted white,
cemented to the deck plating. Further along, the slave dragged himself
toward the hatchwayOskeypad. He shook violently, his clothing covered
in athin layer of frost. His right arm jutted from his shoulder, ending at
the elbow in a cracked and frozen stump.

And somehow, bracing his body against the wall, kneeling before the
hatch, he entered his code. He lurched toward the latch and pulled the
door open. Whining from the depths of his throat, he forced himself
onward.

| needto changemy report, Floreina communicated toward Karleen and
her father over the public channel, feeling the tightness increasing.
Milkeinos is aliveE severely injured.

Repairable’Karleen asked as her presence passed into the corridor to
see. Oh dear God, she exclaimed, prompting several of FloreinaOsnet-
worked lieutenants to take a peek as well.

No, they seemedto decide. MilkeinosO injuries were not repairable.
Floreina ran a quick price calculation, and was forced to agree.

And Allihence was there suddenly, her presence overwhelming but
somehow comforting. The captain simply watched pleasantly, showing
an oddly timed pride in her crewE

Can| requestpermissionto getthis slavesomemedicalattention? Floreina
asked. His injuries are borderlineE

Negative,Allihence replied within milliseconds. The costof an artificial
limb above the elbow is more than that of the slave.

Yes,Captain,Floreina replied. Justthought|Odask.It seemdike the benefit
in slave morale would be worth the extra cost.

Not enoughto warrant the trouble, replied the captain. Eunless you wish
to purchase the slave yourself, Florellae paused.Or anyone elseE

No one replied.

Terminate the slavéllihence ordered.

Yes,MaOanreplied Floreina as shefelt herself drawn unnaturally back
toward her corporeal body.

Her emotional suppressant system pulled itself to the forefront of her
mind, but she shooed it away, forcing herself back into the moment.

She felt the other commanders watching her, feeling her distaste for
the situation, and sensing her hesitation.

Shelooked down from the camerason Milkeinos as he staggered to
the other end of the hall. OlOngoing to need medical attention,Ohe cried.
OlOmcoming down service crawlway B, if itOsstill openE Master



FloreinaE someoneE please tell me if crawlway B is still unblocked
from my current positionEO His voice cracked and grated painfully, but
she felt the rest of the crew watching, simply impressed that he could
even speak or move.

Shelocked the hatchway just as he reached out to type his accesscode.
The panel beepeda rejection and Floreina felt her mental reflexes pulling
away as he screamed a tortured reply. ONoOE pleaseEO he typed his
code again and collapsed to the floor upon hearing the second rejection.

OPlease,God!O he screamed, his body convulsing against the wall.
OWhy is my access denied? ECommander Floreinal ECommander
Miltein! Why is no one answering me?0

Floreina paused, feeling the weight of the minds surrounding her.
Outside they barely noticed their weaponry crushing the last of their en-
emies, leaving little more than tattered wreckage on the battlefield.

But as the battle ended, she felt her heart pumping harder. She
brought herself back to her natural body for a moment to look out with
her own eyeson the crew surrounding her three steps below. Shetook a
deep breath and prepared herself, considering for a moment the use of
her emotional suppressants,simply to disguise her hesitation. But trans-
parency and honesty are too important when directly connected to the
minds of Amarrian crewmembers.

Would you like me to handle thisRggested Lieutenant Ethanial.

Eyes, she replied. Thankyou. This is my responsibilityE but itOgust one
of those difficult things for meE

No need to explain, Commander.

Thank you, Lieutenant. Floreina disconnected from the monitors in
MilkeinosO corridor and pulled her consciousnessaway from the situ-
ation. IOngoingto restmy headfor a fewminutesbeforewriting my post-battle
reports.Ethanial, let me know as soonas youOvéerminatedMilkeinos. For the
restof you, join mefor a quick clearingof the mind, or beginyour own reports.
IOlIseeyou in a few minutes. She paused for several hundred milliseconds
to confirm that her team did not have any last minute questions, then
reachedto the back of her head and removed the network cable from its
socket.

Her team fell away, the ghosts of their minds remaining for several
long moments, swirling with her own emotional processing. She sighed
and dropped the cord, letting it retract into the head of her command
seat.



Sheleaned back, noticing the dampness of her uniform, and wiped the
sweat from her forehead. Adjusting her turtleneck, she waved a quick
breath of air down the front of her uniform.

Floreina thought about the pirate ships, the terrorist abolitionists, now
floating as battered heaps of scrap metal outside their Abaddon war-
shipE and the crew they had held just moments before. Who were they?
Why had they chosen a path of debauchery? Had their families tried to
reason with them? Eor were they onboard too, heaped into a neat little
package to be discarded from society and forgotten?

But her mind did not dwell on the thousands of Minmatar enemies
they had just killed, and instead came back to the single Minmatar she
had failed to save.

Floreina closed her eyes and prayed silently, feeling His presencebe-
hind everything, watching, in the same way Captain Allihence would
watch her teamOsactivities from the back of their minds. The Lord,
however, had a deep, loving and caring subtlety that could not be du-
plicated with human or mechanical brains.

Floreina smiled, knowing she could always come back to Him. No
matter how intense a situation, He would always be there to lift, to
caressher soul and carry her upon the wings of her emotion. And He
would always be there to assure her that the universe was on the right
path, that she had done everything under His grace and guidance.

And He reminded her of her own slave in engineering. She paused a
long, nervous moment, then opened her personal radio application and
connected with the wireless onboard network.

It took only a couple secondsto find him lying in a crawlspace await-
ing orders, his datapad connected to a damage report terminal.

OMabhran,O Floreina said through the datapad's audio output.

OGoodMorning, Master Floreina,OMahran replied. OWhatcan | do for
you, Ma'am?0

Olwas wondering how youOdfeel about a promotion to management
and dispatch?0

OA promotion?0 he said. OThere's others with seniorityE O

Ol've been thinking | want you off the repair teams,O Floreina said.

OMay | ask why?O Mahran said, distracted by his datapad as he
scanned the readouts.

OToo dangerous.O

He nodded. OYeah,it gets hairy sometimesE doesn't Captain Alli-
hence reimburse you if something happens?OHe looked up suddenly.
ONot that I'm complaining O



OYeah, get reimbursedE fair market valueE whatever that meansk
but I'd rather have you alive. But | couldnOtdecide if you could handle
itE and | finally realized my best option would be to ask you.O

OMy only fear,OMahran replied, Owould be that the others would not
respect me because of how | got the position.O

OThat'sfair, but | think you could push through it and the fact that
you're considering it indicates to me that you think critically enough to
handle yourself.O She giggled. OTheother optionOsa demotion where
you spend your time cleaning my bathroom, organizing files and paint-
ing my nails.O

Ol wouldn't want to take away your timeshare moneyE O

OThat's why | prefer to keep you working.O

OAre the damage control teams really that dangerous?O he asked.

OYeahE Oshe said. OThey're probably better off going to Minmatars
who belong to the ship.O

OOkayE OMahran nodded, glancing rapidly back to his datapad. Ol
can handle the position, Master FloreinakE thank you.O

OOkay, I'll put in the request and see what the engineering officers
have to say.O

He looked around the corridor and found a camera. Floreina
shifted her view to meet his. His eyesgleamed and a smile snuck across
his face, but still he repeatedly glanced toward his datapad. OThankyou,
Master,O he said.

OWellE | can tell you're distracted so I'll let you get back to work.O

He saluted as she shut off the connection.

Floreina relaxed, took a deep breath and pulled the cable from the
back of her seat.Lifting her long dark hair and the flap of skin hiding her
interface, she plugged the network connection into its socketand slipped
back into her turret, melding again with the minds of her team.

Floreina read through the reports of her lieutenants and fellow turret
commanders. Despite being the only turret to lose a member, her team
had actually performed quite well, receiving less heat damage than all
but two of the other turrets. Arguably a successful overclocking test.

But asthe minutes passed, Floreina still did not senselLieutenant Eth-
anialOgeport. Finally, she asked, Lieutenant,whatOshe status on our poor
Minmatar?

Ethanial paused several long moments. WellE he started. | didnOwant
to involve you asitOs little dramaticE heObeingE difficultE | would almost
say you were right to suggestrepairing him. This kidOsa fighterE more



strength than | would havein his situation, | fearto admitE although heOs
turned into a disobedient little brat in his last moments before JudgementE

Why? Floreina asked. What are you ordering him to do?

| wantedhim to crossbackthrough the previouscorridor. | told him
Filmar was going to pick him up on the other side.

Floreina groaned. Ethanial,heOsot an idiot. Thewholecorridorwas
contaminatedvith coolant.HeOsvell awareof howlong it takesfor it to coolto
safe levels.

Floreina pulled up the monitors from MilkeinosO location, but
Ethanial stopped her. Commander| canhandleitE | think it would bebetter
for both of you if | took care of this.

But she looked anyway, to see Milkeinos huddled against the
wall near the hatchway leading back into the damaged corridor. The
door hung half open. The stump of his right arm jutted hideously up-
ward as he screamed FloreinaOs name.

OCommander Floreina, please!Ohe cried. OLieutenant Ethanial
is trying to kill me! Please,LordE | can still workE Commander Flore-
ina, pleaseE | can still workE look at meE 10mstill alive and talkingE
you know | can still be a productive memberEO And his face collapsed
to the floor, repeating her name, OECommander Floreina!O

And Floreina stopped short once again.

YeahE Ethanial started. He thinks youOre the one to spare himE

And Floreina shot Ethanial a furious glare over the open chan-
nel. What do you think youOre doing letting him know?

My apologiesMaOanteplied Ethanial. Thatwasabadchoiceon my
partE | wastrying to getit donequickly. | figured hewould besodisoriented
that he would forget about the danger.

HeOs Minmatar, Floreina reminded. HeOgoingto protecthis own
existenceE and when this happensyou risk contaminating the rest of the
population.

IOm sorry, MaOahe repeated.| knowE that was my mistake.

Sowhat are you doing aboutit now? she asked as she pulled up
the audio and visual records from the corridor to hear EthanialOsde-
mands and MilkeinosO pleading arguments from just a minute earlier.

Well, | allowedhim to openthe hatchbackinto the damagedrea,and
then hestartedrefusingmy orders,and now herefusedo closethe hatchagain.
If | could get him to closethat hatchl could vent the oxygenin the corridorE
but he seemdo havefigured that out. Sonow | havea coupledronescoming
from outside. They should get to him in a couple minutesE
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Ethanial paused, and Floreina sensed his consciousness suddenly
shuddering, as though hiding his own disgust. They felt each otherOs
minds for a moment and Floreina noted just how similar they were as
they seemedto blend together into a single saddened and frustrated per-
son, who simply had to do something they didnOt want to do.

And she pulled away a quick moment later. IOlltakeover, Lieutenant.|
should have been handling this from the beginning.

Yes,MaOamhe replied, directing her toward the two drones, display-
ing their intended path on a three dimensional blueprint.

Okay, copy thatFloreina replied. 101l take itE

You gonnabeokay,Commanderasked Lieutenant Adran. ThereOs
no shame in having spiritual issues with thisg

No, no, Floreina replied. This is my job; heOslreadysufferedtoo
much because | didnOt handle it from the beginning.

She waited for the bots to make their way through the service
crawlways to the slaveOgosition. She watched Milkeinos, lying twitch-
ing on the floor, but from adistance, the vision blurred over with numer-
ous other menial tasks like cleanup procedures and efficiency reports.
And she shut herself off from the corridorOsaudio feeds as his cries
raised in pitch.

MilkeinosO face suddenly changed, and his body froze. He
looked up, and stared into the camera, asthough knowing exactly which
one Floreina would be using. His lips moved, but Floreina refused to al-
low her interpreter application to process the motions.

Milkeinos stared into the camera, his face growing flat, as
though suddenly recognizing his real situation, and his mouth stopped
moving. Five minutes earlier the thought that he would be refused med-
ical attention would never have crossed his mind. Now, Floreina ima-
gined his reality collapsing, seeing his Amarrian masters, his spiritual
guides, as something completely different, something dark and twisted
and evil. As false asit was, for a second Floreina could imagine that feel-
ing, and understood.

And Milkeinos began moving again, dragging himself to his
knees and crawling forward toward the hatch. He forced himself over
the divider, falling forward into the adjacent room. He stopped short at
the blast of cold, then pressed on.

Her first thought was that he had resigned himself to his fate,
and was headed back toward the coolant as Ethanial had ordered, but a
moment later noticed that he was not heading toward the main damage,
and was instead turning toward his discarded pack of equipment.
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Did you sendMilkeinos out with any communicationsn that bag?
Floreina asked her father. Pleasetell me he wonOtbe ableto contact his
friendskE

Lookslike hemight haveone,replied Miltein. A personaldatapad|
canOt isolate it. | canOt prevent his connection unless | get an ID.

Floreina forced her mind toward the first of the drones. It glided for-
ward through the tight crawlway as magnetic strips along the walls and
floor powered on and off at its command.

She entered the robot, seeing the crawlway from its front mounted
camera. The normally invisible propulsion strips dotted on all sides of
her like tentacles, pulling and pushing her along the deck plating.

Shestepped up the motion, firing the magnetism faster and faster, en-
visioning them as a blur around her as the drone propelled down the
crawlway.

Ahead, she found an access hatch above Milkeinos.

The drone slid to a halt asFloreina releasedthe lock to open the hatch.
Her unfamiliar mechanical body tumbled to the deck below. She fired
the floor strips to break her fall and rolled back to her proper position on
an invisible magnetic cushion.

She propelled forward, through the open hatch and into the next cor-
ridor, where frost still coated the walls and Milkeinos dragged himself
across the floor, the droneOsmicrophones picking up his deep throated
whine.

He satup as he reached the pack, his head bobbing side to side. As he
reachedinto the bag, he looked up to seeFloreina in her sleek, mechanic-
al form, hovering on her magnetic field a hundred centimeters above the
deck plating. He stared at her, as though recognizing who was behind
the indifferent robotic exterior.

ONo0,0 he said. OPleaseE Master FloreinaE KarleenEMaster
MilteinE pleaseEO But his voice faded away in resigned helplessnessas
Floreina extended and ignited her welding torch.

He pulled out the datapad. OCan | please just contact my daughterEO

And Floreina charged forward.

He swung the datapad suddenly, and screamed as the back of his
hand slammed into the cold metal and the torch connected with his arm,
charring his uniform.

The datapad dropped to the floor and the slave pulled his arm up to
gain agrip on the droneOsead. As the magnetism fought against Milkei-
nosOpush, her welding torch floundered at chest level, too distant to
make a connection.
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Her heart pumped, a loud, repetitive thud, echoing mechanically as
though literally housed within this cold, hollow, device.

OlOnsorry,O she said, unable to hold her tongue any longer. And she
rocked, utilizing every strip to roll left and right.

And MilkeinosO hand faltered and slipped. Floreina fell against the
slave, burying the torch in his belly and slamming her steel face against
his. Her camera maintained a view of Milkeinos freeze-burned, tear
streaked face, and as they tumbled to the ground Floreina could see
nothing else.

And for a moment, this Minmatar looked just like Mahran.

Lying atop him for several long moments, the violent twitching re-
gistered on the many motion sensors throughout her body.

And Floreina looked at a tiny dimple on the tip of his nose, blocking
out everything else,the sounds, the vibrations, the cold of the room, and
the warmth of the body. Shefocused on the dimple, asthough that was
all he had been, and all his life had meant.

Finally rolling off the body, she pulled back to look, just long enough
to confirm the termination. And she wrenched her consciousnessfrom
the robot asthough escaping from a tainted garbage bin and forced her-
self back into her human form.

Shelooked out on the command center and her core crew as though
they were figures in adiorama. They turned to gaze at her, one by one as
she retreated from the network.

Fumbling with her hair and the back of her turtleneck, she clutched
the data connection, and just before exiting the system, she took note of
the attitudes of her fellow crewmen.

Perhaps they were not as attached to the slaves as their commander,
but they understood her position. They watched, fascinatedE but did
not pass judgment.

And she popped the connection from the back of her head, and felt the
relief of an empty mind flood over her.

Simplicity once moreE just her and her personal implant.

Shefought the tears, as she saw the lieutenants momentarily neglect-
ing their duties to gazein her direction. Shetook a deep breath, closed
her eyes,and quickly wiped them on the cuff of her sleeve. OMy apolo-
gies, gentlemen.O

ONo need for apology, MaOam,O Lieutenant Adran replied.

She leaned into her seat to stare at the subtle light strips on the ceiling.

OWe need to pray for Milkeinos,O Floreina said.

Several of the lieutenants looked up from their posts.
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OWill you join me in prayer for the lost crewman?O Floreina asked.

And several of her crew looked around questioningly.

OHe disobeyed several direct orders, Commander,0 Adran
commented.

OOnly after finding out we wanted to kill him,O she replied.

And her crew seemed to shrug in agreement.

OPleasd_ord,O she started, OGrantour loyal slave your love and com-
passion as he crossesoverEQO Floreina continued carefully through her
prayer, her speech applications processing everything she said.

Edeath was as much a part of GodOsvision as anything elseE a
cycleE amagical, rhythmic processthat kept all existencein working or-
der. And the Amarrian race had been chosen as the LordOsoverseersin
that process.

OThankthe LordOsgrace,Osaid each of the Lieutenants as she finished
the prayer. OWethank the LordOsgrace,Orepeated Captain Allihence
through the command intercom. OWe hope for this MinmatarOs
salvationEO

Floreina looked at her crew. OWealso need to think about whoOsjoing
to replace MilkeinosEO

OWewere thinking of bringing Mahran up from engineering,OAdran
said, turning to smile.

ONo jokes about my Minmatar!O Floreina replied playfully.

OWhy not?OLieutenant Ethanial replied. OWhy's he so different from
the others?0

OBecause he'mineO

ODid you send Filmar straight to the discipline chambers?OFloreina
whispered.

Karleen nodded as she sipped her drink. OAbsolutely. Class four dis-
ciplinary measure.O

ODid he deserve that?OFloreina asked. OMy heart wants to blame the
captain more than Filmar.O

OThemaster always shoulders the blame,OKarleen replied. OButthe
slave bears the punishment.O

Floreina glanced around the bar, her algorithms directing her eyes,
searching for individuals with body language betraying their eavesdrop-
ping. But these folks were here for drink, and knew how to mind their
business.
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Slavery was technically illegal on this station, the result of various
agreementssigned with the Amarrian Empire, CONCORD and the local
business community to facilitate international trade. In Amarrian territ-
ory, even in high security, CONCORD patrolled space, slavery laws
were low priority for police, but still, it paid to be careful.

OlcouldnOteven watch the recording,O Karleen said, shaking her head
as she played with her ice cubes.OIOnglad | wasnOin your shoesE that
wouldOve broken my heart.O

Floreina nodded. OThatwas the saddest thing IOveever doneEO she
paused and looked up at her father, beer foam dangling from his mous-
tache. OExcept for that onceEO

Miltein nodded and sighed.

OWould you two back me up if | made a petition to Allihence
about reorganizing work orders so we don't put our subjectsin danger
unless the shipOs in danger?0 Floreina asked.

Karleen shrugged. Ol've already sent my own official petition saying
the same thing. | gave cost analysis, theories on worker moraleE O

OSign another one?0 Floreina asked.

Ol'll put my name on it,O Miltein said.

Karleen shook her head, ignoring the drink in her hand. OThecaptain
was clear that | should drop it.O She set her glass back on the table. Ol
knowE | agree with you on thisE O

OE we were killing non-networked belt pirates,OFloreina con-
tinued, absently scratching the edge of the table with her fingernails.
OTheoverclocking protocols were completely unnecessaryE it's like Alli-
hence has no concept of the way we think about deathE O

Olmmortality will do that to you,O Miltein said.

ONo,noE OFloreina laughed, thinking of her crazy booster ex-
ploit idea from years earlierE and her ex, the only other person who
knew of it. Olmmortality's a lie,O she said. OCapsuleersonly survive as
long as the technology functions.O

Floreina walked the station, searching, wandering to the upper
gardens, amongst fruit trees growing under a massive dome.

As she walked, Floreina scanned the facesof the people. With
every face, her recognition software analyzed, connected with the station
database, and returned their public files, name, history, criminal re-
cordE Shesaw eachperson from a distance, like they were charactersin
a computer game. And she knew everything about them.
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And they had no idea.

Floreina found a spot on the grass.Her location made no differ-
encefor connecting to the network, but if she were to really search,and
avoid getting caught, she would need to close her eyes and focus. The
upper garden, under the fruit trees, was the most natural location.

Shelay on the grass,took a deep breath and allowed her gazeto
wander before opening her police issued frequency scanner and power-
ing up her internal transceiver.

Careless criminalsk

This was just one of FloreinaOshobbies. New Eden was full of
criminals in every angle of life, in every business, every culture. For the
most part, the activities were successful,the police only having resources
to catch and prosecute a small percentage.

Floreina simply enjoyed finding them in the networks.

The frequencies flowed through her mind, and the decoding al-
gorithms went into effect, cross referencing the information with her ar-
ray of encoding systems.

Shewaited, and listened to the birds fluttering and chirping, ig-
noring most of the communications filtering through her mind.

After afew minutes, the scannerbeganreturning samples of the
most notable conversationsE prostitution, drug deals, cheating spouses,
and domestic abuse cover-ups. After twenty minutes she came acrossa
conversation that seemedto indicate a murder, scheduled to take place
the next day, though the location and victim were not clear. She was
careful in researching the source of the communication, fearful that local
police would be monitoring. Coming up with no further information, she
gave up. Shepreferred the soap-operathat was the lower-class, careless
criminals, who would let their whole back-story slip out during a con-
versation, assuming their encryptions were secure, simply because a
salesman had promised them so.

Then, suddenly, some individuals popped to her attention.

Shewas surrounded by stupid and carelesscriminals, and these
criminals didnOtseemany different in that regardE but it was rare to see
them dealing with anything more than a couple thousand ISK.

These careless criminals, on the other hand, had hit it big,
through what must have been dumb luck. Three low-class drug dealers
had ripped off a capsuleer for two standard Exile boosters.

Sometimes things could be too perfect to be coincidence.
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It all felt different today as Floreina slipped the data link into the back
of her head and settled into her command seat. Normally the operations
felt like a work of art, but today they would be overclocking every turret
until total shutdown. A foreboding shadow enveloped her moment of
connection.

|Oveeviewedyour reporton the effectsf overclockingsaid Captain
Allihence through a private mental communication. | understandyour
concern, but | still wish to do more testing.

| think we'll losecrewmembersEloreina replied. | wonObe sur-
prisedif we losehalf a dozenE | could seecoolantruptures spreadinginto the
baseE

And thatOsvhy weOréaving thesetestsE real live trainingE  with
real livesE

Floreina communicated, Captain, may | ask a frank question?

The captain gave an inviting mental nod.

It seemedasthoughyou enjoyedthe harm doneto our slavesduring
the overclocking.

Allihence paused. Is that a problem, commander?

FloreinaOsmind jumped at the response. WellE it seemsEun-
Amarrian to enjoy the suffering of othersk even if they are MinmatarE

Oh, yes,Allihence seemedto backtrack. | donOtake pleasurein
simply watchingthemsufferE | enjoywatchingthe challengeshey faceE and
watchingthembetterthemselvesEand sometimeshe weakmust beweedeaut,
and whenthat's necessaryl, think itOsokayto watch the dramaunfoldE You
canOt tell me the excitement isnOt part of why you love this job.

Heatlevelat sixty percentwarned Lieutenant Adran. We havefour
minor coolantleaks,a crackedfocusmirror, and a breachin the outer casing.
About six moreshotsbeforave're incapacitatedCurrently all repairdronesand
maintenance slaves have been dispatched.

Floreina systematically took control of repair bots, checking pri-
orities, and guiding decisions. She touched her fatherOsmind for a mo-
ment. He jumped in and out of the same repair drones, synchronizing
with the damage reporting systems.He was frantic, but she knew he had
things under control.

Shebacked out of the damage control systemsto look over the
entire cannon. Ethanial seemedto have his systems handled, segregated
from the chaosin damage control. His mind focused on the tiny target,
as though feeling its propulsion and trajectory as spiritual entities
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instead of numbers. Like a rhythmic dance, she felt him passing values
into his tracking calculations to direct strike after strike on their targets.

Floreina was proud.

As she admired her crew, an explosion tore through the main
bank of coolant pipes.

She refocused to watch it, calmly at first.

Sheperked up milliseconds later asthe explosions moved down
an unexpected plasma router. In the repair command center at the base
of the turret, her father stood at his monitors still punching in orders to
drones and slaves.

ODaddy!OFloreina screamed through the loudspeaker in his
room.

But Miltein only had time to glance at his daughterOsvoice be-
fore the explosion took out a two meter section near the ceiling, ruptur-
ing a large coolant pathway. He ducked, and for a split second, Floreina
felt relief as the shrapnel missed him.

But Miltein looked back, and FloreinaOshope drained as the
coolant poured from the rupture.

He stumbled backward, the coolant splattering against him. He
blocked with his upper arms, but Floreina knew that every drop would
freeze a chunk of flesh.

Her body was rigid as her mind flashed red and her skin
seemed to expand, as though every cell in her body wanted to burst.

But as quickly asthe emotion overwhelmed her, she began to
work through it.

Shut downthe turret, Floreina ordered, searching for the source
of the coolant. All repairteams,moveto the safetyperimeter.The cannonis
incapacitated.

Shefound several slaves near her father, already on their way
out of the danger zone, OGetto the repair command center!Oshe shouted
over the nearest comm. OGetMiltein out alive and there will be great
rewards.O

And as she communicated over the speakers,Lieutenant Adran
said, | hateto bethe oneto mentionthat Allihencehasnot authorizeda shut-
downE the captain was very clear that we go until incapacitated.

The situation has changédélpreina replied.

Belaythat order! Allihence ordered. But as Floreina expected, the
captain had too much to deal with at the moment to make certain her or-
ders were followed.

And Floreina sensed a pause in her crew.
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| gavean order, Floreina told them. You know this is the bestde-
cision we can make.

And thatOsall they seemedto need. They began ordering their
crew out of the danger areas and shutting down the firing systems.

But the chest pain became overwhelming. She looked back at
her father, searching through scattered signals of half functional camer-
as. His mindlink had been disconnected in the chaos. After a long
second, she found him dragging himself as the coolant pooled onto the
floor, his body pockmarked with coolant burns. He tried to scramble
onto the chair, but fell back to the floor.

Floreina jumped to the three slaves already at the door. Two of
them attempted to pry the hatch open with a pipe and the other shouted
into a nearby comm panel, begging for specific instructions. But they
already had all the tools she could give them, and her heart began to
echothrough her chestasshe searchedthe local systemsand realized she
could do little more than watch.

Take over command, AdraRloreina ordered.

From the corner of her eye she noticed Adran look up hesitantly.

Allihence suddenly came into full view. Maintain your post,
Commander!

Even with her father lying half dead in the command center,
Floreina knew she would never leave her post in a true emergency. But
this was not one of those times. They were fighting belt pirates and could
warp away any time. Floreina wished to communicate these arguments,
but asshe pulled her data connection, all she could think was, Rotin hell,
Captain.

A wave of dizziness struck her as she forced herself from the
system. Continuing up, sheripped the cable from her head and jumped
from the command chair. She stumbled and ran toward the hatchway.

Almost immediately she regretted her words.

She sprinted down the corridors into the depths of the cannon, her
mapping application displaying the route before her eyes, overlapping
her regular vision.

She estimated she could get to her father within two minutes,
hopefully in time to speakto him before he died, possibly in time to pull
him out and save him. Hopefully the slaveswould have forced the door
open.

And Floreina checked her laser sidearm in its holster on her
right leg. The room would be too dangerous for herself. Instead, she
would need to order the slaves to go inE
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But she was halted by a jammed hatchway. She pulled the
handle as she heard repair drones on the other side attempting to cut it
down. It refused to move, but she kept pulling. Sheput her foot against
the wall and screamed in frustration. She stepped back and gave it an-
other long, hard pull.

The latches gave and the door ripped free.

The hatch fell and Floreina tried to leap backwards, but slipped
under its weight.

The hatch landed, the edge coming down on her shin. She let
out an abrupt scream, cut short as her head slammed to the floor. Her
shin snapped as strange sensations surrounded her. Her medical inter-
face forced itself to her consciousnessas she descended into colorful
dizziness.

ODaddy!O she cried.

Her body sank into the deck plating.

OThe Airlock.O

She heard the words from the backward depths of her con-
sciousnessas she dreamt of mutiny and slave revolts, and of fighting for
her life against an invisible, unjustified, and un-Godly enemy.

Even in unconsciousnessthe fear overwhelmed everythingE or
was that all shewas? Ean entity of fear and confusion without a human
form; a blip in a computer system, or a spirit, cursed to float eternally
through GodOsealm, embodying nothing more than a state of misunder-
standing and terror.

Eshe had to be more than that. Fear has a purpose; itOsa guide,
if used properly. Feelit; understand it; embraceitE and its power can be
yoursE

OAirlock.O

Someone was speaking.

Mental applications begged for attention.

Floreina forced herself into her physical form, asif at gunpoint,
first noticing her eyelids tightly shut. As the sensationscoursed through
her, she coaxed her eyes open.

And shefelt her hands. Her right lay limp on the floor. Her left
hand, however, was doing somethingE clinging to a mass of material.

Her vision opened to a blurry scene. She lay on the floor,
propped up, clinging to a security officer's uniform, and saw, in her peri-
pheral vision, the edge of the airlock hatch.
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Another soldier stood behind him, yelling.

Floreina looked around, barely moving, as the soldier attemp-
ted to pry her fingers from his clothing.

And she came together in an instant, and pulled herself up to
grip the manOsauniform. The pain in her leg senttrembling waves up her
body.

OJust punch her!O shouted the manOs partner.

And Floreina felt a blow against the top of her head, spinning
and distorting reality.

Clearly she did not currently have the capacity to do anything about
the situationE

But she still had one secret weaponE

Floreina accessedher emergency medical implant, closing her
eyesto focus on the options. She selected a healthy combination of ad-
renaline, pain killers, and quick acting steroids, set them to administer
slowly over sixty seconds, and injected an initial boost.

Her eyes widened as the drugs hit her bloodstream. Colors
brightened and her face grew hot. Shelooked into her attackerOsyesas
his second blow contacted her cranium. Her head shook and her anger
soared.

Floreina dragged herself upward, pulling at the soldierOsuni-
form, asher one good leg struggled to figure out how to move. Sherose
quickly, feeling stronger with every thought. Her left leg found a footing
as she came face to face with the soldier. Her right hand moved, almost
instantly from his shirt to his neck, and she clamped, her fingernails dig-
ging into his flesh.

Shelooked at the soldierOspartner, his weapon drawn, search-
ing for an opening. OKick her foot!O he shouted. OGet her off you!O

So Floreina hugged her attacker, pressing her chest and stom-
ach tightly against him as her fingers dug ever deeper into his neck.

He coughed and choked as he punched her awkwardly in the
side. She felt him kicking her broken leg as it dangled. A wild grin
crossed her face, imagining her eyes glowing red with fury.

She closed the gap as though kissing a lover, but opened her mouth,
bared her teeth, and clamped down on the manOsupper lip. She pulled
suddenly, not wishing to move her head too far and risk a shot from the
manOpartner. The soldier screamed as her teeth passedthrough his lip.
Shetasted blood and stared into the soldierOseyes, asif to say, OHi; isnOt
this an interesting happening?O
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And she pushed with her good leg, throwing her weight onto her at-
tacker. He stumbled backward, and Floreina kept her face against his,
slowly biting a massof flesh. They fell, and the bulk of his lip pulled free.
For a moment, they were separated enough for the other soldier to get a
shot. The laser heated her neck as it grazed the back of her uniform.

Shelanded on top of him, spitting his lip in his face. She pulled close,
rolling to the side, trying to keep moving to avoid the partnerOsshots.
Her fingers dug into the soldierOs neck.

She stared into his eyes, but at the same time, from the corner of her
vision, watched him getting a hold on his pistol, and just as he freed it
from its holster, she made her move. Releasing his neck, she rolled to
bring both hands toward the soldierOssidearm. Her hands surrounded
his as his finger slipped around the trigger.

Floreina guided his hand to point at his partner, and squeezed his
finger.

The laser clapped into the partnerOsarmor, a blinding flash emanating
from his chest. Floreina watched just long enough to confirm that he
dropped his weapon.

Now able to put alittle distance between her and her opponent,
she removed her right hand from the struggle over the weapon. Pulling
herself up asfar aspossible, she began punching, aiming for the center of
his already bloody face. With her left, she continued struggling for the
firearm. Meanwhile, the soldierOspunches connecting with her own face
and body.

In one last push, she twisted the manOswrist, pulling the
weapon free. Shegrabbed it with both hands, pulled away from her en-
emy, and brought the weapon around to point at his face, centimeters
from his brutally exposed teeth. He grappled his hands around the pistol
a moment before she pulled the trigger.

His face exploded, flesh searing asit splattered acrossthe scene.
Her face burned as the hot Amarrian shrapnel slapped her skin.

But it was not time to rest; not for another few seconds. She
rolled off the Amarrian soldier to look at his partner, still clutching his
chest. His head bobbed. His free arm struggled to lift his sidearmE
unsuccessfully.

Floreina carefully aimed and fired.

The commander then rested against the first soldier and looked
out on the scene in a simplistic, uncomprehending daze.

Confused thoughts raced through her mind, scenarios, ques-
tions. How could this have happened? Were they sent under orders of
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the captain? Would someoneelsejust come for her to throw her back out
the airlock?

Shesatup, holding the weapon at ready and looked at the other
firearm, but her head beganto spin assherealized that even without an-
other wave of attackers, she was already in grave danger. She exhaled
and pulled herself across the floor toward the gun.

Her emergency drug injections had overloaded her system. She
checked her medical implant, closing her eyes, and received readouts
from her heart monitor. She identified a foreign sedative in her veins,
and the system informed her that she could be nearing cardiac arrest.

The implant gave its recommendation: hand over control to her
medical implant, and allow it to administer treatments as it saw fit,
which most likely meant going relatively unconscious for an unknown
period of time.

But she still had to deal with the situation.

Most likely these two soldiers had been sent by Allihence.
However, they were probably working in secret, as the captain knew
most of FloreinaOscrew would not support this. This meant these two
were probably working alone, and that the recording systemsin this area
would be disabled.

So she needed to deal with the mess, and there was only one
way to do that without killing herself.

Floreina thanked the lord for giving her such closerelationships
with the Minmatar, just for situations like this.

She had already killed two of her fellow crew members; two
Amarrians shedid not know. Shewould needto kill one moreE this one
being an innocent if not an Amarrian.

And Floreina reached out with her remote signal and searched
for Mahran.

OHello, Ma'am,O said her slave a moment later.

OAre you alone?O Floreina asked.

OYes, MaOam.O

Olneed you to come to airlock fourteen in docking bay four, im-
mediately. Drop whatever youOredoing. This is a matter of life and
death. Tell absolutely no one.O

OUnderstood,O replied the slave. OWill be there in ten minutes.O

OThank you, Mahran. You are greatly appreciated. Get here
quickly.O
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Sheslumped against the corpse asthe implant did its work. The
adrenaline slowly cleared to be replaced with combinations of healing
agents and pain killers.

Floreina relinquished her body to the little computer in her brain.

Floreina snapped up as her slave entered the docking bay. He
stopped, mouth hanging partially open, eyes jumping back and forth.

Mahran took a deep breath. OOkay,bhe said. Ol donOtwant to
knowE just tell me what to do.OHe approached slowly then darted for-
ward. OMaster!Ohe exclaimed, squatting before her to look at her
injuries.

Floreina stared through a haze as he touched her leg, sparking
waves of pain, examined her arms, and finally reached a careful and
sheepishhand to push her dirty and matted hair out of the way to reveal
her bruised face and the bumps acrossher head. Normally such touching
would be inappropriate, but in this situation, it seemed natural and
expected.

At first she could not speak as she stared at Mahran and saw
the fear in his eyes. OPleasehelp me,Oshe said, unable to think of any-
thing more specific.

OShalll call for a medic? | guessnotE you wouldOvecalled one
yourself. Do you need me to carry you to the slaveOsmedical bay?0
Mahran was a quick study for a Minmatar, knowing already that she
could not go to a normal sick-bay, where she would be noticed. The
slaveOgmedical station, while not as well equipped, would not have a
problem treating her anonymously.

ONotyet,OFloreina said. Olneed you to clean up this mess,then
take me to the medical station.O

OYoudonOtlook well, Master,Osaid Mahran. Olshould get you
to a doctor, then | can come back and clean. If you give me a code to the
airlock | can dispose of this without you.O

Floreina shook her head. OHelp me up to the control panel.O

Mahran awkwardly reached for her, and lifted her from her
shoulders. Shestruggled to help, but Mahran was very strong and didnOt
have much trouble dragging her up. He pulled her acrossthe floor to
seather in arolling chair in front of the airlock controls. Sheput the first
pistol into the holster on her thigh, and setthe extra next to the network
terminal.
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She sat for a moment, simply breathing, as Mahran hovered,
looking anxious. She opened the airlock door. OGetthe bodies out,Oshe
ordered.

Mahran jumped to the task and within minutes had hauled the
bodies into the airlock. Floreina struggled to keep her eyesopen and fo-
cused on the task as she sealed the hatch and blew the airlock to expel
the corpses into space.

She ordered Mahran to find cleaning supplies from a nearby
janitorOsstation. He sprinted there and back and began rapidly scrubbing
the floors.

For now, Floreina kept the airlock hatch closed. Shewould need
to throw him out soon, and somehow that idea kept coming back to her
mind. After everything that had happened, disposing of one Minmatar
shouldn®t require a second thought. But a hagging sensation lingered.

ThereOs no other way to guarantee his silshedpld herself.

But Mahran had been a gift from her father.

Shedrifted in and out of sleep several times before Mahran fin-
ished cleaning the outside of the airlock. As he came closer to finishing,
Floreina tried to force herself out of the haze, and to sit up in the chair,
the pain searing through her leg. Shefelt the bones grind as she moved,
and her vision went blank.

Coming back just a few secondslater, she looked up at the con-
trol panel. She would need to watch Mahran closely so that she could
close the door right as he was finished cleaning inside the airlock.

But as shetried to wake up, sherealized she would not be able
to focus long enough to do anything reliably. And there was no way
sheOde able to drag herself all the way down to the depths of the slave
guarters on her own.

She needed to trust him instead, and reward him for keeping
his silence. ThatOghe only way; have faith in the bond between master
and slave.

OOkay,just cleanup in thereEO Floreina tapped the key to open
the hatch to the airlock. OThenyou find a way to get me to the slave
medic. You will not tell one soul about thisE and | will give you luxury
coupons and long weekends. Etell one person and 10llhave you termin-
ated. Eokay, there BuddyEO she trailed off as she fought to remain
conscious.

OYouOra good boy, Mahran,O she said. Olknow youOlldo me
proud. 1Omgoing to sleep soonE You clean up asfast asyou canand get
me to a doctor.O
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Ol want to get you to a doctor first,O said Mahran.

OWhy?0 she asked.

OYouOre going to throw me out the airlockEQ

Floreina awoke slightly. OWhy would you think that?0

OEbecauseyou keep looking at the door and the airlock con-
trols,O he replied. OYouOrénjured, MaOam.lOmconcerned, and | donOt
know what to think BIOmsorry for suggesting this Bbut pleaselet me get
you to a doctor now, and I'll come back and clean out the airlock
immediately.O

Floreina instinctively went for her pistol. As she did so, she
realized just how slow she was moving.

Mahran dove forward, seeming like a blur compared to her own
movements. He snatched the second sidearm from the counter.

Before she could even unlatch her holster, she heard the gun
powering up.

Mahran held the pistol to his side, pointed downward. Floreina
stopped her own attempt at retrieving her weapon, and gave a weak
shrug. OLookslike you got me,Oshe said. OWhat exactly do you think
youOre going to do with that?0

But shelooked up into her slaveOgyes,and saw a child-like ter-
ror. OPleaseMaster,Ohe pleaded. ODonOmake me do anythingE® His
lips trembled as he spoke. Oljust want to get you to a doctor. PleaseE |
donOtwant to hurt youE Please,MaOam] just want things to go back to
the way they were. |0lltake you to the doctor; I0llcome back and dispose
of the stains and put the guns in a lockerE and we never speak of this
againE pleaseE you donOt need to kill me.O

Mahran shook noticeably, his face red, the weapon still pointed at the
ground, obviously not willing to take the final blasphemous step and ac-
tually point it. If Floreina had beenin normal shape, she would have no
problem drawing her weapon and terminating him before he could re-
act. But that would also leave another body to explain.

Her implant reminded her that she needed to get to a medic. Floreina
breathed heavily and glared. Frustrated and torn, part of her wanted to
send the slave to a tortuous death in the disciplinary center but another
part understood.

He was protecting his own existence, like a self-centered Minmatar,
but trying to do so in the least blasphemous way possible.

OFine,Gshe conceded. OGetme to the doctor.O And Floreina
cringed.
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Eoutwitted by a MinmatarE forced to agreeto his plansE un-
able to carry herself on her own two feet, or even crawl across the floorE

Pathetic.

But sheresigned, forcing the emotions back. No one would ever know.
The visual recordings had beenturned off, and Mahran could be termin-
ated laterE if necessary.

He cameforward and took her weapon, and though he walked
sheepishly and cautiously, clearly out of place and unfamiliar with this
kind of dominance, Floreina looked up at him as a child to an angry
teacher.

Through his jumpsuit she absently followed the lines of his muscles,
toned through years of hard labor.

Mahran powered down the other pistol and quickly slid both weapons
acrossthe floor into the airlock. He wasted no time in moving back to
Floreina to lift her into his arms.

Sheshouted briefly asher leg bounced against him. Floreina held back
her scolding though; she knew pains like that were unavoidable.

As Mahran moved swiftly down the long corridors toward the hidden
slave departments, Floreina came to realize just how reasonable he had
been.

OYou know | had no intention of killing you,O she whispered.
OlOnsorry, MaOamE IOmso stupid sometimesE | panickedE | under-
stand any punishment you want to give me, but pleaseE please donOt
terminate meE if you give me a chanceEO he continued in a whisper,

Ono one will ever knowE | donOt even knowE O

ONo,Oshe comforted. ONo oneOgjetting terminatedE youOregoing to
be rewardedE if you get thatE stuffE taken care ofE greaty, greatly
rewarded.O

Strangely, Floreina started to feel comfortable. HeOdget her to the
medic, get the remainder of the blood cleaned up, and go on keeping his
mouth shut. Sherested against his shoulder. It was rare to be this closeto
a Minmatar, but somehow it felt more comforting than dirty, and when
she closed her eyes,Mahran could be just a big personE a man, who, for
one reason or another, had her best interests in mind.

And she slipped into an unfamiliar realm of acceptance,of helpless-
ness,and of strange comfort in those feelings, and she forgot about her
physical reality, placing her trust in her Minmatar property.
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Shedreamt of her father. Mostly vague images, and quick snip-
pets of her childhood beside him in their manufacturing line, producing
frequency crystals, then later coming to visit him on the cruiser where he
oversaw a repair team.

He gave her advice. OKeepyour wits about you,0 he would say.
OYouOve got a lot to do when you get up.O

She awoke in a deep sadness. ODaddy!O she exclaimed softly.

She looked around, seeing the slave hospital she recognized
from a couple previous visits. But noting her safety somehow made her
feel worse.

Floreina prayed, closing her eyes, focusing on the spiritual
realm, blanking her mind, calming, and simultaneously searching for
The Great Spirit, to allow His guidance. So many feelings at onceE she
didnOtknow what to take seriously, so she tried to sink into the LordOs
embrace, to allow Him to guide her feelings.

After atime sherelaxed. Shehad done right, and all would be
okay.

As her prayer finished, the Minmatar doctor approached.
OMaster, FloreinaEO He saluted formally. OYou had a concussion, a
shattered fibula and a large collection of medication in your system. It
looks like your implant malfunctioned. Do you remember anything,
Master?0

She shook her head slowly. Ol remember a falling doorEO

OMahran told me that you contacted him accidentally and he
tracked you down and found you crawling around. He said you were
disorientedE couldnOtremember who you wereE Do you remember
any of this?0

She shook her head. ONot really,O she replied.

OMahrantold me to keep everything secretEO He coughed de-
liberately. OSono one else has been made aware of your situation. The
crew thinks that you ran awayE butE of courseE my obligation is to
Captain AllihenceE and IOmreally supposed to report this sort of
thingeO

Floreina nodded. OGetme to a mental interface,Oshe said. OIf|
still have accessto my account, I'll get you a handful of luxury coupons
for your silence.O

He nodded. OThank you, Master Floreina.O
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It took several long moments for him to wheel FloreinaOsbed
across the office to the computer interface.

She hooked herself to the system and quickly found her ac-
count, still in operation. Allihence had not terminated her employment,
and Floreina imagined her playing along with the search efforts, no
doubt pretending to be as clueless and concerned as the rest of the crew.

Floreina transferred a set of luxury coupons to the slaveOs
profile.

OThank you,0 he bowed again. OWould you like me to leave
you alone now?0

She nodded. OThank you, son.O

He turned away as she entered the shipOscomputer system,
cloaking her emotions in a torrent of random data.

Her stomach tightened as she found the person she needed to
deal with.

Captain AllihenceFloreina greeted privately.

Allihence pulled away from everything else as she made a
startled response. Well look who figured out how to surviveE

YeahE Floreina replied, not bothering to hide the bitterness of
her thoughts.

So everyone'sbaffled by your disappearanceAllihence laughed
nervously.

Yeah, IOm a little baffled myself.

Would an apologymakethings betterE | actedin the heatof the mo-
ment, and IOm sorry.

Uh-huhE Floreina couldnOt think of where to start.

|Orglad you choseo keepguiet aboutthisE takethe blackmailroute
insteadof the vengeanceoute. SowhatOst going to be, Commander? nice
severance package and we go our separate ways?

| want a hundred thousandkloreina said flatly.

ThatOs not happening.

YouOre worth billions. 1tOs nothing to you.

1tOghe principle of it, replied the captain. | donOlet peopleakead-
vantage of me.

What about the principle of not kiling Amarrians? Floreina
countered. | knowweOvlad our differencesCaptain,but | havealwaysbeen
loyal to you. And you know that if we had beenin a real fleetbattle, | would
havestoodby my postuntil thevery endE but wewerenOin a fleetE we were
killing belt pirateskE rats. She paused for nearly a second. This shipwasmy
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homeE andmy lifeE until today! felt like my mind fit with you and this crew
like a piece in a puzzleE

Would you like to stay on boar@®ked Allihence suddenly.

And Floreina paused a long moment. | wasnOgxpectingthat. You
tried to kill me a few hours agoE

E but sincethen IOvebeenthinking a little more clearlyE Plus,
youOvémpressednewith your resourcefulnessEand remindedme of someof
the reasons | hired youE

And Floreina paused another long moment to feel the captainOs
presence, sensing her unexpected change in attitude. Capsuleers could
be an interesting breed. With cloning and brain-scan technology so ad-
vanced that most considered themselvesimmortal, they could have very
interesting and inconsistent ideas about death.

So strangely enough, the captain seemedgenuine in her desire
to keep Floreina as though nothing had happened, like it were simply
another random argument between boss and employee.

| assureyou, Floreina,your fatherwasan accident.Of that you have
my word as one Amarrian to another. | never thought that would happen.

| knowE Floreina replied.

And you lovethis ship, Floreina,the captain prodded jokingly. Be-
ing a part of somethingargerthan yourselfE to put your life on theline for the
glory of our LordE you know all thosesafeand comfortablefactory managers
and housewivesEthey donOfeelwhat you and | feelE TheydonOgetthat ex-
citementE that forceof life and Godthat we feelout herein the starsaswe fight
for whatOs rightE

And the captain laughed mentally, the emotion carrying a
double edge for Floreina. It felt comforting, fulfilling her with the sud-
den, relieving knowledge that the captain was not going to try to kill her
again. But on the other hand, the captainOsnjoyment of the situation be-
trayed a cold reality of capsuleers. Life and death was a joke to them,
something to be taken or given on a whim.

And like a battered corpse on the side of the highway, the atti-
tude held a twisted appeal, and, fascinated, Floreina could not look
away.

Floreina raised her legs carefully asthe airlock opened and she
stepped into the vastnessof space.Her boots clamped to the surface with
each step, their magnetic soles adjusting to hold to the surface. As the
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gravity well passed, her stomach curled, but corrected itself as soon as
her entire body was weightless.

The airlock closed behind her and Floreina took a deep breath
as she looked through the gleaming faceplate down the length of the
Abaddon.

She walked casually along the surface for several minutes be-
fore powering up the grapple gun on her left wrist. Shefired the tool to-
ward the surface and a tiny drone disconnected from her arm, linked to
her wrist by a thin nanotube cord. The drone propelled gently down to
connect with the ship and engaged its magnetic clamps.

Tugging on the line, Floreina tested the strength, then knelt to
shut off her boots and leap from the surface of the ship.

Floreina sailed outward, The Angel slowly coming into view.
Her body spun and the universe turned. She floated outward, relaxing
into the weightlessnessand allowing the ship and crew to fade from her
thoughts.

And finally, after unraveling the cord for nearly a kilometer,
Floreina stopped, and allowed her life to dangle behind the great
warship.

Floreina closed her eyes and entered her implant, running
around the systems before coming back to her sensory processors. She
shut down her hearing and vision, and entered a realm of silent black-
ness. Next, she shut off her processor connection.

And Floreina was alone with God. No more distractions.

Shefloated, feeling the warmth of the emptiness, and the con-
trasting depth and power of The Lord.

All she could think of was her father. The funeral had been dif-
ficultE to make a speechabout something that canOpossibly be put into
wordsE

But somehow she did not feel devastated. Even after such a
short time, she knew she could go on. Shewould be back to work in a
day and would be as strong and commanding as ever. And in a way,
that felt wrong. Miltein had built her into everything she was, and to
simply go on with her life was somehow blasphemousE

And it left Floreina with question after questionE

Dear God, she prayed. What am | doing here?Wheream | going?
What is the point to this?

And God answered with visions and feelings. Her father was
there, watching over her, as though at the LordOsside. She saw the
church in the station where she grew up; the songsthey would sing, the
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smell of the incense, the random hugs, the cries of joy, and the endless
songs.

Her life flashed before her eyes, as though telling a story,
through her lonely yet loving childhood, with a deceasedmother and a
father who did his best to compensate, to her teenage obsession with
mindlink competitions, the military training and her four-year affair
with her ex-lover, Viotro and the black-market sub-culture he introduced
her to; her humiliating failure in the capsuleer training, and the process
of building herself back up, manipulating her position to join AllihenceOs
crew and subsequently experiencing one empowering success after
another.

Floreina felt herself crying. But that was okay.

The story is only beginning, the Lord comforted. She felt His
presence through all her experiences, and could not help smiling. Joy
would always outweigh the sorrowE Despite all the things that had
gone wrong, Floreina had experienced a truly joyous lifeE

Nay!E sayeththe LordE The joy of life is not despite the hard-
ships and failuresE

Ebut because of them.

Becauseevery human needs flawsgE every plan needs prob-
lemsE every relationship needs tensionE and every life needs
hardshipskE

All the pleasuresand leisure we think we love are nothing more
than filler chapters as we wait for the real story.

And Floreina thought about her father. He was gone now, and
as sad asthat was, sherecognized she did not feel bad.Like an epic love
story, all her sadness intensified the holoreel that was her life.

Dear Lord, that's the secretE she prayed. Thankyou for this wis-
domE | realizewhat the heathenswill neverunderstandE there'sbeautyand
magic in all things great and horribleE

And in a separatepart of FloreinaOsnind, for a split second, she
saw the vision of the careless criminals and their Exile Boosters.

Dear Lord, you just told methe secreto happinessEShe paused to
chuckle. You never cease to amaze me.

Sitting alone in atiny tavern in the depths of the slums of The
Theology Council Tribunal in orbit around ToshabiaOéirst planet, Flore-
ina sniffed the air, smelling of spilled beer and over-roasted meat.
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She glanced around the barroom, automatically accessinghis-
tories on everyone, searching for anyone out of place who might be here
for purposes other than drinking. Shefelt her eyelids blinking, asthough
in slow motion, and felt the mild adrenaline and nervousnessdeep in her
stomach as she thought about meeting this man with whom she would
plan a crime.

It should feel bad, but somehow she felt right at home in that
senseof danger, and felt a deeper confidence that she could pull through
it and laugh at it.

From the other side of the bar, she saw her mark. He noticed
her and gave a questioning look. Shereplied with a barely noticeable flip
of her chin, and he walked to her table.

This was it. The discussion today would determine if she could
even attempt her plan.

She stood and gave a dainty handshake while maintaining a
cold, analytical stare. Her heart pumped and she smiled as the negoti-
ations began.

Floreina fell onto her bed and relaxed after her evening workout. She
sighed, worn out, but content. Sheturned on an entertainment screenset
into the far wall, to watch some comedy, telling herself only ten minutes
before getting up to take a shower.

But after a few minutes the door chimed.

OCome in,O Floreina answered.

Mahran entered and stopped.

OHi Buddy,O said Floreina. OYouOre here late todayEOQ

OlOnsorry about that, MasterE lots of new duties with the pro-
motionE Would you like me to get started cleaning, or would you like
me to leave you alone?0

She paused. OActually neither,O she replied. OYou deserve a
break. Tonight | want you to just hang out for a while. | need to take a
shower, then | want to sit and talk with you.O Shestood up. OWhy donOt
you grab a beer from the fridge?0

Mahran stood. OEOkayEO he started nervously. OlhavenOtad
Vitoc in a couple dayskE I'm afraid if | have adrink without getting a hit,
it might make me sick.O

OSago grab a dose,Oshereplied, walking toward the bathroom.
OBringit back and take it here. 10lIbe out of the shower by the time you
get back.O
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He nodded nervously. OYes,MaOam.GHe turned back toward
the door.

And she began to undress just as Mahran exited. She watched
through the mirror as Mahran stole a quick look.

Shegrinned. He was already her most valuable possession.She
owned him in alegal senseNat least by Amarrian lawNbut wanted him
to be hers on a deeper level, to gain greater things from himE things
that werenOt as easy with simple punishment/reward structures.

He was a good slave: smart, strong, handsome, and most importantly,
obedient. He wasnOtstupid enough to care about avoiding humiliation,
realizing it was in his best interest to do nothing but feed the desires of
his master.

At least thatOs what he seemed likeE She wanted to test it.

SoFloreina took her shower and put on her pajamas. Sheput on
some music; something light and distant and soothing. She checked her
refrigerator for snacks,and checked her side-arm laser pistol stowed in
its drawer in the table at the foot of her bed. She caressedthe weapon
momentarily before putting it back in its drawer.

1. He looked at her and swallowed nervously. OHello Ma®am,O he
said as the door slid shut. Ol brought my Vitoc for today, if you're
sure youOre okay with me taking it right now.O

OYes, yes,O she replied. OGo for it.O

OThank you, Master.O He sat down on the floor.

OActually,O Floreina said, rising from the bed to grab a beer,
OWhenit's just you and me, you can call me OFloreinalDbviously not
when anyone else can hearE But | think you're smart enough to be my
friend and still remember your place, right?O

OUmE | hadnOtthought about itE but yes, MaOam.You've al-
ways beengood to me, but | never forget that I'm yours, and | promise |
never will.O

Floreina nodded contentedly. OThank you.O She paused as he
pulled out his Vitoc syringe and she sat back on the bed. OYouOravel-
come to come up here and sit by me if youOdlike. WonOtthat be more
comfortable for you?O

OThankyou, MaOamE umE Floreina.OHe stood, cradling his
Vitoc like an infant, and sat on the bed, staying a safe distance from his
master. Olmight get a little stupid after | take this,Ohe said. Ol've been
late on my injection this week, so I'll probably be incapacitated for a
while.O
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Olknow,O Floreina replied. OThatOfine. To be honest, IOmjust
feeling a little lonely tonight, and since youOrethe only one who knows
what happened, in a way, youOre the only one | can talk to.O

OOkay,Che said as he brought the Vitoc syringe to his neck. He
took a deep breath as Floreina watched. He shuddered asthe drug injec-
ted, his mouth opening involuntarily. Shewatched his eyesdilate before
he closed them and fell back onto the bed, the syringe dropping from his
hand. He sighed orgasmically and put his hands to his stomach, a wild
grin creeping onto his face. Then he stopped, his body going nearly mo-
tionless, except for the subtle rising and falling of his chest.

And Floreina thought about Mahran and his apparent emo-
tions. He lay, seemingly oblivious to his master and the rest of the uni-
verse, caught up in the ecstasyof the drug that kept him alive. And Flor-
eina wondered how so many people outside of the Amarrian Empire
could have such unfavorable views on Vitoc and its virus counterparts. If
only they could seethe stupid pleasure the Minmatar receive from the
drug, and the mindless manner in which they pursue it. ItOsall they live
for, and anyone who seesthe way it overpowers their decisions would
seethat the Minmatar, asa species,are not ready for anything other than
to be guided by another more intelligent people.

Floreina waited for her slave to come out of his trance. She
sipped her beer, watching his breathing, secretly admiring his muscular
physique.

She glanced up at The Scriptures quote engraved above her
door, reminding her of the most important aspect of her guidance, the
guote that kept her grounded.

Love is patient, love is kind,
Love does not insist on its own way.
Love bears all things, believes all things,
Hopes all things, endures all things.
Love never fails.

Mahran sighed a couple times, and babbled, low and incoher-
ently, and after several minutes began to come back, opening his eyes,
eventually sitting up, only to lie down again after seeing Floreina's smile.

Ol never thanked you for saving my life,O Floreina said. OYou
know | appreciate your actions in that situationEO

OAnd | thank you for not punishing me for my disobedience.O
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OCanl ask you something, Mahran, and get an honest answer
from you?O

OOf course.O

ODoyou ever wish that you werenOta slave, like one of those
wild Minmatars out there without Amarrian guidance?O

Mahran paused for a long moment. OUmME yes,Ohe replied fi-
nally. OWe all doE in a way, | guess.O

OHmMmEO Floreina replied. OButyouOreokay with me as your
owner?0

OOh, yes,Ohe replied. OYouOvdeen wonderful to me, and |
hope to continue being yours.O

OBut you would prefer to be free?0

He stopped. Mahran was understandably uncomfortable.

She laid her arm across his, and patted the back of his hand.
OItOs okay to say s0.0

OYeah,O he finally answered.

OThatOsnderstandableE and 1Odprobably feel the same way,
never having witnessed the destructiveness, war and hatred that the
wild Minmatar have caused throughout New Eden. 1tOswrong, of
course, but sometimes we all desire things which arenOtethical. | know
youOve seen me do one unethical thing.O

Ol have no reason to think you did anything wrong,O Mahran
replied. OAIl | know is what | sawE and | assumethey tried to kill you
first.O

Floreiena laughed. OYou are perceptive for a Minmatar, and
you are correct; they tried to kill me.O

OYoudonOteed to tell me about it. | think it would be better if |
didnOt know.O

Shenodded. Olcantell you that | had some disagreements with
certain people. Now those disagreements are resolvedE but | have a
new perspective on a few thingsk and a couple tentative plansEO

They paused. OPlans that involve me?O Mahran asked.

ONow how did you guess?CFloreina laughed. OYeahE and nor-
mally | wouldnOt consider bringing a Minmatar into this idea, but after
how you handled yourself with my recent issues,| started thinking dif-
ferently about youE But | donOtknow if | completely trust youE What |
have planned is a little complicated for a MinmatarE so you know
whatEO Sheshook her head and pulled away from her train of thought.
Sheneeded to take a little more time. OEnoughof this talk of responsibil-
ityE most of us never take the time to understand our Minmatar. Why
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donOtyou tell me about your life on this ship. What do you do when you
get a night off?0

So Mahran carefully told her of many of the simple pleasures
enjoyed by slaves on an Abaddon battleship. He spoke at length about
his brother who was also on board. At times she talked about herself, to
make the evening seem less planned, but always steered the conversa-
tion back toward Mahran.

And asFloreina listened, a strange thing happened. Shehad be-
gun this night intending to pretend to be interested in his life, and found,
to a series of contradicting emotions, that she was actually interested.

But she had a purpose, and after drinking several beers,making
some snacks, and conversing as new friends, she found herself lying on
the bed next to him, their feet hanging off the side. She noticed his
grinNno  doubt appreciating what a great owner he hadNand decided it
was time to make her move.

Ol have something | want to do,O Floreina said, backing away.

His eyebrows rose. OOh? WhatOs that?0

OHow would you like to earn your brother, CharmannOsfree-
dom?0 she asked.

OMy brother?0

OWell, | canOtet you go becausel need you. YouOvekept one
secretfor me, and if | can get you to keep a few more secretsfor me, and
maybe do a few things for me, then IOllpurchase and releaseyour broth-
er. Then you canearn your own freedom. All you need to do is continue
asyou have, being good, and when a situation occurs like the one in the
airlock, you handle yourself in the same manner you did thereE with
the exception of course of taking a weapon. You do two more well-
played little incidents like thatNone for your brother and one for your-
selfNand you will both be freeE but this time weOll pre-plan the
incidentsEO

MahranOsmouth hung open slightly, his face red with excite-
ment. ODo you mean all this?0

OOf course.O

OWhy are you doing this for me?0 he asked.

OWellEO she replied. OIfl try to force you to do these things
without a sufficient reward, | fear youOll turn me in.O

OUNE O he replied simply.

OSowill you agreeto this arrangement? If you donOtwish to vi-
olate any more rules or take special risks, then tell me now and | wonOt
be mad, and we can forget | ever mentioned this, and I'll completely
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respect your desire to be a good Minmatar as The Scriptures asks of
youE butE if you want freedom for your brother, and for yourself, then
we can work some things out. What do you think?0

He took several deep, shocked breaths.

OYoudonOmeed to answer right now. But whatever you decide,
you may not speak of this to anyoneEO

OYesMaOam) would like to do it. | would do anything for you,
Master. If it means my freedom or Charmann's freedom, | will do
whatever you need of me.O

OThatwas a quick decision,Oshe said softly. OThereOpmist one
more thingEO And she rolled away to open the drawer in the table at
the end of the bed.

Mahran continued gazing happily at the ceiling as Floreina
came back to roll against him. Sherested her head on the pillow next to
his, placing her knee on his hip.

Oljust want you to know one thing,O Floreina whispered as she
brought her sidearm over her body and down toward Mahran. Sheres-
ted her arm acrosshis chestand turned the pistol to point into his upper
lip, aiming upward, toward his brain.

Ol want you to remember: | can still pop you any time | want.O

And MahranOssmile disappeared. The color seemed to fade
from his face.

OYou already know that | can buy and sell your family on a
whim,O Floreina whispered. OAnd just the same| could pop your brains
all over my nice clean sheets,just on a whimg likeE just becausel feel
like it.O

She flipped the switch, and the sidearm powered up, tiny red
lights illuminating along the barrel one by one like a row of tiny demons.

Mahran shuddered and whimpered slightly, but otherwise re-
mained motionless.

Floreina caressedthe trigger guard, looking into the eyesof her
slave as he stared down the barrel.

Ol could get your brother to come up here and dispose of the
bodyE on nothing more than a whim.O

Her finger slipped past the guard and caressed the trigger.
OHold still.O Her voice was inaudible just a few inches beyond his ear.

OSol want to make it abundantly clear what the consequences
will be for crossing me,OFloreina continued. Oltwould be kinda fun, |
must admit.O She smiled and let her head sink into the pillow.

Mahran remained rigid and unmoving.
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Oljust want you to seethis for another few secondsand then [0l
put it away and weOll have another beerE

And one final, long pause.

OSodo you understand?O she asked. OHasit sunk into your
head that this will be the last thing you see if you ever cross me?0

Mahran carefully and slowly opened his mouth to say OYes,
MaOam. | understand.O

And FloreinaOsthreat ended as quickly as it had begun. She
rolled away, flipping the switch to power down the weapon. Sheplaced
it back in its drawer and looked back at Mahran.

He began to shudder, but otherwise did not move.

Floreina stood up. His test was not over. OYouwant another beer?0

she asked.

Only a momentOshesitation. OYes,please. Thank you, Master
Floreina.O

Olunderstand, Master,OMahran said, resting his hands on the
edge of the operating table. OYouhave no proof that | can be trustedEO
He rapped his fingers nervously and stared at the ceiling. OWhatare the
chances of this going off accidentally?0

The surgeon did not reply, but simply continued monitoring
the tiny robots inside MahranQOs incision.

Ols there a chance?O Floreina asked.

ONope,O replied Doctor Feihron.

OWhatabout dreams?Oasked Mahran. OCould she set it off in
her dreams? IOveheard of sleep walking; can a person trigger implant
menus while theyOre asleep?0

ODoesyour owner normally let you rattle off ignorant and in-
sulting questions?0 asked Doctor Feihron.

OIOm sorry, Sir,0 said Mahran. OIOm just nervous.O

OltOmkay,O Floreina chimed in, OlOmot strict on speech and
heOs understandably nervous.O

ONo.OThe doctor glanced at Floreina and rolled his eyes.
OMenuscanObe activated during sleep. ItOsnot hard for implants to tell
if their host is sleeping. Likewise, it canOtbe activated in anger. Your
master has to be calm and rational before she can stop your heart. The
whole point is that it doesnOget used. We give them to slaveswe wish to
keepE you should feel honored.O
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Floreina closed her eyesto focus on the new menu system and
browsed through the options. With just the flip of a few mental switches
she could shut down any part of her slave. She could bring him pain,
make him itch, or knock him unconscious.

Or she could detonate the tiny explosive in his heart.

This could be a fun and cruel little toy in the wrong hands.

OWhatOs the range?0 she asked.

Olnfinite,Oreplied the doctor, OAslong as your slave is some-
where near civilization. It will work immediately asadirect connection if
youOrein the same solar system. If youOrenot in the same system the sig-
nal passes through any communication network as a Trojan horse,
searching for the slaveOsignal. It might take a day for the signal to sneak
through other communications if youOreon the other side of New Eden,
but otherwise the signal always finds its target.OThe doctor shrugged as
he finished closing the incision. OReadyto give it a try?OHe motioned to
Mahran.

Mahran stood and gripped the edge of the table, looking down-
ward. He took a deep, shaking breath.

Now he was truly subject to her whim.

He could have refused the whole thingE though he probably had no
idea how many controls Floreina now had at her disposal.

She could not help breaking a smile as she flipped the com-
mand to shut down everything below MahranOsneck, directing the sen-
sation to creep slowly up his body. Shelooked into MahranOseyesas he
realized what was happening. His eyeswidened and his lips pulled back
in a grimace.

Like a work of artE to be able to extend yourself and affect
GodOs creatures with just your thoughtsE

He began to fall, struggling to grab the table, but still looking
into FloreinaOs eyes.

And suddenly her sensesshifted as she saw his humiliation and
instinctively jumped forward. She caught him and wrapped her arms
around him, releasing the hold on his nervous system. He nearly
brought her to the ground with his superior weight. He stumbled, legs
bending and almost collapsed.

OSorry about that,O she said. Ol just had to see if it worked.O

At first she did not recognize Mahran when he arrived in the
docking bay, dressed in his Amarrian attire, carrying a satchel of his
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belongings. The temporary facial alterations looked excellent, like any
other middle class Amarrian tourist. She smiled. OAhoy, stranger,Oshe
said.

He grinned. Olcould make a good Amarrian, huh?Ohe turned
around to show off the clothing.

She chuckled. OShall we go?0O

They stopped at an exit station before disembarking. The guard
saluted. OCommander Floreina.O

Floreina nodded. OThisis my slave Mahran, who will be known
as Geiyfron, a station manager at a Quafe plant and my old friend from
college.O

OYouhave your control devicesinstalled and tested?Casked the
guard. OAIl software fully installed in your own implants?0

OO0, yes,O Floreina replied.

OWell, donOtbe afraid to pop his heart if you get found out.
DonOtiry to salvage the situation and run away with your slave. The au-
thorities donOttake kindly to slave traders here. You should never let
your slave out of your sight.O

OOh, | know,O Floreina assured him.

Olknow, itOgust such a normal and open thing here on the ship
that itOsa risk that sometimes people forget. Sometimesthe slaves forget
t00.O The guard pointed at Mahran. OAnd you understand too, right?
You need to play your part asthe friend from college. ItOsnot enough to
just insist that youOrenot a slave, becausethe authorities are aware of the
remote detonation devices, and know that slaves wonOtusually admit
their status, and they donOtreally care whether or not your master
throws the switch aslong asthey catch the slave traders, so you must be
absolutely convincing in your part. If for any reasonyou donOthink you
can handle this responsibility, please tell us now. There wonOtbe any
penalties if you back out now.O

ONo,Che replied. OIOnprepared. | know the risks, and 10vestud-
ied the procedures. IOm ready to see the outside.O

OVery well, Commander Floreina and Slave Mahran, AKA
Geiyfron, you are cleared for shore-leave.O

They sat in a small burger cafZ at the Leisure Group Develop-
ment studio in Teonusude after their short transport ride. Mahran
glanced quickly around the cafZ, his eyes wide and mouth turned up-
ward in a childish grin.
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OSoE what do you want to do first?O Floreina asked.
OYouOrasking me?0said Mahran. Ol donOtknow of anything thatOs
here. DonOt we need to tend to our plans first?O

OYesput you deserveto have somefun firstE and | want to re-
lax tonight and tend to things tomorrow. We have all weekend. WeOre
tourists, remember.O

OOkay,well | donOtknow; IOmhappy just wandering and look-
ing at thingsEO

OWell then, we should go to the zoo,0O Floreina said.

Shetold him about the animals they would find there. MahranOs
education had covered extensively the systems on board a starship, but
he seemedto know little about life outside of that, only occasionally re-
cognizing the names of the animals she listed.

Shelooked at him in his new Amarrian face and clothing and
joyous grin, and she could almost seeareal Amarrian, and despite his ig-
norance on afew topics, she could pretend that he was just asintelligent
as any other Amarrian.

And she also had to play a part. She needed to treat him as
though he was an old friend, and the best way to do that would be to
think of him as one.

So she talked for a time on the animals they would see,and
drifted to other topics. They received their meals and continued chatting
as they ate, and at some point, Floreina decided to play a little trick on
him.

Mahran began itching his left shoulder, then returned to his
sandwich, then quickly moved to itch his right shoulder, then a moment
later, back again to his left.

But Floreina had grown quiet as she watched him react to her
mental prodding, and after itching back and forth several times, he
asked, OAre you doing that?O

She laughed and turned off the sensations.

And Mahran just stared at her. Olthought the implant wasnOt
supposed to be a toy.O And he cocked his head, raising his eyebrows
questioningly.

Floreina grinned in surprise and laughed harder.

Mahran chuckled and shook his head. Olsit possible for police
scanners to pick up those signals?0O

ONo, no. ThereOsfar too many signals bouncing around for
them to notice something like that.O
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OWe probably shouldnOtbe talking about it in a restaurant
either,O Mahran said.
OYouOre probably right. IOm glad youOre looking out for me.O

MahranOs eyes gleamed and his mouth dropped as they walked
through the opening archway of bushesand fir treesto look onto a green
field, a pond, and weeping willow trees. OWow,Ohe exclaimed. OSo
many plants! Grass!O

OOh,yes,OFloreina replied. OSomedayyouQllbe able to seewhat
itOs like on a fully terraformed planet.O

His face was tight and bright red as he looked up at the ceiling
looming overhead. Ol had no idea it looked like thiSEQ

OYes, yes,O Floreina said. ODonOt act like itOs your first time.O

OA playground!O Mahran exclaimed, focusing on a colorful set
of slides, bridges and climbing surfaces.

OThatOs for children!O Floreina laughed.

OExactlyE 1Om gonna run over there.O

Floreina chuckled, thankful that it was the middle of the night,
even if the giant overhead lights still gleamed the same asthey would at
high noon. OOkay,O she replied.

And Mahran took off running. Floreina glanced around. There
was no one within immediate range and she felt like having a little fun,
so she popped open the menu and triggered a shutdown of the nervesin
MahranOs legs.

He fell hard and fast, letting out a quick and abrupt cry as his
outstretched arms and body slammed into the ground. His arms splayed
out across the grass and he lay still.

Floreina walked toward him, slowly at first, then began jogging after
he still did not move.

OGeiyfron!Oshe called, her general guidance program gently re-
minding her of the proper name.

He rolled to his side and satup. Floreina slowed to a walk. OAh-
ha! You made me think 1Od gotten you good.O

OYoudid,O he replied. Olt hurts.O He glared at her for a long
moment, before seeming to remember his place. He looked back at the
ground and rubbed his legs. He took a deep breath and shuddered, grit-
ting his teeth. OMay | ask that you please not do that,O he spoke care-
fully, Oasit is a greatly added risk of us being caught, and it is also quite
painful.O
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OOkay, okay,O Floreina responded quickly, OlOmsorry. Come
on, get up.O She knelt to help, but he crawled to his feet on his own,
stumbling at first, but quickly regaining strength. They walked toward
the playground, but now Mahran did not seem as interested.

Floreina followed him ashe climbed the stepsand tried the dif-
ferent slides, scaled a climbing wall, and jumped on a trampoline, but
rapidly seemed uninterested, and finally the two found themselves sit-
ting on swings overlooking the rest of the park.

ONow, donOtget all down on me,OFloreina said. OYouOraot
mad | played that little trick are you?0

OltjustE concernsmeEO He looked at her carefully, asthough
analyzing. OldonOtknow what IOmgetting intoE  What else might you
do with that implantEOQ

OOh, come on,O she replied, laughing lightly. She playfully
jabbed him in the shoulder. OIf our roles were reversed youOd play
around with meE Just think about itE youOdenjoy itE itOsnice to be
able to affect someonefrom the insideE thereOsiothing malicious about
itEO

ORIightE but you understand why it makes me uncomfortable;
becauselOmthe one whose life is in dangerE it reminds me that you can
kill me with your thoughtsEO

1. She shook her head. OYouOre talking like youOre an Amar-
rian or somethingE okay, okayE if itOs going to affect your mor-
ale like that then | promise you now, no more games with the im-
plant. I'll only use it when absolutely necessaryEO

OReally?0 he asked. ONo more mystery itches?0O

OYeah, yeah; 101l hold back,O she replied.

OThank you.O

OButyou must admit that if you had one of these,and | was at
the other end, you'd have a hard time resisting tooEO

He sighed and smiled, OYes, | suppose | would.O

Mahran was clearly uncomfortable sleeping in the same bed
with his owner. Floreina was the one who should be disgusted, but she
had insisted that he did not need to sleep on the floor.

Olmust apologize, Master,OMahran started slowly, as Floreina
turned out the lights, Ofor todayEO

OHuh?0 Floreina replied. Ol had a fun time today.O
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Mahran lay on the edge of the bed, careful not to take too much
of the blanket. OAbout the whole implant thingNsometimes | forget who
| am and allow my selfishnessto influence my decisionskE it was wrong
of me to question your desire to use the implantE you paid for me and
you paid for the implant, so itOsnot my place to complain, and youOre
such a caring master that you let me get away with things like that. And
| just feelE guilty sometimes.O

And Floreina grinned widely in the darkness, knowing the
slave could not see.This was what it was all about. To gain influence that
could never be attained with punishmentsg to control from the inside,
from their deeper emotions, desires, spirituality, senseof self, where they
never expect it, becausethey are so used to concerning themselves with
the punishments of the fleshE you can affect your slavesto the point
they become their own masterE the way God intendedE .

OWell,OFloreina replied, OYouwere expressing your feelings,
being transparent, which isnOtwrong in itself. You simply told me how
you felt, and | realized that such joking was not an appropriate way to
treat youE and you were right, it wasnOtonducive to a proper relation-
shipE it wasnOt respectful, and you didnOt deserve it.O

OThank you, MasterE Floreina.O

They lay in the dark, nearly motionless. OTomorrow morningOs
your time to shine,OFloreina told him, simply wishing to break the
silence.

OIOm a little nervous.O

OUnderstandable. Tomorrow isnOtgoing to be the dangerous
part, though itOsgoing to be my test of your abilities to seeif | can actu-
ally go through with this planE so youOd better impress.O

OBut you canOt tell me any more about what weOre doing?O

OlOvegot a drug deal,OFloreina whispered. OAnd weOregyoing to
manipulate certain aspects of the exchange.O

Floreina looked ahead, a perfectly symmetrical crawlway
splayed out before her as far as she could see.She pulled herself along
the air duct, grabbing with the palm of her hands and dragging her body
along, hand-over-hand.

OYou doing okay back there?Oshe asked glancing over her
shoulder.

OYeah, IOm fine,0 Mahran replied. OHow much longer?0
OAnother half kilometerE so settle in for a long crawl.O
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OThereOs no closer outlet than the one in the hotel?0

ONope,Oshe replied. OThatOsvhy itOsso perfect; theyOllnever
expect a third party from the air duct. They think theyOvegot all their
bases coveredEO

They crawled on, pausing occasionally to catch their breath, but
otherwise dragged themselvesat arapid pace.Eventually they arrived at
an opening where they could drop into atiny control room designed asa
communications and recharging hub for maintenance drones. There was
barely enough room for one man to work comfortably, so when Mahran
dropped in after her, they found themselves packed together intimately.

OHello,Oshe greeted, smiling as their eyes met. Floreina knelt
and Mahran shifted to allow her more space. She pulled a connector
from a panel on the side of the enclosure and plugged it into her head.
Closing her eyes, she searched the connections in the local area of the
space station, finding controls for lighting, temperature, communica-
tions, and security.

OGoodgood,Oshe said aloud. Sheremoved a small data scanner
from her pack and began scanning for the codes to accessthe system.
OYou familiar with how a code scanner works to hack simple station
systems?0

ONo,0 Mahran shook his head.

OWell, itOspretty simple, though itOsa little harder without a
mind link,O she showed him a readout panel on the opposite side and
took several minutes to explain the processes.

OOkay,OMahran nodded, paying careful attention, but looking
nervous. OlOngoing to want a couple practice sessionsfirst, sincethis is a
bit more complicated for a Minmatar without a mental connectionEQO

OOfcourse,OFloreina replied. OLetme just wait and make sure
that my attempt is going to work, and that it wonOttrigger any unexpec-
ted security routines. 10vegot water, sandwiches and chocolate in my
pack, so we can stay here all day if needed.O

OOkay, good; IOve never done anything quite like this before.O

ONeither have 1.0

OSaell meEO Mahran started slowly. OWhatis it that I'm doing
here?0

Floreina pulled a canister from her sack.OThisis a gas,Oshetold
him. OThat you will be releasing into the meeting room.O

His eyebrows raised. OWhat kind of gas?0
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Shepulled a mask from the bag and simply held it out, putting
it straight onto his face. OWearthis. Put it on before releasing the gas.
DonOt take it off for anything.O

He took the mask and slowly pulled it from his face and looked
at it. OWhatOll happen if | remove it? Will it knock me out?0

Olt causes your lungs to fill with fluid and you drown.O

Mahran nodded slowly. OHmmEQ His face tightened. OHow
long does it take?0

OTwo to three minutes.O

OSeems like a long timeEO

OThereOa numbing agent as well so they wonOtnotice the ef-
fects until itOs too late.O

Mahran sighed and fell silent for along time. OldidnOtknow we
would be killing people,O he mumbled.

OWhat?OHer lip curled and eyelashes rose questioningly.
OWhat did you think we were doing here?0

Ol didnOt know. This is the first youOve told me about anything.O

The code scanner beeped its notification. She focused on the
sensations,found the entryway to the local security cameras,and entered
the password, reading it manually from the screenon the scanner.A mo-
ment later she accessedthe security menu for the entire level. She could
not help grinning with power.

Shesetup afew basic security measuresto ensure their hacking
attempt was not noticed by the authorities. After double checking the
protocols, she accessedthe controls in front of Mahran and began dis-
playing the same menus she saw in her mind.

She went through the process with him, taking more than an
hour simply to show him all the menus for the various systemshe would
need to control. At first she felt overwhelmed. When seenall together,
the options and responsibilities seemedendless,and while she had been
aware of eachone of them individually, she had never been able to step
back and take a look at the overall complexity of the systems of which
she expected her simple Minmatar slave to take control. But she kept
pushing forward, explaining screen after screen of menus, just as the
mental implant fed her the explanations.

Oddly enough, Floreina quickly grew comfortable with the physical
closenessto her Minmatar, and, especially with the temporary facial al-
terations and clothing differences, he could seem like any other co-
worker.
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Eventually Mahran began testing the system himself, and Floreina
found him catching on quicker than she had expected. The menus all
worked under similar user interface concepts, so the same patterns of be-
havior could be applied to all of them, and Mahran seemedto recognize
them quickly.

But in the midst of her training, a low level alarm sounded.

They stopped to look up and seea repair drone just above, itOs
antennae extended.

Floreina already had the local area scrambled for drone emer-
gency signals, but needed to take this one out before it attempted a
longer range frequency. Sheleapt up, just asthe drone began extending
its drive unit.

She caught it as the drive kicked into motion, jerking her
against the side panels. Holding tight, she pulled back, and dragged the
drone toward her. She pulled, and forced it into their enclosure. Simul-
taneously she scanned the local frequencies, searching for the droneOs
transmissions.

She lost focus for a moment as the drone shifted its magnetic
propulsion, reversing and driving toward Floreina. It no longer had a
hold on the floor, but had clearly found a propulsion strip in the side
wall. The force drove her backward, against Mahran.

Sheheld the drone, keeping it at arms length, but unable to push for-
ward. Shefound its signal, bouncing systematically through frequencies.
Shefollowed it, narrowing her eyelids to gaze through a haze. She split
her focus between the frequency racein her mind and the shoving match
in the physical realm.

The drone extended a cutting torch. Within seconds it lit up and
turned rapidly, attempting to catch an arm.

OGet to my pack!O she shouted. OGet the blowtorch.O

Mahran wiggled behind her to free himself. He reached, but
couldn't quite touch the bag at the far edge of the pit. He twisted and al-
lowed her to move against the wall, but his thigh remained trapped be-
hind her hip.

As he moved, the drone opened its applicator and sprayed nan-
ite pastein aforceful jet against FloreinaOdace. It switched propulsion to
push toward Mahran, but despite the distraction and the sudden blind-
ness, Floreina continued to hold.

Sheshook her head, freeing enough paste to look at Mahran in
time to seehim fumble with her pack, then pull out her emergency mini
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blowtorch. He fired it up, looking cautious for just a moment before
turning it toward the drone.

Several seconds later he had a section cut from the back of the
bot and was forcing the flame into its intestines.

The robot sparked and burned, rapidly heating her hands, but
the magnetic force continued for several more secondsas Floreina gritted
her teeth and her mind against the combined force of the propulsion and
the rising heat in her hands.

Her elbows beganto bend, but shelooked down and found the
droneOgorch dead. Only the propulsion remained; and a moment later,
that died as well, the drone dropping to the floor with a loud clank.
Mahran stepped backward to avoid a crushed foot.

They stared at each other and panted. Floreina moved toward
Mahran to free her leg, and slipped, falling against him. She wrapped
her arms around his shoulders to pull herself up, and they hugged for
several long moments, panting. Had there beena larger floor she would
have fallen over to relax. But resting against Mahran was a welcome
substitute.

After catching her breath, Floreina pulled back and stood straight.

Mahran swallowed, clearly feeling the discomfort from their sudden
embrace. His eyes narrowed, his face shifting to anger. OHow did that
happen?Ohe asked. He took a deep breath and closed his eyes,running a
hand down his clothing. Ol thought you had all the drones covered.O

Ol mostly did,O she replied. Ol got distractedE O

Mahran shook his head and stared at the hunk of metal on the floor.
OThat drone tried to kill youEO

OYeah,O replied Floreina. OTheyQll do that.O

Mahran seemeddistant asthey crawled back through the vent-
ilation system, asthough thinking something he could not say out loud.
Sheneeded to find out more, but her conversational assistant could not
invent a good avenue. Instead, she simply started talking. OSotell me
what's been going on, Buddy. WeOvegot a while left to crawl; might as
well pass the time.O

OWellEO Mahran started cautiously, OSincd've been promoted
to overseer | have become more curious about your theories on slave
managementE the slaves on your team seem quite effectiveEO

OWellEO she started, wondering how much she should actually tell
him. OThereOdlifferent thingsE | think we can get too caught up in
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punishing slaves, for exampleE punishmentOsa very dirty and impre-
cise form of communication.O

OYeah,Mahran said as he trailed behind her. OYouOvaever
punished me for anythingE even though | deserved it a couple times.O

OButyou continue doing a good job,Oshe replied. OThelittle
things donOtreally matter. Punishments often solve short term problems,
but contribute to long term problems.O

Floreina looked back at Mahran, bumping her head against the
side of the crawlway.

OThereO®o many situations that make punishments counter-
productive. If they donOtrealize theyOrebeing punished; or if they donOt
understand whyE It createsan emotional distance between slave and
master, and teaches the slave to deal with issues by punishing others.O

They rested for a moment.

OAnd if their quality of life isnOthigh enough, the punishments
wonOthave any meaning either. You need to show them respect. Then if
you punish it will contrast enough to be effective.O

She paused, wondering if Mahran was trying to get a feel for
her strategies for his own purposes, or if his soul motivation was in im-
proving his own subjects. But consistency and communication was so
important that even if he had manipulative goals, it was still better that
he recognize his masterOs patterns.

So she continued, Ol like simple consequences.If a slave be-
comesa real problem, | will have them terminated; not out of anger, nor
punishment or vengeance,but out of simple practicality. In rare casesof
extreme disobedience, itOsjust cheaper and easier to terminate a slave
and buy a new one. ThatOsot a punishment exactly, itOgust a practical-
ity, and itOsnot intended for the slavesto be afraid of that fate. In fact,
you want to avoid the fear at all costs. You want the consequence of
death to be there, but it shouldnOtbe any more traumatizing than the
need to put on your seatbelt.O

She paused in front of a connecting shaft to check her drone
scanner. OWeOraot going to make it to the next opening before the next
drone gets to us.O She sighed. OWeOregoing to need to stop here for
about forty minutes to let the drone pass.O

OOkay,0 Mahran sighed.

Floreina crawled forward, then backedinto the connecting shaft
and crawled backward for twenty meters and stopped, now clear from
the droneOspassing scans.Mahran followed her into the passage,head
first, and stopped just in front of her. They smiled briefly.
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OYouOrsure youOvegot all the drones scanned down, so weOre
not going to get jumped from behind?O he asked.

She passed him the scanner. OYou can double check for
yourself.O

He took several minutes to check over her readouts, and, finally
satisfied, handed it back.

He smiled. OSchow did you cometo believe all thesetheories?|
didnOt know Master Miltein, but | assume it started with him?0

Shetook a deep breath. OTherewas a specific point when | real-
ized itNor he forced me to realize itEO she spoke slowly.

Mahran cocked his head and raised his eyebrows.

OldonOtknow if 1 want to tell youEO Floreina said. OYoumight
think 1I0m a monsterEO

OldonOtthink | could ever seeyou as a monsterE will you tell
me anyway?0

Floreina started slowly, OMy dad always seemed to feel the
sameway as| do on thesethings, but never detailed them to meE | sort
of figured it out just by forcing myself to take a step back and watch how
Dad interacted with me and his Minmatar.O

She paused as she lay on the cold metal surface of the air duct,
her chin resting on the back of her hands, thinking of her father and the
frequency crystal manufacturing firm he managed when she was a little
girl.

But she caught herself and came back to start her story. OEso |
was about twelve, and still learning about the manufacturing line, and
there was this slave who was teaching me to check for imperfections in
the crystals asthey cameout of the cleanser.But the systemswere screw-
ing up and he kept having to run back to the controls to reset the
cleansertank. He was running back and forth, and so | stood by the con-
veyor belt and tried to help by checking for imperfections, just as he had
shown me, but was getting too close to the cleanser,and was touching
the crystal, which usually causesmore imperfections. And the produc-
tion was getting backed up, so this slave came back and yelled at me, be-
cause | wasnOt helping, and was probably in dangerEO

Shepaused to look at Mahran. OAnyway, he sort of shoved me
out of the wayE he was having a hectic time trying to keep up with the
problems on the production line, then to have me in the wayE looking
back on it now it seemsreasonableE but | didnOtseeit that way at that
ageE | had a bruised ego, and | wanted revengeE or as| thought of it at
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the time, a proper punishment to make an example out of himE |
wanted justice.O

She scratched her nose, barely moving her chin.

OSoal ran back to my papaOffice and grabbed his laser pistol,
ran right back and shot him in the faceE And 1 just stood there; and
everyone else just stood there.O

She looked at Mahran and he looked back attentively, but
calmly.

OButmy papa didnOtyell and scream, even though | could tell
he was furious. He shut down the assembly line and let everyone take
the day off, and afterward | tried to avoid the slaves, but my dad made
me go down to the barracks and talk to them about itNnot apologize ex-
actly, but just talk to them so | could seehow it was affecting them. And
he made me go to the funeralE which was good for me; perhaps not for
them.

OltOslifficult when your kid punishes someone elseE should
you punish them to show that punishing people is wrong?E But | felt
horrible regardlessE wellE | felt very intense emotions about it; lets say
that. It tore me up inside and | kept coming back to that feeling for
months afterwardsNbut | wouldnOt exactly describe it as feeling hor-
ribleE and thatOsa good point, becauseDad wasnOtirying to make me
feel awful about it. He just wanted me to feelE to think about itEO

Mahran rolled to his side and rested his head on his forearm,
watching Floreina with a minute smile.

OAnNd | realized that too often, we Amarrians forget that we're
supposed to be protectors; we must keep slaves, for certain races just
canOhandle the responsibility of being without a caretaker. ThatOshow
the Lord made you, and we should not punish you for that. We have dif-
ferent places under God, but we are part of the same team, working to-
ward the same goals.O

Floreina paused a moment. OSo IOm not like that any more.O

OO, | know,O replied Mahran.

And she stopped, and the two looked at eachother, longer than would
have been appropriate with another slave owner.

OSatell me how your new position has been going,Oshe asked.
OAre you liking your new role as teacher?0

OOh, yes,Ohe replied. Oldid not realize the perks involvedE
|IOvebeen working with the new Minmatar. IOvebeen training them for
maintenance and incident responseEO
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And they talked, Floreina asking more about his life on the
ship, and found Mahran discussing the connection between his spiritual-
ity and his work, but finally moved onto lighter topics, like how much he
was going to enjoy the hit of Vitoc he would get when they got back to
the hotel room.

They had time to kill, soshelet him talk on and on about simple
things, and for most of the time, she simply watched, asthough listening
to another Amarrian. But her own sensestold her, and her facial analyz-
ers confirmed, that something was being left unsaid.

Near the end of their wait, they took a short pause so that they
could checkthe drone tracking systemsto make sure all the maintenance
bots were on schedule and not moving down the wrong pathways,
happy to find everything still running smoothly.

And she looked up to see Mahran staring at her, smiling
warmly.

After a short moment he asked, ODo you mind if | kiss you?0

And FloreinaOsconsciousnessseemedto stop short but simul-
taneously she felt her implant firing up.

Something had told her this could happenE slaveswere often
known to form attractions toward their owners, but she had never
thought it would be an issueE

But now it seemeddifferent than shewould have expected, and
visions began popping into her mind, seemingly from nowhere.

There were places all over the galaxy where Amarrians, Min-
matar, and people of all raceslived together as though they were the
sameE there were places where an Amarrian and a Minmatar could be
together as equals and the local society would not think anything odd
about it. Mahran, of course, had no knowledge of these places.

But suddenly Floreina envisioned herself convertingE  shifting
her own paradigmsE to learn to love someonewho was once her prop-
erty. They could move away from the war, to the surface of a planet and
live amongst the trees and shrubsg have a house with a couple fruit
treeskE and never be seen as strange.

And sheenvisioned their half-breed children. At first shewould
hide her discomfort, and within months shewould find it gone, and she
would see them simply as her children.

But Floreina fought back against the sudden, uninvited visions.
Male Amarrians could have affairs with female slaves, but always as a
subject serving their masterE to allow them an opportunity to manipu-
late their Amarrian superiors was to invite disaster to both races.
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At the sametime, however, Floreina could not help finding the
idea sinfully dirty and eroticE to give herself up to something soE
filthyE

But Floreina forced it away.

ONo0,0 she replied flatly. OThat would be entirely
inappropriate.O

And Mahran looked at the floor. OlOnsorry,O he started sud-
denly. OYouOreightNl donOtknow what | was thinking.O His face
turned red, and he grew quiet.

OIOm sorry if | gave you mixed signalseO

ONo, no, 10msorry,0 Mahran shot back quickly. OIOmjust
stupidEO

And he stared at the wall.

SoFloreina let it rest for several long moments, and watched as
he lay, almost motionless, his head cocked away, his eyes blinking only
rarely.

OOkay,CFloreina broke the silence. ODonOglet all weird about a
simple misunderstandingEO but she didnOt know what else to say.

OYeah,Che shook his head suddenly, as though to clear his
thoughts. OSorry.O

ODonOworry about it, Buddy.O Shepatted his shoulder. Olfyou
want to know the truthE youOrea handsome guyE youOllmake a good
husband somedayE O

And that seemed to brighten his mood.

They didnOttalk much for the remainder of their wait and for
their crawl back to the hotel. As soon asthey made it back to the room,
Mahran flopped onto the bed to rest. Floreina sat down in a deep chair
facing him, and groaned. She checked the time; they had spent fifteen
hours working in the air ducts, and they felt and looked the part.

But things had run reasonably smoothly, with the exception of
her sensethat Mahran's short-lived attraction was not the only thing dis-
tracting him.

Olsthe deal still on?OFloreina asked, staring over the top of her
soda.

A heavy-set man in a leather cargo jacket and four days of facial hair
sat before her, staring back over his empty glass. Reihmar was his name,
as her helper implant subtly reminded her. OLetOs take a walk,O he said.

OPrefer to talk somewhere else?0 she asked.
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OA walk in the park?O
OHow romanticeO
He chuckled and looked around. OYeahEO

They headed out of the cafe,through the crowds, following side
by side, but not speaking of anything other than the logistics of getting to
their less crowded destination.

Finally, when they turned into the open areain the park, Reih-
mar spoke, OWe are concerned about the meeting placeEO

OConcerned how?O Floreina replied.

OltOproximity to local police offices. WeOdike to make the deal
in a system with lower security. We don't understand why you chose
this locationE itOs also too far from the docking hangars.O

Floreina replied calmly, OWell,first of all, | need to selecta spot
on my captainOs normal routes.O

OcCanOyou take a vacation and meet us in a more distant sys-
tem? This is a huge deal weOrealking about. With the profit youOlimake
from these boosters it shouldnOt make a difference to you.O

ONo,Oshe shook her head. Ol need to stay under the radar of
everyone, including my captain and the rest of her crew. | need to do it
quickly and get back to the ship. The hotel | selectedwill give me quick
accessto a secure cargo dispatch to get them back to the ship, aswell as
being a familiar place which will give me a little more peace of mindNO

OWe just thinkNO

ONo, no,OFloreina spoke quickly, knowing she must be author-
itative and insistent on this point. OWeagreed: | pick the location and
you choose the time. They have a strict weapons ban like we agreed.
What more are you looking for? Are you trying to control every aspectof
this arrangement?O

Reihmar kicked a clump of dirt and grass. OlOvéust been sent
here to say that we donOtiike the meeting place, and would ask that you
suggest a different location.O

ONo,OFloreina replied. OIOnsorry but my partners and | are
putting a lot of money on this and 10mnot gonna be pushed around on
this issue. | want to make the deal in alocation where | feel comfortable.
You can take that or leave it.O

He groaned softly. OOKkay, IOllget the word back and seewhat
they say.O
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Ol need to talk to you,0 Mahran said as he stepped into her
quarters, the hatch sliding shut behind him.

She looked up. OWhatOs going on?0

OThisplanEO he sighed, and shook slightly. OldonOtfeel com-
fortable with thisEO

OYoudonOftfeel comfortable with what?OFloreina turned in her
chair to look straight at the Minmatar.

OldidnOtknow we would be killing peopleE | didnOtknow it
would involve hacking station life support systemsEO

Ol explained that your life would be at risk,O Floreina said. Ol
believe | gave a reasonable assessmentE What else is relevant to you?0

OYouOralso getting five million ISK worth of boostersfrom this
deal. For that price you could buy thousands of Minmatars just like
meEO

OWhat are you getting at?OFloreina replied, leaning forward,
her eyelids rising.

Mahran stared at the floor. Olthink it would be fair if you re-
leased me as well as my brother in trade for this.O

OExcuseme?O She tried to remain calm. OYouOrdrying to
change the deal on me? The deal | offered was for the release of your
brother, to which you agreed. That was the deal; you canOtome in here
and just change things.O

OldonOthink | can go through with this thenE | didnOthave all
the information; |1 didnOtknow there was killing involved; | didnOtknow
it was such high valueE itOsjust too much for meE punish me if you
willE | know | made a stupid mistake, but IOvethought a lot about this,
and | just canOtgo through with something this major without more
incentiveEO

Floreina took a deep breath and shook her head, holding her
tongue. Shetouched the triggers in her mind to flip on her medical im-
plants and physical enhancements, wishing to just start up her rage,
jump forth and pound her slave into the floor.

But she held back and glared at the floor for a moment before
looking up. OMahranEO she started slowly and carefully. OWehad a
deal. | gave you the freedom to choose your path, and you had your
chance. Now youOve made your decision.O

Ol canOt go through with it,® he said flatly.

OYou donOt have a choice.O

OYou canOt do it without me.O

OI0Il have you terminated.O
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Ol have a file stored in my personal data that describes what
youOre doing. People will find it after my death.O

OYouOre blackmailing me?0

Ol will only reveal your plans if you terminate me, Master
Floreina.O

Sheshook her head. OldonOtbelieve this. What makes you think
you can come in here and make these kinds of demands?0

OYoucanOdo this without me,Ohe replied. OYouneed me to
keep quiet. You stand to make millions from this. | think my freedom is
worth far less than your profit if things are successfulEO

Floreina looked up and stared at him for a long time, and fi-
nally he looked up and gazed back into her cold glare. OYouOraimply
going to refuse to participate? Shirk your obligations to your master and
go back on your word?0

OIOm sorry,O he said. Ol have to do this.O

Ol canOtbelieve youEO Floreina started, then stopped herself.
She didnOthave a choice in this circumstance. Mahran was playing the
hand he had been dealt. OOkay,Oshe snapped. OFine.You and your
brother will go free if you pull through and serve your function. Will
that quell your objections?0

He grinned, his face suddenly glowing. OYes,MaOam.Thank
you, MaOam.CHe jumped slightly. OYou know that | appreciate this
immenselyEO

OUh-huh,Oshe replied in monotone. OAlright, | donOtwant to
hear any more about this. Just go. And remember next time you try to
manipulate me, 10l put my foot down, and IOIl put it down hard.O

OYesMaOamThis is all | need. [tOllgo smoothly from here; | can
assureyouE |Omprepared to do my duty on the stationE and IOmetern-
ally grateful.O

OOkay.OFloreina stood and turned away. OJustget out. WeOll
speak again in a couple days.O

OYes, MaOam.O And Mahran turned and left.

Floreina stood, simply breathing, then screamed a deep and
angry growl, wiping the hair from her face. She kicked her chair and it
slid, clattering across the floor, hit the edge of her desk and toppled over.

Sheshook her head and breathed heavily through her teeth, her
damp hair falling into her face.

Ejust another example of the self-centered nature of the Minmatar.

57



ReihmarQOs face showed up on her secure comm screen.

OGreetings,&aid Floreina. She coughed, putting a hand to her
throat for effect.

OGood evening,O he replied. OYou alone?0

OWouldnOt have answered if | wasnOt.O

OOkay, good. WeOve decided the meeting place is acceptable.O

OExcellent.O Floreina nodded and smiled.

OWestill think itOsa bad choice, but we can live with it. 10llcon-
tact you again in two weeks to confirm, but for now we have the date set
at sometime over the weekend in three weeks.O

Floreina nodded.

OWeObe waiting on the station and weOllcontact you either Fri-
day, Saturday or Sunday at any time. We expectyou to be at the meeting
point within fifteen minutes of our call. Acceptable?0

OYes,O Floreina confirmed.

OExcellent. 10l contact you later.O

And as quickly as he had appeared, Reihmar was gone.

The deal was on.

Mahran sat in the deep cushioned hotel room chair, hunched
forward, his elbows resting on his knees. He stared blankly at the
ground just in front of the bed.

OYou look tense,O Floreina noticed.

OYes, MaOam,O he replied. OIOm worried.O

OWhat do you think is going to happen?0

OldonOtknow; | think they might figure out what youOredoing;
or at least get suspicious. The cops might get wind of the whole dealE
who knowsEO

Ol know, Buddy. IOve thought about all this.O

OAnd you absolutely need to detonate my heart if we get
caught? Even if thereOs absolutely nothing | can do to help you?0

She nodded. OOfcourse, Mahran. WeOrea team; if | go down,
you must go down with me.O

OBut you know | will do everything possibleNO

ODonOt,@he stopped him, waving a hand. ODonOeven talk
about it. ItOdar too dangerous, and you know it. You would be left alone
to fend for yourself out here. YouOremine until the conditions for your
releaseare met. ThatOs/our duty, and donOtforget it.O She paused. OBut
remember, Mahran, if you die, then | will surely die aswell. | wonOtpop
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your heart for no good reason, nor simply becausel get scared. And |
wouldnOt have put myself in that kind of danger, now would 1?0

OThatOwhat | donOtknow,O he replied. OYouhave a lot to gain
if this worksEO

OAbsolutely. And so do you.O

The door chimed. The dinner delivery drone, no doubt.

Mahran got up to answer, then returned to setthe two trays on
the small dining table in the corner of the hotel room.

OButwhen this is over, and you have your boosters and weOve
disposed of the bodies and vacated the hotel rooms, then | can go free,
right?O He looked at her questioningly. OAnd my bother, Charmann?0

Shenodded minutely. OThatis the deal you weaseled out of me,
is it not?0

He nodded. OYes.O

Mahran stared at his food for a long while.

ODo you want to trade?O Floreina asked.

OHmm?OMahran replied, looking up. OYoudonOtike what you
ordered?0

OYouOrenot eating.O She popped a roasted potato into her
mouth and looked at her slave.

Mahran looked back at his plate, picked up his cheeseburger,
and set it back.

OYou wanna try some of my duck?O

He shook his head. OHow do you stay so calm in front of
something like this?0

She shrugged. OI'm scared tooE O

OCouldnOtyou have negotiated someone else to come along
with you for protection?0

OltOsomplicated,Oshe replied. Olnorder to have complete con-
trol over the location, this was one of their stipulations.O

Mahran took a slow bite of his burger.

OYoutook enough Vitoc this morning to safely get you all the
way through the weekend?0O

He nodded. OYes, MaOam.O

OYou feel prepared?0O she asked.

OPhysically, yesE mentallyE about as ready as I0Il ever be.O
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OOkay, final checklist,O Floreina prompted, watching Mahran
pack the rolling suitcase that he would drag through the air ducts.
OCommunication interface,O she started.

OCheck,viahran replied. He typed onto the keypad and Flore-
ina immediately felt the message appear through her implant. Hello,
Master Floreina.

Shereplied within milliseconds, Greetingsmy little buddy. This is your
time to shine.

He closed the screen and placed it in the suitcase.

Shelisted other items and he checked them off as he packed.
Four liters of water, four days worth of food rations, the drone tracking
unit, flashlight, the control box that plugged into the system, an air qual-
ity monitor, air purification mask, small utility knife, pillow, an explos-
ive device that he could useto break his way through the air duct, and of
course, a small portable toilet.

Finally he had everything packed up. He stood by the air vent
cover, staring blankly.

OEverythingOs gonna be fine,O Floreina assured him.

Mahran turned around, looked at her and nodded. Olwill do
my best.O

Ol know you will.O

He removed the cover, placed it on the bed and pushed the suit-
case into the opening.

But before he climbed on the back of the chair, Floreina stepped for-
ward to wrap her arms around her slave and hold him tight. OThisis the
point where both our lives change. My life is in your hands, Little
Buddy.O She felt his breath down her neck as their cheeks pressed to-
gether. OYouOll do me proud.O

They released. OThankyou for this,Osaid Mahran as he climbed into
the small hatchway.

OAnNd thank you.O

And within a minute he was gone, crawling down the tunnel toward
his duty.

Floreina opened her eyesto seeherself sitting in a strange bed,
her implant rapidly pulling her from sleep with an important announce-
ment. Floreina collected her thoughts and listened to the message.

It was time for the deal. They picked the middle of the night
when they knew she would be asleep. They obviously didnOt trust her.
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Shewas up like a flash, pulling her clothes on, simultaneously
linking with the computer system to contact Mahran.

A minute went by as she frantically pulled her shoeson and
checked herself in the mirror. And two went by. But finally, Mahran
replied. Was sleeping. Is it time right now?

Yes,she replied.

|IOm awake. Will be ready momentatilytyped.

YouOvgot five minutes.She checked her air filtration device, and
strapped it to her face. She stuffed her steel retracting baton into the
front of her pants.

Shemoved swiftly down the corridors and hopped into atrans-
port pod to carry her most of the way to their meeting site.

OGreetings,Osaid Reihmar as she arrived at the other hotel
room. He shook her hand. Two other gentlemen stood behind him. One
carried a suitcase.Reihmar motioned to them. OMay!| introduce Otin and
Martel,O he said.

OA pleasure.O Floreina shook their hands. OOkay, lets head
inside.O

And they moved into the presidential suite, the three men fol-
lowing Floreina. Four decorative pillars divided the room. Two white
couches sat in the center, separated by a clear, solid resin coffee table.
Several smaller tables sat around the outside of the room along with a
computer interface desk. A door led to the bathroom on the left side of
the room, and another led to the adjacent suite, which the gentlemen did
not know that Floreina had also rented for the weekend.

She watched as Martel checked the bathroom, then moved to
the secondary door, trying the lock pad and seeming satisfied with the
denial beep. He continued to check the rest of the room.

OSo whatOs up with the mask?0 asked Otin.

Olseemto have come down with a caseof itonksinitis in the last
couple days.O

Otin nodded suspiciously. OWell, itOsnot necessaryfor you to
worry about us. We can catch it from you; thatOsfine with us; we can
deal with a cough for a while for a deal like this.O

Sheshrugged, taking the mask off and holding it in her lap. Olt
helps with my breathing though, asit filters alot of the contaminants out
of the station airE air quality control in this station is less than
optimumEO

Olt just makes me feel a lot more comfortable when | can see
your face.O
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Shelaughed. OOkayE like you think IOmgoing to do something
crazy with three of you men hereEO

OHmmph,O Otin snorted. But he sat down on one of the
couches, seemingly satisfied.

Floreina contacted Mahran. Are you watching this? Wait for my
orderto releasehe numbing agent,then a minute later 10llgive the orderto re-
leasdahereal gas.Keepa monitor on the air flow andinform methe momentthe
gashits the room. 10lIbe breathingthe numbing agentlike everyoneelse,so
wonObeableto tell whenthe real gashits, and I0llneedto sneaksomebreaths
through my mask when theyOre not looking.

Copy that,Mahran typed. Be careful.

Floreina looked at the men in the room, feeling a separation of
consciousness,asthey had no idea what was being communicated in the
back of her mind.

Meanwhile, Reihmar used a small scannerto searchthe room
for weapons. Floreina took out her own scannera moment later and did
the same.

OAreyou ready to seethe merchandise?Oasked Reihmar after
completing his scan.

OAbsolutely,O Floreina replied.

And Martel setthe protective suitcase down next to the trans-
parent coffee table, and slowly retracted the opening. Inside sattwo cyl-
inders within a protective monitoring case. Martel slowly pulled one
straight up to remove it from its encasement,and gently showed it to
Floreina, holding it in both hands.

OThereit is,0admired Martel. OTwo standard exile Boosters.O
He placed the booster back in its case before she had a chance to touch it.

OLet me test them,O Floreina requested, getting her scanner
ready to connect to the feedback outlet on the booster monitoring device.

ORight.OMartel entered a password and pushed it toward
Floreina.

Sheconnected the scannerand watched the readout asit listed
the elements, finally matching the chemical diagram it held on exile com-
bat boosters.

OExcellent.O She nodded and put away the device.

And she sent another mental messageto Mahran just a few
meters above her head.

Release the numbing agent.

Copy that,he replied.
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Floreina sat on the couch to wait. Shelooked asthough simply
tired and cautious, but inside her mind was a flurry of connectionsto the
local network, checksof her helper applications, and tests of her person-
ality software, giving constant readouts of probable thought patterns of
the three men.

OOkay, now lets transfer the money,O said Martel.

OYouOre anxious,O Floreina replied, examining the booster case.

OWe've shown the merchandiseNl trust to your satisfac-
tionNnow show the cash. Where's your credit interface?0

She held out her tiny datapad wallet.

OThereGan interface right there.OHe pointed at the desk. OLetOget to
it.O

She stared for a time at the suitcase, trying to buy herself just
another couple minutes.

Theroomshouldbesaturatedwith the numbing agentnow, Mahran
typed.

Good.Go aheadand releasdhe real stuff. You haveyour maskon,
right?

Copy,Mahran replied. Wearing mask. Wear yours.

OLetOgo!OMartel ordered. OThisdeal was supposed to be in
and out. No time for games and pranks.O

Floreina stood slowly as her implants warned her of MartelOs
growing anxiety, asthough shecould not seefor herself. Shewalked cas-
ually toward the console on the wall, painfully aware of the men watch-
ing her.

s it possibleéo createa diversionwhenlOmat the computerterminal?
Floreina asked Mahran.

What should | dohe typed back as she arrived at the table.

Do you have control over anything in the bathroom?

Several seconds passed as she fumbled with the datapad. She
becameaware of the feeling in her throat and lungs, a softness,a deepen-
ing comfort, and an absenceof sensation. It seemed so obvious to her
now that she was focused on the sensation.

Gas hitting the roomgame MahranOs reminderShower on.

And as she pressed random controls on the datapad, she heard
the shower turn on.

OWhat's that?O Reihmar exclaimed.

Martel and Reihmar moved quickly toward the bathroom, but
Otin merely looked curiously in their direction, then turned back toward
Floreina.
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Shetook a small breath, knowing the deadly gaswas permeat-
ing her lungs. A second later she put the mask casually to her face, and
took a much larger breath. Otin watched, but didnOt seem concerned.

And as Reihmar and Martel returned from the bathroom after
shutting off the water, Floreina realized the distraction idea had been a
mistake.

OSomething strange is going on here,O Martel exclaimed. Ol
want to see the money.O

OYeah,(Reihmar agreed. OLetssee the money. Bring it up on
the screen.O

OlOnhaving some troubles with my account,OFloreina stalled.
She held her breath, remaining still, attempting to remain calm, to slow
her breathing, so she could sneak her few breaths through the filtration
mask.

OWhat sort of troubles? Put it up on the screen so we can see.O

OSomething isnOt working right with this terminal,O she lied.

Oln an executive suite?O Martel said. OThat seems unlikely.
Bring up the screens. Show us what youOre doing.O

Floreina brought the mask to her face. Shehad no choice at this
point. And MartelOseyes narrowed as she did so. OSomethingseemsto
be screwed up at this station,Oshe said, breathing comfortably through
the filter. OThe screen isnOt responding.O

Martel stared at her for a long moment. OlOmot buying thisE
somethingOsup.OHe turned and moved swiftly back to the case,closed it
and headed toward the door with the merchandise. OIOm out of here.O

ONow, come on,OReihmar coaxed. OJusigive her a minute.O He
turned toward Floreina. OYou canOt get your account to come up?0

O10ntrying,O Floreina said. OWeput a specialized encryption on
itEO

Thatdoorhadbetterbelockedshetold Mahran, glancing at Martel
heading swiftly toward the exit.

ODeal cancelled,0 Martel declared. OWeOreout. LetOs go,
gentlemen.O

Reihmar ran after him. OJust second!Hold up. LetOgjive this a
minute.O

Otin continued toward the middle of the room, between the
couches, and stopped to say simply, OMartelEO

But Martel shrugged them off and continued toward the door.

FloreinaOsbrain whirled as every useful application powered
up. Her situation would deteriorate when they found the door locked.
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Her medical implant prepared emergency injections, motion analyzers
calculated her position relative to escaperoutes, and emotional suppress-
ants began selectively blocking pathways.

Floreina pulled the straps around her head to hold the mask against
her mouth. Sheturned to watch the men as she moved toward the door-
way to the adjoining room.

She watched Martel punch the door control, and heard the denial
beep. He tried again, then turned back to Floreina.

Floreina began moving more quickly toward the doorway, but re-
mained turned toward the three men, backing toward the wall. They all
turned to stare at her for a long, uncomfortable moment.

And she felt her brain flood with chemicals. Colors became vibrant.
Sounds became slow and clear, as though she was able to isolate the
rustling of each of the menOs clothing from across the room.

Time seemedto slow. They stared for what seemed like an endless
moment.

Shefelt her muscles strengthen, and all her miniscule achesand pains
washed away with the steroids suddenly coursing through her system.

Floreina smiled involuntarily behind the mask as the artificial en-
hancements took their full effect, and took another gliding step toward
her escape door.

OSheOs gassing us,0O said Martel.

Olt would seem that way,O Reihmar replied.

And the three stared for another moment as Floreina took one more
step.

Then Otin leapt forward, running straight over the top of the couch to-
ward Floreina. Behind him, Martel dropped the booster caseand bolted
forward along side Reihmar.

FloreinaOdegs took action almost involuntarily. It took only two long
leaps to reach her exit door. It opened as she arrived and began sliding
shut almost before she had passed into the adjoining suite.

But the door slid too slowly on its track.

Otin stuck his arms through the opening just before the door closed.
He yelled as his arm squeezedagainst the seal. Normally it would have
retracted, but thankfully Mahran had overridden the controls.

He screamed as the door pressed against his hand, but he forced his
other hand into the seal,and a moment later, the other two men arrived
and began pulling on the door as well.

Floreina drew her baton, extended the weapon, and jumped forward
to hit their fingers as they stuck through the opening. She had time to
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strike only once as the door began to retract against their pull, then fi-
nally snapped from its track and fell into the wall.

Martel barged through the door, running, arms outstretched and
reaching toward the filter still covering FloreinaOsnouth and nose. She
swung the baton, allowing her combat implant to guide her movements
around MartelOsblocking arm. It connected with his forehead, throwing
him off balance momentarily.

Sheturned and kicked, to connectwith OtinOsshin as he came around
to her left. He reached frantically for the mask, but Floreina ducked
away to leap onto, then over the bed. She stood on the other side, baton
raised.

The three men stood, stunned for a moment. Focusing on her breath-
ing, she stared back from the small gap between the bed and the tapestry
hanging along the wall. If she could hold off their attacks for another
minute or so, the gas would permeate their lungs.

But they werenOtgoing to give her that kind of time. Instead, Reihmar
moved forward, coming around the front of the bed, the other two ad-
vancing from the side to pin her against the corner.

And Floreina realized she couldnOtwait for the gas, her implants re-
minding her of the danger of being backed into a corner. Reihmar was
separated from his partners by a couple meters, and was larger and
slower, and probably had less combat training so Floreina decided she
needed to take an aggressive approach. If she could just take down the
fat man, perhaps that could stall the others long enough for the gas to
overwhelm them.

So she jumped up to land on the bed, and leapt toward Reihmar,
swinging the baton. Focusing and relaxing her mind, sheallowed the im-
plant to guide her.

Missing his outstretched hand by a couple centimeters, the weapon
struck the top of ReihmarOshead. He staggered for only a split second,
but brought his hands to his head, allowing Floreina slightly more room
to move. Shekicked, connecting with his forehead, then turned to leap
toward Martel, bouncing from the mattress.

She held the baton before her, not having time to give another full
swing. MartelOsarm came up from below, in a direction not predicted by
FloreinaOscombat implant. His fist connected with her stomach as the
side of her baton connected with his face, and she brought the full
weight of her body down onto his.

Everything went blank for a moment, and her vision seemedto
expand, while the room contracted and stretched. The combat implant
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ordered her to enter a purely defensive posture for three seconds,and to
breathe deeply.

The two collapsed to the floor.

As they fell, Floreina covered her face with her arms and fo-
cused on expanding her lungs and regaining her senses.

Sherecovered quickly, but before being able to make another choice,
she felt OtinOsfist crack against her cranium. A moment later a hand
frantically grabbed for her air filter.

And almost from the back of her mind, she heard an explosion, her
linkage implant informing her that Mahran had detonated the explosive
charge to blow an access route to their room.

Martel clutched FloreinaOsneck with one hand, shoving her off, and
with the other, ripped the mask from her face.

Sherolled over and hit the floor hard. Floreina immediately switched
to oxygen efficiency mode, blocking all subconscious muscle connec-
tions. More chemicals releasedto relax her nerves and allow her breath-
ing to calm.

But the mode only lasted for a moment as Martel pulled his hand
away after removing her mask. He brought it to his own face, took a
deep breath, and quickly looked back down at Floreina.

Shereached up, frantically grabbing for the mask. She punched inter-
mittently, and held her breath.

But Martel brought his own fist down, and connected with her nose.

Everything went black. For several milliseconds her implants lost con-
nection and she was alone in the dark with her natural thoughts.

But it did not last for long. Her implants shifted to other emergency
subroutines focused on keeping her conscious and aware through ex-
cessive trauma. Her veins surged with steroids and adrenaline.

Punches laid down on her from every angle, and her arms came up
without a thought to block her head. Martel sat atop her, holding the
mask to his face with his left hand and laying down punches, most con-
tacting her arms and hands. She kicked, bringing her knee up to the
small of his back. He jolted forward, but held strong, and continued
punching.

So this was probably it. They had her down. They had her air filter.
ShecouldnOthold against all three of them at the sametime, and felt her
consciousness fading.

The reminder program brought to focus the switch to detonate
MahranOs heart.
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And she touched the menu, suddenly feeling the kicks and punches
from a distance as she focused on the options available to her.

She knew she had to take him out. The secrecy of the modern slave
market was too important.

But something held her back. Could she really be certain he wasnOta
moment away, a baton in one hand and a knife in the other?

Soshe pulled back from the menu, and brought herself to the moment
and kicked again, kneeing Martel in the back, clenching her teeth, and
staring upward into his frantic eyes.

OGive me the mask,O Reihmar coughed. Ol canOt breathe!O

MartelOshand moved from his face to hand the mask to Reih-
mar, and as he did so, Floreina releasedher arms and reached up to grab
the mask. Shepulled, but Martel clung tight and pulled back. Clawing at
the material, she felt it rip, and decided that destroying it was probably
the most realistic option.

The mask tore apart as Martel wrenched it from FloreinaOs
clutches. He tossed it to his partner.

Floreina brought her arms back to cover her face as a familiar
scream echoed through the suite, and Floreina remembered back to the
explosion just ten seconds earlier.

Shefelt the punches coming down on her arms, but at the same
time, saw the weakening of her attackers; the toxins in the air taking
their effect.

And behind them, poking suddenly above MartelOshead, was a famili-
ar and beloved sight, hidden behind another filtration mask.

Mahran was dressed in nothing but the safety mask and the
pair of boxers he had worn to sleep that night.

Floreina watched as Mahran swung his baton in a wide arc, just as
Martel turned up to look at him. The rod smashedunhindered into Mar-
telOsupper jaw. Teeth shattered, his lip split, and Martel fell backward,
his right hand moving to clutch his suddenly battered face.

Floreina pushed with her heels on the carpet, trying to gain a
hold, to draw herself away, but had little success.

Before he hit the ground, Martel caught himself and swung toward
Mahran, but fell short. Mahran gave Martel a swift kick to the chestand
sent him fully to the floor. MartelOshand flew backward away from his
face, leaving a splattering of blood across the carpet and bedsheets.

A body crossed FloreinaOsvision. She saw OtinOspants from below as
he leapt over her to attack Mahran.
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Mahran sprinted backward, dodging OtinOsrapid-fire attacks. The
slave finally took a swing with the baton just before slamming into the
wall. Otin caught MahranOsarm before it made contact, and in the same
motion, slammed him against the wall. All four of their arms went up, as
Floreina noticed the combat knife clutched in MahranOdeft hand, just as
she had envisioned. Otin grasped MahranOdeft hand with his right, and
pushed the knife against the wall, simultaneously doing the same with
their other set of hands to hold the baton against the wall.

Otin pressed himself against FloreinaOsslave, and attempted to snatch
the mask off his face with his teeth.

As she watched, however, her combat implant suddenly ordered her
to block, and she instinctively brought her hands up to protect her from
a frantic slap. Reihmar struck, and she pulled her elbows tight to protect
her face. The large man fell atop her, fumbled for balance,then brought a
hand to FloreinaOs throat.

But something was different. He couldnOtclutch down like a healthy
man. He swung his right arm, flinging wildly and coming weakly down
on FloreinaOsarms. He coughed an ugly cackling sound and a spurt of
blood came forth to splash across FloreinaOdace. He stared in sudden
shock, clearly not having realized the extent of the damage from Flore-
inaOs trap.

From the top of her vision, her assistantapplication recorded Mahran
suddenly pushing forward against his attacker. Catching Otin off guard,
Mahran drove him backward against a nearby desk.

MahranOdeg drove upward suddenly in an attempt to hit OtinOsgroin,
but Otin turned, blocking with his own knee. Mahran pushed hard, Otin
leaning awkwardly over the top of the desk.

And without warning, Mahran dropped the baton to the floor, pulled
his right arm backward, then just as quickly drove a fist into OtinOs face.

Otin appeared to collapse, finally weakened by the contaminants in
the air.

Floreina watched Mahran from the back of her mind wrenching the
knife free and driving it into OtinOschest as she turned toward her own
attacker, grabbing his arm with her left hand and driving forward with
her right to shove the heel of her hand into his nose. She grabbed Reih-
marOseck and pushed, injecting herself with one last surge of artificial
adrenaline.

The man fell back and rolled off. Floreina forced herself up to roll on
top of him. Shegripped his neck with her right hand and began battering
his face with her left.
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Floreina looked up just long enough to recognize her loyal slave rip-
ping his knife from OtinOschestand dropping his body to the floor. He
dashed forward, transferring the knife to his left hand and pulling the
mask from his face. He placed it directly over FloreinaOsnouth so she
did not need to move her hands from their deadly task.

Shebreathed deeply, the filtered air bringing cool, soothing relief from
the pain in her lungs. Mahran handed her the knife, and she paused only
momentarily before bringing it down to ReihmarOsneck. He blocked
with both hands, but she pushed down hard. Floreina watched intently
the detail of the moment asthe knife connectedwith the manOdlesh and
dug in. She became acutely aware of the alternate awareness she had
entered; maniacal; focused on the moment, and on the task at hand.

Her soul had become one with the situation, with the room, with the
people and with the event.

Her eyesgleamed as she stared into his, feeling the blood sud-
denly draining over her hands.

Several long moments later, she pulled the knife from Reihmar and
held it lightly in her hand. Shetook a deep breath and looked at Mahran
who sat before her in stunned silence. He took the mask, put it over his
own face, took a quick breath and returned it to her.

Sheheld it for several long moments, trying to regain proper breath-
ing, but soon realized she needed to hand it back.

She gave the mask back, and motioned to him to take a couple more
deep breaths.

They continued, Floreina still sitting atop ReihmarOslifeless body,
passing the device back and forth, trying to calm her nerves and collect
an inventory. Her medical implant came back with a damage report,
analyzing the cuts and bruises acrossher body. She had a mild concus-
sion, some lung damage, and a broken nose, but no broken bones, and
no collapsed brain tissue.

Mahran jerked quickly, dropping the mask to the floor. He snatched
the knife from FloreinaOsand with his right hand and with his left went
up to strike her on the shoulder and push.

FloreinaOsnomentary panic brought her to the slave control menu, but
her combat program threw a warning in her way to inform her that
MahranOs motion was more likely directed at a target behind her.

Sheturned to seeMartel kneeling and shaking on the carpet, one hand
clutching his face and the other holding FloreinaOssteel baton. He swung
in a wide arc, but Floreina fell sideways, off Reihmar. Mahran pushed
himself over top of her to drive the knife into MartelOsshoulder. Martel
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screamed a gagging cry as Mahran twisted the knife, then withdrew it
and struck again with a permanent blow.

The baton fell harmlessly to the floor, and a second later, Mahran let
the knife drop, and rolled off Floreina. Mahran picked the mask off the
carpet and took a deep but quick breath before handing it back to
Floreina.

They crawled away and sat beside each other, passing the mask back
and forth. After a minute Floreina found the remnants of her other mask
and tried to piece it back together, to no avail.

Ol still have a backup in the air vent,O Mahran said.

Floreina paused before taking the filter. OWeneed to vent the gas be-
fore the next safety check opens the vent closures and sends this out to
the population.O

Mahran rose and started moving toward the main room with the rup-
tured ceiling.

Floreina forced herself up, feeling achesand pains acrossher body and
followed Mahran.

It took a few extra minutes as a result of needing to share the mask,
but Floreina hoisted Mahran up into the air vent and he dropped the
mask to her and grabbed a backup. He took several more minutes to
vent the gas and put on clothes.

Shechanged into her backup clothes that she had stashedin the closet,
along with body bags and a cleaning droid. Shelay on the couch in the
main room and focused on her medical implant feedback.

The painkillers were kicking in, the adrenaline was clearing and the
array of chemical stimulants were dissipating, leaving Floreina a shell of
what she had been a few minutes earlierE

She felt her combat application still roaring with information pro-
cessing,although behind the scenes,replaying the combat scenario, ana-
lyzing every movement and mistake. But she didnOtpay much attention,
and just sat back and let it do its thing.

Mahran came down and rested on the chair to the side of Floreina for
several moments.

OSetup the cleaning system,O Floreina ordered. OlOmsorry, IOm
beatNlike literallyNand | need to rest; otherwise 10ddo it myself and let
you rest, since you did such a superb job todayE but, you knowE a lady
needs her beauty sleep.O

Mahran rose slowly. OYeah,you sure have been acting like a ladyEO
he said. OLike a delicate flower.O
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Hours later, Floreina knelt next to OtinOsneatly wrapped body
and stared at the black plastic mass. Feelings contradicted one another.
Her body seemed enveloped in achesand pains, yet consumed by the
calming pleasure of the automatic pain killers. The fear of being caught
contrasted with the joy of suddenly obtained wealth. The slow with-
drawal from her combat drugs left her in a strange, calm, distant, con-
templative mood.

Shepoked OtinOdace, holding it for a moment, feeling the flesh
through the heavy plastic and staring at the vague shape of the manOs
face. OltOkinda sad,Oshe mused. OTherewas a mind and soul in this
body earlier todayE someone who was thinking about stuff and had a
list of things that were important to himEO

Shelifted OtinOshead and dropped it, letting it land with a thud back
to the carpet. ONow heOgust goneE and nobody caresE not even any
records on this stationEOQ

Sheglanced at the suitcase containing the combat boosters as she had
hundreds of times since she had acquired them, and smiled. Olgot what |
came for.O

Mahran sat against the bed, his arms wrapped around his legs,
chin resting on his knees. He stared blankly at his master, as though he
were as confused as she.

Ol canOtbelieve it.O He shook his head. OltO®verE | was so
scared,and now itOsalmost overE but at the sametimeE |E killed these
peopleE | donOtknow what to thinkE 10mgoing to be free later todayE
on my own; to make my own choicesE and my familyE itOsoverwhelm-
ingE but | fear that I'll miss youE O

Floreina dropped OtinOshead to the floor again, and gazed back
at her slave, simultaneously entranced, fascinated and saddened.

OYou know, Master,O Mahran said. Ol would never betray
youE | know youOreour protector, and | wouldnOtdo anything to stand
in the way of thatE youOvebeen so good to meE even without the heart
detonator, you know you have nothing to worry about.O

OOh, | know,O she said.

OlOveseenyou looking at me strangely lately, like somethingOs
wrongE like you donOt trust me.O

ONo, no.OFloreina paused, searching for an excuse. OlI'm just
thinking 10m gonna miss you t00.0
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Refusing the desire to give herself another steroid boost, Flore-
ina wrapped her arms around ReihmarOdegs, trying to get a solid grip
against the smooth plastic body bag. They had spent six hours dragging
the corpsesthrough the air ducts to this third hotel room she had rented
for the weekend, and now Floreina somehow expected herself to do a
sprint from here to the garbage chute carrying this fat man.

They exited the room and Mahran peered around the corner. They
darted forward acrossthe hallway toward the garbage chute asthey had
twice before, and Mahran threw open the doorway. They ran in, and
without a pause opened the chute and shoved the body in.

They left without a word.

But asthey turned back into the entryway of the hotel room, a
security officer came around the corner of the next hallway.

OExcuse me,O he said, approaching them.

FloreinaOsemotional suppression systems booted up, allowing
her only a second of heart aching fear. OWhatOsp?Oshe asked, cocking
her head innocently.

OWeOvédad some reports of strange security activity around
this area.O

OHow s0?0 Floreina asked.

OSecurity sensors have somehow gone down along this cor-
ridor. | canOt get a visual on the cameras from this floor.O

OHuh,O Floreina exiclaimed, shrugging. Ol havenOt noticed
anything.O

Olsthis your hotel room,O he motioned toward the room with
the door already half open.

FloreinaOsmplant quickly warned her that the officer was likely
trying to coax her into lying. Sinceshe was already opening the door, he
already knew the answer.

OYes,O she replied.

OMay | come in and have a look around?O he asked.

Her head drew backward questioningly. ONo,Gshe replied, im-
mediately thinking of the vent still hanging open, and the millions of ISK
worth of drugs sitting just inside. She closed the door.

OWhyEO asked the officer. Olsit a problem? | just want to check
to see if any of the standard sensors are online.O

OlOmsorry.O She shook her head. Ol have personal items in
there.O

OThatdoesnOimean anything to me,Ohe said. OPleasel really
need to take a look; itOs a matter of security.O

73



Her routines coaxed her along, reminding her that the officer
had no legal right to searchthe room aslong as she didnOtstart shaking
or showing other outward signs of nervousness,and the mental blocking
from her implants would take care of that. Mahran was the only real risk,
so she kept talking to keep the officer distracted.

She shook her head. OSorry.|IOmeasily embarrassed, and like |
saidE very personal items in the room thereE O She smiled coyly to-
ward Mahran.

OWhat happened to your face?O he asked. OYou get beaten up?O

OOh,yeah,Oshe replied. OGotbeaten up earlierE some punks
tried to mug us.O

OUh, huhEO replied the officer, cocking his head and staring
her down. OWhatOs your name?0

OSusiani,O Floreina replied.

OIfl check the logs for this area,am | going to come acrossa mugging
with your name on it?0

ONo sir,O she replied. OWe didnOt report it.O

OUh, huhEO The officer didnOt break eye contact. OYour boyfriend
here didnOt have anything to do with it did he?0

She shook her head. ONo, sir.O

But the radio on the officerOsshoulder buzzed and a voice came over,
barely audible to Floreina. OWeOvgot a domestic disturbance in the C-87
section. Sounds like we need someone there pretty quickly.O

OOkay, |0lltake it,Oreplied the officer. He smiled at Floreina and shot a
glare at Mahran. OIOIl be coming back in a little while.O

She nodded.

They watched him leave. He turned the corner and Floreina felt a shot
to her heart as her implants released the blockages preventing her
nervousness. Shetook a deep breath and looked at Mahran who stared
back, wide eyed and almost perfectly motionless. OLetOget out of hereE
O

OAgreed,O said Floreina.

After several more hours of crawling and dragging, Mahran
asked, OSowhere did you learn all this about hacking into station sys-
tems and finding sellers of capsuleer drugs?0O

Floreina unscrewed the connections to the air duct in their original
hotel room. OMy ex-boyfriend. When we were together he sort of got me
started in this kind of thing. It was necessaryfor him being a Vitoc dealer
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on a station to know that kind of stuffE You can get away with dealing
Vitoc on a planetOssurface where you have open areaswithout surveil-
lance, but on a station you need to know the security systemsand how
people are tracked.O

OYourexwas a Vitoc dealer?OMahran asked. Olshe the one you
were going to set me up with for my own supply?O

OThatOs right,O she replied. OHeOs a good man.O

The grate fell to the floor and Floreina dragged herself down-
ward, dropping to the chair below. Mahran passed her the booster suit-
case, and climbed down a moment later.

Floreina lay for a long time on the bed, her arm wrapped
around the boosters. Floreina then used the secure communications con-
sole on the desk to call the receptionist at the other hotel and apologize
for the hole in the ceiling and transfer a generous amount of ISK for
repairs.

A moment later she ordered celebratory room service.

They ate quietly but heartily. Mahran had a distracted look, of-
ten staring off into the distance, but at the sametime had a gleam in his
eye, like a child discovering the world for the first time, and he would
come back from his trance to scarf down heaping mouthfuls of his
dinner.

As he finished the last of his meal, he finally asked about the
thing that was hanging unsaid between them.

OSol can go after this, right?0 he asked. OThisis it, right? You
have what you came for. [tOsworth more than a thousand of meE so |
can go free now.O

And Floreina just stared back.

OWecan just shake hands and IOllhead out, and you will release
my brother soon after getting back to the shipEQO Mahran stood slowly,
staring questioningly.

Floreina shook her head and got up from the table. The im-
plants instinctively began blocking her nervousness and guilt, but she
cut them off, seeing no serious risks in this situation.

OI0Om sorry,O she said.

ONoEO Mahran shook his head and backed toward the door.

ODonOtNO Floreina started.

OYouOre notNO stammered Mahran.

OStop!Oshe ordered. ODon't take another step toward that
door.OANnd she moved toward him, simultaneously opening her control
menus.
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ONo!CHis faceturned red and his eyestightened as he cowered
away from her. ONo, please no!O

OI1Om sorry,O she said, slowly shaking her head. OIOm so sorry.O

Shetook another step and snapped the control to shut down his
nervous system. He gave a brief yelp, and his eyes dilated before snap-
ping shut. His body went limp and he slumped forward into FloreinaOs
waiting arms.

OlOnsorry, Buddy,O she said as she gently lowered him to the
floor.

Floreina took a deep breath as she punched the code into the hi-
bernation chamber. Shedid not know how he would react to being de-
ceived, or what kind of arguments he would feel appropriate to make.

The door whirred open and Floreina reachedin to give Mahran
the injection. His eyes fluttered and finally opened. OWheream I?Ohe
grunted.

OYouOre back aboard the ship,O Floreina replied calmly.

As Mahran dragged himself from deep sleep, he croaked, Ol
thought you were going to let me go when we were doneEO

She gave one last glance around the cargo hold for other crew,
and again, saw nobody. OlOnsorry | had to say that to you, Mahran,Oshe
told him. OYou gave me no choice.O

OYou lied to me?0

OWeare going with our original deal,Oshe stated. OlOnsorry,
but you had no right to try and back me into awall and blackmail me in-
to giving you a better deal. That was unacceptable,and | think you knew
it all along.O

He hoisted himself up to a sitting position, groaning from the
waking pains and weakness. Floreina stood above him, staring down.
For a time he said nothing.

OHow could you do this to meEO

Oldid what needed to be done. | apologize for deceiving you,
but you forced me into it; you brought this on yourself.O

He crawled from the chamber, dragging himself to a pair of
wobbly feet. He stood in just his boxer shorts, his skin glistening with
sweat. His muscles trembled. Oltrusted youEO he muttered. Olthought
you were a good personE | thought you were fairE honestE and you
lied to me.O
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He suddenly seemedto regain strength and his face shot upwards to
stare into hers. OYou lying whore!O he screamed.

Floreina took a deep breath to quench the sudden anger. OCalmyour-
self, Mahran,O she ordered. OThehibernation is still affecting your mind,
so check yourself before you speak, okay Buddy?0

ONo,he shook his head, his face turning red and tightening. OYouOre
just like all the othersE | trusted you. | thought you cared; that you actu-
ally had compassion in that cold Amarrian heart of yours.O The breath
whistled through his nose as he shouted, the words echoing throug the
cargo hold. OThereOro logic behind what you do; thereOsnly hatred.
You arenOfprotecting us; youOrelying to us and exploiting uskE just ex-
ploiting any way you can, just like any other whore!O

She sighed. OYouOrdreading really close to the edge here, buddyE
Remember, | was still planning on honoring our original deal with your
brother; donOt screw that up t00.0

OIOm going to inform the authorities,O Mahran stated.

She scoffed. OAnd what exactly do you intend to tell them? How do
you plan to contact them? What do you think the overseersare going to
do to you when you start accusinga commander of things for which you
have no evidence? And what do you think | might do to your family?O
She laughed. He had no intention of doing such a thing, and they both
knew it. He was too smart for that.

But in the short run, he was still awakening from the hibernation, and
dealing with the typical fragile emotional balance of the Minmatar. He
was not quite able to control himself in all respects. Ol hate you,O he
sheered.

Floreina just stared back, but noticed his fist clench from the corner of
her eye.

Ol hate you!O he screamed. And he raised his fist to his shoulder, his
entire body clenching, as though pulling itself apart.

As his fist rose, FloreinaOsombat programs sprang into action, ready
to administer drugs and analyze motions. The slave control menu booted
up for quicker accessBut Floreina cut off the processesjust milliseconds
after they came active, leaving them open just in case.

As she started forward to take control of the situation, MahranOs
arm clenched, twisted, and pulled backwards, as though fighting the
urge to strike. But it didnOtmatter. Her anger had already overcome her
desire to end this peacefully.
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With her left hand she grabbed his fist; with her right she made her
own and drove it into the side of his face. At the sametime her leg curled
around his and twisted.

Mahran fell to the floor with a screamand a thud. Floreina al-
lowed herself to fall alongside him, dropping to her knees. Mahran
cowered away from her instinctively, like any well-trained Minmatar.
She grabbed his wrist and twisted it behind his back. Her other hand
moved quickly to his neck and clamped down, her fingernails digging
into his flesh.

Her face moved to within centimenters of his cheek. Oltry my
bestto be nice and compassionate.| buy you luxury coupons out of my
own pocket. | give you days off. | pad your permanent record with posit-
ive statements.| donOthink 10veever sentyou to punishment for a single
thing. | take you out on the station to experience the outside world. 1 let
you talk to me practically however you feel, and I listen to whatever you
might want to talk aboutE and after all thesethings, this is how you re-
pay me?0

Mahran cried out and struggled.

Floreina clamped down harder and brought her face even
closer, to rest her forehead against the side of his head. Mahran fell still,
years of conditioning no doubt preventing him from fighting back.

Mahran coughed and choked.

Oldo thesethings becausel care about you,Oshe whispered. Ol
care about you and | love youE and | want us to have a relationship
basedon friendshipE but if you everraise your fist to me again, you will
find my strategies rapidly changing.O

Ol justNO he started.

OShutup,O she said. OYouneed to remember your place. And
thatOgartly my fault, and | apologize for giving you any misimpressions
about what our relationship might be,and | apologize if | allowed you to
feel like more of a person than you really are, but | thought you could be-
have, and be mature about it, and appreciate the things 1Ovedone for
you. But instead you tried to back me against a wall after | had already
moved forward with my plans, merely becauseyou thought you had
some kind of leverage, and you thought you could use my compassion
against me. Well, thatOsot how it works in these relationships. | am the
Amarrian and you are the Minmatar. | make the deals, not you. The
deals | choos¢o make are the valid deals, and none other.O

Mahran shuddered and his face dropped to the floor.
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OYouare my property; and you will remain my property until |
decide that it is time for a change. Is that clear?0

She paused for his response. Ols that clear?O she repeated.

OYes,O he choked.

ONow IOmgoing to give you a couple days off,O she told him.
OYoudo whatever you want for thesetwo days, but while you are doing
it, | want you to think about who you are and why youOrehere and what
your loyalties are. You think about why God put you in New Eden, and
what he expectsof you and your relationships with your mastersand the
rest of the crew of this ship.O

Floreina released him and stood. She stared for a long time at
the Minmatar curled on the floor before her. He began sobbing, his face
clenched tight; but even so, she continued to one final statement. OYou
crossedthe line when you tried to manipulate me. | trust it wonOthappen
again.O

She stepped over him and walked away.

But as she walked she had a strange urge, and found herself
turning around. Shestopped behind a crate, and rested against it to stare
back at Mahran.

Shefell into a trance as she watched him, his cries seeming to
seeppast the normal analytical receptors of her brain toward something
deeper.

Mahran cried on and on, whimpering, his facelying flat against
the floor and his body curled like afetusE asthough his life truly meant
somethingE

And Floreina simply stood and watched from a distance, trans-
fixed on the emotion being displayed, and thought about their
relationship.

She had told him that she loved him. SheOdever said that
about a slave before, and it had just sort of come out all of a sudden, and
while shesaw it aspart of her strategy, sherealized that in no way was it
a lie.

Sheloved him; and the tears he cried now, and the drama they
faced together, only served to solidify her feelings. She wanted to take
him in her arms like a mother comforting a child, to kiss his bruises and
make everything all better. But she held herself back from interfering
with his learning process. This was all for his own good.

Floreina watched and contemplated, entranced by the depth
and beauty of the emotion, and the senseof life that lay before her on the
floor of the cargo bay. His sobscarried through to her soul, asthough he
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were areal personE acharacter with complexity of mind and emotion; a
character capable of passion and compassion and obsession and lust,
pain, anguish, lossE a beautiful character with ups, downs and the full
range of human and animal emotionE a creation of GodE a work of
artE a character capable of loving and being lovedE

EFloreina watchedE

E and this wonderful creation belonged to her. Her prized possession:

to love, to cherish and to do with as she pleased.

This was loveE in just one of its countless forms.

OAhoy, Viotro,O Floreina said. OAre you awake and around?0

OHello there!O he said. OYouOren a local connection? What
brings you to my part of the station?O

Ol just wanted to come and see you,O she said. Ol thought
maybe we could go out dancing or somethingEO

OUmE okay,O he replied.

OYou hanging out by yourself right now?O she asked.

OUNE yeah |IOm alone.O

OExcellent.| can be at your door in fifteen minutes, maybe a
half hour depending on transport traffic.O

OGreat. IOm excited to see you.O

Floreina made her way cautiously but quickly from the trans-
port pod from her ship and slipped aboard another cross-station trans-
port that would take her near her ex-loverOs apartment.

She held the suitcasetightly to her chest, trying her bestto ap-
pear casual.

Finally she arrived at ViotroOsdoor and he let her in, taking a
quick glance at her suitcase, then a much longer look at Floreina in her
civilian clothes. His eyes wandered casually past the Amarrian officer
sidearm strapped to her thigh and up past her shorts to the blood red
dress hanging flauntingly from her shoulders.

OYouOre beautiful as always.O He smiled and held out a hand.

Mildly offended, sheignored the hand and opened her arms to
take him in a tight embrace, holding for several long moments before
kissing his cheek. OCheckthis out,O she said, pulling away. She set the
suitcase on his coffee table, looking down the hallway. Olsanyone else
here?0O

ONOo,O he shook his head curiously.
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She opened the top and Viotro peered in. Olknew this wasnOt
just becauseyou wanted to seeme.OHis eyeswidened as the nature of
the package occurred to him. OTheboosters?CHe exclaimed. Olthought
you were joking when you told me about this.O

OSo did 1,0 she replied.

He put a hand to his head. A moment later he collected himself
and flipped the switch to unlock the cargo, slowly slid the booster from
its protective housing and held it delicately in his hands. OYouactually
managed to do itEOQ He shook his head and chuckled in amazement.
OANd you carried it across the station like itOs a sack lunchEO

OSo can you sell it for me?0

He laughed, then sighed, as he gently guided the booster back
into the slot. ODependson the price, | suppose, and the time frame. IOve
never dealt with anything like this before. You know me, Babe,| deal in
Vitoc mostly and if the cops come for me | claim to be a peaceful aboli-
tionist just supplying the poor escaped slaves with the medicine they
need to survive.O

OButyou know people who make runs to low security spacefor
these types of thingseO

OAnd they would want to charge me a huge cut for their ser-
vices. How much were you looking to get for this?O

OOne million even,O she replied.

His eyes widened. OThatOs all you expect?O

OSathat you can afford to be careful and find a safe buyer, and
you can keep the rest of the profit for yourself. | know how difficult it is
to get out of high security space,so IOmlooking for a safe deal through
someone | trust. So what do you say, can you take it off my hands?0

Ol donOt have anything close to a million ISK,0 he laughed.

OButyou can sell it for a lot more and get me the money at a
later date?0

OYouOll trust me with that?0O he asked.

She nodded.

Then he looked up suddenly. Ol thought you were getting two of
themEO

She shrugged. Ol have some ideas for the otherEO

He shook his head. OYouknow | love youEO He stared at the
case.Olcan give you twenty five thousand right now out of my pocket.
ThatOs all | can offer until | can find a buyer, which might take months.O

OThatcan work,O she replied. OTwenty five thousand can get
me most of the implant upgrades IOvebeen hoping for. IOmalso going to
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be needing Vitoc servicesfor another slave, as well as counseling to get
him adjusted to the outside world.O

He nodded. OThatOmore along my normal line of work.O And
he stared at the booster in the case.

OSo do you still want to go out dancing tonight?O she asked.

ONo,Ohe replied. OlOdove to go to the club with you, but not
with this thing sitting in my house. IOmgonna take tonight to figure out
how to deal with this.O

Floreina glanced at the classic Scriptures quote engraved above
the door to the training section. Slavespbeyyour mortal masterswith deep
respect and feaBerve them sincerely as you would serve New Eden Herself.

Floreina took a deep breath, not knowing why she should be nervous.

She connected to the system as she walked, scanning the video
feedsto find Mahran speaking in a conferenceroom to a group of engin-
eering slaves.

OEI understand that things get hectic,Ohe was saying. OButyou
need to stop and report any problems you find. | know that we are all on
strict timetables, but if thereOsa problem, then a report needsto be filed
immediatelyNO He looked up at Floreina as she entered. OMasterNO

She waved him on. OGo ahead; | can wait.O

Olwas just finishing up.OHe looked back at the crew. OJustre-
member that our masters arenObrdering us to complete a job; theyOreor-
dering us to make our strongest and most intelligent attempt at complet-
ing the job, while remembering that the ship asa whole is our top prior-
ity. As long as we put everything we have into it, always remain trans-
parent, and never back down from a challenge, then we have nothing to
be ashamed of. If we canOdo it after all that, then itOsour masterOgault
for putting us hereEO He smiled at Floreina. OEbut you might not want
to say it like thatEO He waved them off and the slaves began rising to
move swiftly from the conference room, most of them saluting as they
passed.

Mahran came to the back of the room and saluted. OMaster
FloreinaEO

Ol saw that you had some free time,O she said. OWe should
chatEO And she motioned toward the exit.

He nodded.

They walked, taking a lift toward the higher, cleaner decks.
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OMasterFloreina, | owe you an apology,OMahran said as soon
asthey were alone, heading toward a vacant seating areain the forward
observation lounge.

OWell, thatOkay,Oshereplied. OBecausé owe you an apology
firstE becausel know | didnOthandle that situation very well. | should
have laid it out for you when you first came to me. | should have told
you the truth and explained to you that it was unacceptable,but instead |
was afraid that you would act irrationally, so| deceived youE and that
was wrong of me, so | apologize.O

Mahran smiled and took a sudden breath. OThankyou, Master
Floreina. And | apologize tooE for everything you already know
aboutE you were rightE and | knew it all alongE 10Omsorry about
everything | said.O

OItO@ the past,Oshereplied. OLetsforget about it now, and go
back to the way things were before.O

ODeal.O He nodded.

Ol got your brother all situated on the outside,O she told him.
OIOm sure heQll send a letter for you in a few days.O

He took a deep breath. OThankyou, Master. | honestly appreci-
ate that.O But he closed his eyes and smiled only momentarily.

Ols something else wrong?O Floreina asked.

Mahran turned toward the window. A swirling orange gas gi-
ant loomed before them. OA few more slaves died yesterday,O he said.

OHows that?O she asked. Ol just got back from the station.O

OThecaptain ordered them into the warp drive plasma chamber
for standard cleaning and diagnostic procedures before all the plasma
had been drained. They got radiation sickness and died a few hours
later.O

OOh,CFloreina replied. OldonOtunderstandE how could they
not have knownEO

OTheengineering commander tried to talk her out of it, appar-
ently, so it sounds like they did know about the plasmaE sounded like
Allihence didnOtcareE or somethingE IOmnot really sureEO He leaned
his head against the window, his eyes drooping. OEit just made me
think about how ungrateful 1 wasE and made me want to apologize, so
IOm glad you came down this morning.O

OWell,OFloreina replied. OlOnglad youOrenot mad anymoreE
because | might have more special work for youEO
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OOkay, IOmgoing to remove the implant now and itOsgoing to fall
away from your consciousness.|tOsgoing to seem very strange for a
minute.O

All she heard before the shift of consciousnesswas a subtle pop
as the surgeon disconnected her personal computer. Her vision snapped
white. The floor zoomed and descended, and all she could think of was
the movement and texture of the tiles as she stared over the end of the
operating table.

She came back to recognize a sudden void. Her mind was a
wandering wave of disconnected thoughts and pointless emotions
without a processor to help organize, record priorities and memories,
maintain goals, manage self-doubt, and illuminate self-deceptions.

OHow do you feel?0 asked the doctor.

OWellEO she replied. Ol can still think and talkE itOsbeen a
long time since | felt thisE opened upEO

OThatOsormal. As long as you can talk and still understand
whatOs going onEOQ

Olt feels like when | was a kidEO

OAre you ready for the upgrade?O he asked.

OYes,O she said. OAbsolutely.O

Shevaguely felt the computer slipping into its slot though the
numbness at the back of her head. A moment later she felt the connec-
tions, vaguely at first, like a thought you canOfuite grasp or a distant
emotion from a forgotten movie. But after several secondsit grew into a
wave of inexplicable emotion, agony and joy, humiliation and pride, suc-
cess and defeat, melding into one mysteriously unigue sensation.

A soft moan crackled pleasurably through her vocal cords and
her toes curled uncontrollably.

The implant played with her connections, sending waves of test
data; changing, experimenting and enhancing with every passing milli-
second. The sensationscontinued to grow and Floreina floated away into
the moment and allowed the implantOsoperating system to grow clearer
in her mind. For a long while, she simply felt the systems as they com-
municated with her, the new options and applications presenting them-
selvesone by one asthey came online. Shegrinned asthe sensationsbe-
came more precise, quickly surpassing the capacity and complexity of
her old implant.

OEverything processing?0 the doctor asked.

Ol think so0,0 she replied. OlmpressiveEO
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OOh, yes, a premium system,Osaid the doctor. OThetests are
coming back, and looks like the implant's calling everything okay from
its end. If youOreconfident, then we can just give it a few more minutes
to make sure there's no connectivity issuesbefore sealing the skin. Then
we begin the software upgrades.O

Floreina heard the doctor selecting options on his computer
screen, monitoring the mental embedding process through a direct
connection.

OLookslike youOvegot a list of software to install today,Osaid the sur-
geon. OThisis going to take afew hoursE full operating system upgrade,
hand-to-hand combat routines, 3-D environmental tactical processing,
character and movement analyzationE lie detectorE background event
processing, conversational assistant, structural decision making, auto-
mated thought recording, new medical interface, rear-camerainterfaceE
and a personal firearm targeting system.O

EAnd of course, the programs the doctor did not know about
such as the hacking modules, code decryptors and liarOsassistant. That
software would be purchased from a less reputable dealer.

The doctor took a deep breath. OThatOguite alistE | also seea muscu-
lar nanite interfacing system? You planning on getting muscular nanite
enhancements?0

OYup,Gshe confirmed. The interface system wouldnOt be much
good without them, she added silently.

OYou planning on getting in a lot of fights?O he asked.

Ol like to keep my options open,O she replied.

Olseethat youOvespecified that everything be fully compatible
with pod technology. You planning on becoming a capsuleer any time
soon?0

OLike | said, | like to keep my options open.O

The crosshairs flashed, one after another, paper thin, yet clearly
visible. The targeting routine constantly practiced calculating distance
and trajectory, bouncing from one head to another as she walked toward
her quarters.

Meanwhile she received constant information and analyzations
of every body that walked into her viewE estimated weight, strength
potential, and level of current focus. The combat assistant could even
give estimatesof training levels, basedon how the subjectscarried them-
selves, or search for concealed weapons based on clothing bulges.
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For weeks her mind had been a constant flurry of system test-
ing. Even now, asshe punched the code into her hatch, the sweat-soaked
t-shirt clinging to her back after her martial arts training, her combat sys-
tems were still comparing notes.

And then aflash caught her attention; a notification through her
remote mental connection. Her wallet had been updated. She made a
connection to the financial readout, and entered her password to check
her balance.

He had told her it would take months, and it had only beensix weeks.
Shefelt a weight lifting, but deep down she had known he would come
through for her.

Viotro was Amarrian and Amarrian loyalties ran deep.

She gazed at the numbers in her mind. One million ISK.

Floreina dragged herself hand-over-hand through an emer-
gency accesstube near the bridge, toward a little-known section behind
the main pod interface control room, just ten meters behind Captain Alli-
henceOpod. The tube climbed at a forty-five degree angle, which made
for more difficult movement than the air vents on the station. However,
Floreina was able to use the opportunity to experiment with the controls
for the nanites stationed throughout her muscles, providing tendon
strengthening and oxygen processing. It almost seemed as though she
could feel them, like a million tiny tingles throughout her body.

She pulled herself upward, playing with the nanite settings,
tweaking them to give her just the right level of assistanceto strengthen
instead of overpower.

But she could practice her cybernetic improvements later she
decided as she arrived at her destination: a small computer accesspanel
built into the side of the crawlway. She propped her feet against a ridge
and leaned against the incline to look up at the access panel.

Justfor a moment as she removed the panel, she thought back
to her slaveOsittempt to kiss her in the other accesstube months earlier.
The visions that had gone through her head at that moment were prob-
ably nothing like Mahran had intended; he knew nothing of suburban
home ownership or raising children in a house with ayard, in a situation
where you need to worry more about education and happiness than you
do about dying in a firefight. Mahran knew little or nothing of these
peaceful pockets in New Eden, nor the vast difference of human feelings
that could be experienced there. He would never guess that Floreina
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imagined herself there from time to time, a completely different person;
a wife and mother instead of a career-driven gunnery commander.

Viotro had asked her to marry him, suggesting the same possib-
ilityE athree bedroom house in suburbia on one of the thousands of ter-
raformed worlds.

No one would have guessedthat such a life had been a real
possibility.

And now she had the option of starting over. She could retire
tomorrow if she wantedE lead a comfortable lifeE

Sowhy was she now crawling through a secretaccesstube to-
ward the central pod-interface controls with the intention of exploring
options of sabotage?

Shecould walk away from it allE to aland of peaceand com-
fort and safetyE and as one portion of her mind considered the idea,
and even longed for it, the part of her that continued unscrewing the ac-
cesspanel and preparing hacking algorithms considered it an eloguent
but ironic joke.

It drifted from her mind as she pulled the linkage cable from
the access panel and plugged it into her head.

She anchored her feet in place for a long wait as the hacking
routines went to work.

She passedthe time by watching recordings collected from her
sensesmostly old glimpses of her dad. The recordings only went back to
her fourteenth year when sheOdhad her first visual processing chips in-
stalled. Records before that were third-person.

In the end, she clung to the inside of the tube for nearly two
hours before finally gaining access.She crawled to the end of the cor-
ridor and removed an access hatchway to drop into a dark control room.

The instruments, being of Ishukone construction, looked for-
eign at first, and even the construction materials were much darker than
the soft gold of the rest of the ship.

But while the physical controls and readouts were relatively
foreign, the mental connections would certainly have standardized out-
puts. She wasted little time before plugging herself in.

She poured through ship schematics, her specific target being
the five booster slots and their chemical dispersal procedures. However,
the booster slots were not her only reasonfor being here. Shealso had a
very non-specific purpose of finding out more information about Alli-
hence and her AbaddonE perhaps something to be used against herE
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or perhaps the exact opposite, something to show her that Allihence was
not worthy of sabotage and vengeance after all.

As she scannedblueprints, something caught her eye, something large
and out of place; a room, located several bulkheads behind the back of
the slave barracks, tucked below the engine core, but well shielded from
warp drive radiation. Seatsfor about fifty people surrounded a cage
structure on a slightly raised stage. Accesswas available only through a
small hatch on the outside of the ship.

SoFloreina halted her scanfor the entry systemsfor AllihenceOshoost-
er slots and began exploring anything she could find around the strange
mini-arena, finally finding some security feeds in a recycle bin that
someone had forgotten to permanently delete.

Sheopened a video file and was struck with a hardening in her stom-
ach. She gagged and stumbled forward, regurgitating a tiny chunk into
her mouth, and felt the data line pull tight, tugging at her implant.

Her consciousness flashed, but she caught herself. The connection
popped its safety release and detached.

The emotional suppressantskicked on afew hundred milliseconds too
late, and despite the revulsion, she flipped them off again. She spit an-
grily and collected herself.

Floreina plugged back in and went straight to the same video, and
watched again as a man hung in the middle of the cage by a thin line
around his neck. Desperately he clung to the wire with both hands as he
kicked frantically at another man, also hanging in the same predicament,
just a meter away.

And people were watching, twenty or thirty of them, cheering for one
man or the other. Floreina scannedthe crowd, her facial recognition pla-
cing faces to names.

Among the crowd were several of her fellow officers. The others were
mostly wealthy blueprint salesmen or slave dealers. One look at the
people saw that the two victims were Minmatar and every one of the
spectators were Amarrian.

Shewatched asthe two fought to the death, the winner was cut
down, and as he lay on the floor, his opponent was dragged off, the
blood streaking acrossthe floor. The winner was showered with flower
petals, and beautiful women fed him nutrient water and lathered cream
upon his neck. Allihence spoke over the loudspeakers, congratulating,
and assuring that he would be rewarded for his successwith custom din-
ners, high quality Vitoc, and prostitutes. OForone month,O continued the
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Captain. Othen next month, we do this all over again with a different
theme.O

But a part of Floreina was not horrified. Instead it seemed like
some kind of joke. This couldnOtbe real. It was far too clichZ. This was
what so many abolitionist groups were screaming about, and they had
always seemedinsane and delusional. Surely this must be some kind of
fraud meant to slander Allihence or the Amarrian people. The abolition-
ist groups would stop at nothing, even falsifying evidenceE

But the evidence was buried so deep within the shipOscore
computer systemE if terrorists had that kind of accessthere would have
been much greater consequences.

So she explored, searching the system recycle bins, finding an-
other video of a slave on display in the cage, devoured by a slaver
hound, as well as other bits of information, such as visitor lists.

If Floreina was searching for a blackmail avenue or an excuse
for mutiny, it looked like she had found it.

OYouOre out of your mind, Floreina.O

Ol just want to talk to them,O she replied.

OTheseare not people you want to get involved with,O Viotro
insisted. OTheyOreuthlessE at least against their enemies, as long as
they canjustify it, and any kind of slavery is going to seemlike justifica-
tion to them.O

OAre you worried 10l get you into trouble?0 she asked.

He chuckled. OYeah, that too. For sure.O

OYouthink 10llgive away your position within the trade? 10ve
got an implant that can help me from saying anything stupid. We wonOt
even talk about you.OShestared at her ex, smiling, sitting attentively on
the front of his couch in her pink flowered sundress.

OYouOr¢alking about mutiny here?Ghe shook his head. OAm |
understanding this correctly?O

OYeahE sort ofE like a secret mutiny.O

He put his head in his hands and stared at the floor. OAnd you
want to enlist the help of the abolitionist groupE | think you need to
stop and think long and hard about this.O

Olalready have.OSheleaned back, relaxing into the cushions. Ol
came to the conclusion that | need more information. 10mgoing to visit
the so-called booster modification expert, and seewhat kind of technical
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advisor he would make. IOvemet with a couple trustworthy Amarrian
neuro surgeons. But even still, itOs all just speculation at this point.O

He shook his head. Ol canOtun any risk of them finding out
where my loyalties lie.O

OArenOt you retiring now?0O

OThesepeople can be vicious, and if they find out 1Ovebeen working
for the Amarrian slave trade, theyOllhunt me downE the work dealers
like me do is very important to managing escapedslaves and the Amar-
rian public image. Exposing me could expose others as well.O

Ol know,O she assured him. OBut | wonOt put any of that in danger.O

ONOE | think IOmgoing to need to refuse this request. | donOtwant to
see you get hurt.O

Shescoffed. OldonOtbelieve thisE tell me again, Viotro, how is
it that you can afford to retire? Buying a half a million ISK home with
casl? How much did you make for yourself off the booster?O

He sighed. OThree million after paying the mule and
mercenaries.O

OANd | got, what?E one million. If youOrenot going to do a
simple favor for me, maybe | should ask you for another million so we
can split the profit, seeing as how | put in just as much risk as you didEO

He groaned for a long second, but finally conceded. OFine.
Okay, 10lltell you how to contact them, but IOmgonna cry if they shoot
you in the head. TheyOll know who you are before you get in the door.O

Olknow,O she said. OThankyou, honey.OShehugged him. ODo
you still want to go out dancing tonight?O

He sighed a long breath, then seemedto shift his frame of mind.
His face brightened and he looked up. OYeah,sure. Let me get dressed
first.O

Ol want to change my outfit before we go too,O she agreed.

He stood, and as he walked around the coffee table, he said,
OYouknow, we could always just get married and be wealthy real estate
investorsg forget all this espionage and drug dealingE maybe have a
couple kidseO

OTempting,O she replied. OBut no.O

OPleaseMaster Floreina,Osaid Mahran as he cradled a copy of
The Scriptures against his chest. Ol really donOt want to do this.O

OlOnsorry Little Buddy,O Floreina replied as she adjusted her
hair in the hotel roomOsbathroom mirror. OButyour wants and desires

90



arenOteally afactor here. Later tonight weOllgo out on the town and 1Ol
put your desires first and let you choose whatever you want to do, but
right now you need to do this for me.O
OMaster,| need to tell you something before we go in to talk to these

people.O

OWhatOs that?0

Ol have a dark sideE that | donOtnormally show youE that
makes meE question thingsEO

Within  moments of entering the tiny novelty shop, Floreina
found herself staring down the barrel of a standard issue carbine pro-
jectile pistol. The red beam of the laser sight distorted in her vision asit
pointed between her eyes. A Minmatar named Seilin in a suit and tie
glared at her from behind the weapon.

OComeon in, Mahran,O she said, feeling her dress being lifted
and her sidearm removed from the holster on her thigh. OThelocals are
nice and friendly.O

Mahran stepped into the room and groaned as he saw the man
with the gun upon his master, and several other men moving toward
them, weapons drawn.

Floreina felt a hand clamp around her neck. Seilin pushed her
against the wall, holding his weapon at length. OWhat gives you the
nerve to show up here, Floreina?O

OIOm looking for a gift for my aunt,O she joked with a smile.

OPleasedonOthurt her,0 Mahran said. OShehasnOtdone any-
thing to youEO

Immediately one of the other Minmatar, named Fielno, turned
to Mahran, slamming the shop door, pushing him against it. He wore a
generic janitorial utility suit and stood nearly astall as Mahran. OShehas
actually hurt us very much,Ohe said, carefully holding his own weapon
in MahranOsface. OWhoare you, sir? We donOtseeany record of you in
the census databaseEO

OIOm her slave,O said Mahran.

Fielno nodded, but otherwise didnOtmove. OForgiveme for not
immediately trusting youE the alterations make you look quite
Amarrian.O

OThank you,O he replied.

OThat wasnOt a compliment,O he growled.
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FloreinaOsanites powered on to help reinforce the tendons in
her neck and vocal chords. Ol have a mutually beneficial proposition.O

OHow stupid do you have to be to come here?Oasked Seilin.
OAnNd to bring your slaveEO

Oltmight seem stupidEQO she started, muscling the words past
his hands. OButthink about itE thereOsiothing you cando about it. OShe
gave a warm smile.

OFloreinaE YouOve assisted in the murder of my people.O

OAnd youOveassisted in the murder of my people,OFloreina
replied. OEand the desecration of my cultureE the rape of our spiritual-
ityE but thatOs not my concern at this timeE O

OYouOveshot down our comrades who merely wanted to provide

libertyNO

Olonly assistedin the attack of terrorists,O Floreina shot back.
OAnd only under ordersE Everything | do is legalE unlike yourselvesE
but that holds no relevance to my being hereEO

Seilin pushed suddenly and twisted. She put her hands on his,
to pry some breathing space, and began feeling light headed.

Marteen, identified asthe head abolitionist, stood behind them,
beside a fourth Minmatar named Roben.

OPleasaedonOthurt herlOMahran repeated. OlOninnocent in all
of thisNweOre linked and IOl die too if you do anythingNO

OBesideghe legal penalties, and the standard vengeance from
my captain,O Floreina wheezed. OYouOvayot nothing; so letOsput the
weapons down and act like adults. | have a reason for being here which
you might find interesting, if we can just get past your blind hatred and
false intimidations. We all know you wonOtkill an Amarrian officer and
an innocent Minmatar right here in a public shop. YouOrenot that
stupid.O

OWe can report you to the authoritiesNO

ODonOthink | donOthave my basescovered, gentlemenE | can
burst his heart in a momentOghought, and all youOllhave is the blood of
my friend on your hands, so can we just calm down and talk like
adults?O

The hand loosened, but still the four men held their ground.

OYouOvegotta learn thereOsa time and place to pull guns on people,O

Floreina said. OAnd you need to think about what you have to gain and
what you have to lose when you do soE and who youOreup against. Be-
fore you can control others, gentlemen, you must learn to control
yourselves.O
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OWhatOs your proposal?0 asked Marteen.

Olhave the potential for an inside job. My captain is mistreating
slaves and | want it to stop.O

OWhy should we trust you?O

OWell,Gshereplied. OWeOraot getting off to a good startE but
if you would put the weapons down we could chatE or you could just
kill us and deal with the consequencesEOSheshrugged questioningly at
the men, and finally noticed their weapons slowly lowering.

Shewaited for severallong secondsasthey built up the courage
to let their guard down. Floreina rubbed her neck as her nanite muscular
reinforcements began to relax.

The left strap of her dress fell to dangle from her upper chest,
though the rest of the outfit held tight. OYou broke my dressEO She
tossedthe strap back over her shoulder. Shelooked back, the grime from
the wall streaked noticeably acrossthe white material. Shefelt her neck
throbbing and shot a quick glare at Seilin, but stopped herself, recogniz-
ing that despite everything she still needed to be cordial.

Ol apologize,O grunted Seilin, insincerely.

ONOo, no,Oshereplied. OltOfine. IOmthe idiot who wore a white
dress, knowing what might happen.O

Olt makes you look sweet and innocentEO he told her. Oinan
artificial sort of way.O

OThis is your slave?0 Marteen asked, motioning toward
Mahran.

Olam his guardian, yes.OShe nodded. OShallwe go someplace
more private and secure?0

The four men cautiously brought them to a small office in the
back of the store. Fielno and Roben stood back, near the wall, their
weapons still drawn, but pointing at the floor. Marteen sat at the main
seat behind the desk and Seilin sat in another smaller chair behind him.

Floreina removed a holoreel projector from her pack and placed
it on the desk. Olhave something to show you.OAlmost immediately she
began projecting the images of the two slaves hanging in the middle of
the arena, fighting for their lives, with her fellow Amarrians gathered
around, laughing and cheering.

The abolitionists watched calmly, seemingly unfazed. As her
demonstration concluded, Marteen commented, Olsuppose thatOsa little
more cruel than most of the oneswe seeE not too fun to watch thoughE
| prefer the oneswith the lions or where they have weapons and can run
around in the cageEO
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FloreinaOsyesrose. OYoudonOtfind this sick and horrifying?0
she asked. WouldnOtthat be just like a Minmatar to not seethe moral
implicationsE

Marteen laughed. OThehorror of it is sort of a given, Floreina,
but when you seethis kind of thing all the time, you sort of become ac-
customed to it. Why exactly do you think we do what we do?0

OOhEO She paused, needing to stop to reevaluate. She checked
her character analyzations, which estimated that the man was being
open about his feelings. She had always assumed stories of slave torture
were mythical creations of abolitionist propagandists. But now, some-
how, it seemed realistic. OThis is common, you say?0 she asked.

Marteen shrugged. OEdepends on your definition of common.
We think maybe one out of every ten thousand slavesis subjectedto this
kind of treatment. Some estimate it as being much lower, some say itOs
higher, but thereOs10 way to tell, since we donOtknow how many ships
and outposts have arenas, we donOtknow how often theyOreused, and
we donOtknow how many slavesthere arein New Eden, soitOsall guess-
work. But one way or the other, this is all just another example of the
cruelty of your people.O

Floreina shook her head, and jabbed an angry finger at the
holoreel. OThisdoes not represent my feelings in any way. | am not a
part of this.O

Seilin nodded, pulling his chair closer to the desk to sit beside
Marteen. OYesyou are. You assistyour captain. You fire weapons at ab-
olitionists. You manage slaves on board your ship. You are contributing
to a culture that allows this type of thing to occur.O

OThisisnOtmy culture,O Floreina said. OIf anything itOsgroups
like yours that force us to stay secretive, which createsthe atmosphere
that allows this type of thing to happen.O

The four abolitionists stared back silently. Mahran sat next to
Floreina, his hands in his lap calmly looking forward and listening.

OYouOrgoing to blame this on us?OSeilin asked, folding his
arms and leaning back in his chair.

ONo,Gshe shook her head. OlOnsorryE  but you canOblame me
either. | donOt support this, and IOve never supported this.O

Seilin and Marteen shrugged minutely. OSowhy are you here?0
Marteen asked. OYou have some kind of idea to make this stop?0

Ol have access to a modified booster,O she told them.

Marteen shrugged in question.
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Olcanimplant the booster in AllihenceOscapsule, but instead of
injecting the proper drug, it will administer a sedative that can cut off the
mental connections between Allihence and the computer system.O

Marteen shrugged again, impatiently. OSowhat then? YouOve
got an incapacitated shipE in theoryE WeOde able to dock with an es-
cape hatch, unload slaves, and sure weOdrescue a few thousand, but
then Allihence would regain control and seek vengeance. SheOsvorth
five billion ISK and would have no problem destroying the lives of every
one of us.O

ONot if we kill her,O Floreina pointed out.

Marteen chuckled. OKill a capsuleer? Ever heard of cloning
technology?0

Oltcan be done,OFloreina replied. OCapsulesarenOperfect, des-
pite what Ishukone and the pod pilots want you to think. TheyOrenot as
immortal as they would have us believe.O

Marteen cocked his head and sighed skeptically.

OThecapsule relies on a very precise computer algorithm to de-
liver alethal injection at the exactmoment of the brain scanto allow for a
clone transplant. If we can disrupt that processin any way, and prevent
the safety signals from being transmitted, weOvegot a dead capsuleerE a
permanently dead capsuleer.O

OHow exactly do you propose we avoid the backlash from
CONCORD and from AllihenceOs allies?O Marteen asked.

Olhave my own implant with an identification and personality
system designed to match the captainOs.IOll connect into her pod as
though | were Allihence herself. | then tell the crew that everythingOs
okay; we just had some minor connectivity malfunctions, and at that
point, | becomeaptain Allihence. Anyone suspecting anything wonOtbe
able to do anything about it.O

OSoundslike a fantasy,OSeilin growled, his fingers tapping im-
patiently on the desk.

OAnNd what do you need us for?0 asked Marteen.

OWellEO Floreina looked down as her dress strap fell from her
shoulder. OthatOsihere it gets a little more complicated. An unexpected
ambush by a superior gang is likely to bring every officer into mental
communion. That will allow me to sabotageeveryone and lock them out
simultaneously.O She smiled and pulled the strap back over her
shoulder.

OYou want us to attack your ship?0O
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Shenodded as she watched Marteen searching a drawer in his
desk. OANd just hold it down with lots of electronic warfare to confuse
their systems and make it easierto shut down all their communications
and give me time to make the switch into AllihenceOspod. You have ac-
cess to EWAR drones and cruisers?0

Marteen nodded as he handed Floreina a safety pin.

She grinned and winked at him, then turned her back to
Mahran. OCan you pin my strap?O she asked.

Mahran carefully pinned the strap to the top of her dress. OCan
| stop you for a second, Master Floreina?O he asked.

OOf course,O she replied. OYou have something to add?0

ODo you see SeilinOs fingers tapping on the table?0 he asked.

She looked down, just in time to see the tapping cease.

OHeOsbeen trying to communicate with me for several
minutesNO

Seilin sighed and put his head in his hands. OCanOyou see
theyOre just exploiting you?O

Ol need to protect myself,O Mahran explained flatly.

OTheir society is based on hatredEO

ONo, itOs not,O Mahran said.

OThey lie to you about everything and simply takeNO

OOkay, stop,O Floreina ordered.

OTheyarenOprotecting you. They have no intention of protect-
ing you from anything. 1tOs a lie designed to exploit youEO

Floreina put a hand acrossMahranOschestand opened her slave
control mechanisms. She triggered the command to shut down his
nervous system, and he fell forward, held up by FloreinaOsarm, his eyes
dropping into blankness.

OPlease,®loreina started. OIOdike to ask you to have some re-
spect for my property and not feed him ruthless propaganda.O

ORespect?Geilin replied, his voice rising. OWhatabout the re-
spect for him as a human being? You just turned him off like a toyNO

OlwouldnOtexpectyou to understandE itOdike sending a child
to bedEO Sheglanced at Roben and Fielno who stood at the edges of the
room, their weapons still drawn. Olfyou want to discuss politics, we can
lay Mahran on the floor and we can debate all night.O

Seilin shook his head and snorted.

OThatOsokayEO Marteen patted Seilin on the shoulder. OWeOve
worked inside jobs with Amarrians beforeE the commander here isnOt
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all that different. SheOgust gonna take a litle more time to come
aroundeO

OAllow me to pay for your dress,OSeilin offered, speaking in an
empty monotone, pulling out a monetary transfer pad.

ONo, noOFloreina replied, waving him off. Olknew what | was
getting into.O

They headed out to the front shop. OWould you care for a teddy
bear?Oasked Marteen, motioning toward a wall of oversized plush
bears.

She shook her head. Ol donOt want to imposeNO

ONOo, no,Ohe replied. OltObetter that you walk out like you pur-
chased something.O

OAh.OSheturned to Mahran. OWhy donOtyou pick something
out for yourself?0 she said.

He looked at the various novelty gadgets, figurines and stuffed
animals. He shrugged. OWhy donOt you grab yourself a bear, Master?0

Shetook a minute to pick out a silver bear with a pink bow and
a tongue sticking playfully from its mouth. Shestuffed it under her arm
and turned back toward the abolitionists. OWell, itOsbeen a pleasure,
gentlemen. Thank you for the hospitality and the bearEOQ

Fielno handed back her sidearm, and she checked it quickly be-
fore slipping it into the holster under her dress.

They exited the shop to walk into the street. Floreina glanced
around to see the various Minmatars walking and talking and going
about their business.

OCanwe get out of this part of the station?0OMahran asked
quietly, glancing around, seeming to notice the racial density.

They moved down the street, as FloreinaOssecurity processes
kept an analyzing eye on the individuals loitering on the street corners.

OWhat do you wanna do tonight?O Floreina asked. OHit the
dance clubs? 10l need to go back to the hotel and get changedEO

OCanwe just go to the room and have something to eat and go
to bedE maybe read some Scriptures or watch a holoreel?0

Ols there something wrong?O Floreina asked. OYou nervous
about getting a real computer interface in your brain?0

Olfear for my life,Ohe replied. OltOo dangerous out here, and
it gets worse every timeE 10m scared of what weOre doing, Master.O
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OOh, yeseO Floreina laughed. OThatOscalled living.O She
stopped to stand in the middle of a four way pedestrian intersection.
Mahran glanced in the direction of their hotel, ten or twelve blocks away,
clearly wishing to continue moving out of the Minmatar ghetto. Floreina
put a hand on his shoulder.

OGoddoesnOtwant us to just live our livesEO shetold him. OTo
grow old and get fat watching holoreelsE He wants us to live our lives
to the fullestE to take life by the balls and tug with all our mightE be-
cause thereOstrillions of souls just like you and me wandering New
Eden, and weOrall lostE weOraall just living and dyingE living and dy-
ingE and whether you and | live or die is no more important than it is
for anyone elseE life is cheapE You can call it sad, or wrong, but itOsa
fact.O

Floreina felt her security process lighting up as a particular
Minmatar caught her attention from the cameraimplanted in the back of
her neck. A man sat behind them on the porch of a tavern, watching in-
tently. He was a Minmatar by the name of Kielobe, with suspectedties to
abolitionist groups, as reported by her facial recognition algorithm. He
also had several instances of anger management problems, most dealing
with Amarrians.

She adjusted her hair to be sure her rear camera had a clear view.

OButyou can get used to the cheapnessof lifeE and even learn to love
it,O she continued. OSometimesyou need to embrace the dark side, be-
causeit holds valuable experienceskE our Lord existsin the darkness as
much as the lightEO

OCanl ask you something, Master Floreina, with an assurance
you wonOt get mad?0

She cocked her head. OWhatOs that?0

ODoyou ever take time to wonder what might be going through
my mind?O He paused momentarily. OToimagine what it feels like to
have an explosive attached to your heart? To know that you can blow it
at any timeE that | have to go around a station knowing that the gap
between my life and death is as short as a security agent asking to see
identification?0

Shelaughed. OYouOrexaggeratingNO Shetransferred the teddy
bear to her left arm to give better accessto her weapon, and continued
watching the man on the porch.

She noticed the man check something under his coat, and rise to his
feet.

OPerhaps, but just stop and imagine it from my perspective.O
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Sheput a hand to the side of his head. OLook,Buddy, IOmsorry
it hasto be like thisE New Eden is a harsh world, and all you can do is
claw your way to the top by any means necessary, or die trying.O

Kielobe began moving cautiously toward them, a hand kept steady
under his coat.

Floreina waited only a couple moments before taking a hand to
her side. Slowly lifting her dress, she showed the man the sidearm
strapped to her thigh. Sherested the fabric atop the holster and placed a
hand on the weapon.

He took several more steps, eachone slower than the previous.
He sped up again, turning slightly, asthough this had been his chosen
path all along and walked past them down the street.

Floreina pulled away from her slave, took his arm in hers and
started walking again. OComeon, Buddy,O she said. OWhatdo you say
we hit the dance club?0

KarleenOshandOsmoved quickly to cover her mouth as she
peered at the holoreel. OOh,myNO she started. OThatOdisgustingE  why
are you showing me this? These arenOt our slaves, right?0

OThis occurred on board our ship,O Floreina told her.

Karleen flipped off the holoreel. Ol donOtwant to see any
moreE why did you show me this, Floreina?0

OThisis what our captain does with her spare timeE did you
have any idea this kind of thing was going on?0

She shook her head. OHow often does this happen?0

OTheyvary the schedule. It comesout to about once every two
months on board this ship, but it seemsasthough they play recordings
of other similar challengesin other arenasbefore the live event, so this is
a widely organized thing.O

OSochow many are they actually killing in these competitions?O
asked Karleen, her chin resting in her hands on her desk.

OThereGabout a dozen actual slave deaths per yearE | have no
idea about the other locations.O

KarleenOsyes brightened slightly. OOhE well thatOdess than
we lose through accidents and damage controlE thatOsarely more than
we lose through old ageE and these are slaves that severely misbe-
haved? Like escape attempts?0

OWell, yeseO Floreina started, Obut itOsthe principle of the
thingE this kind of thing servesno purpose for our peopleE in fact, itOs
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a disgrace to Amarria; it implies that our whole system, our whole way
of life, is just based on hatred and enjoyment of sufferingEO

Karleen nodded.

OThis doesnOtsupport God; He could never want something
like thisNit doesnOtsupport the rightful dominance of the Amarrian
people; instead, it makes us look like savage monsters.O

Karleen shrugged. OIOnwith youE but why exactly are you
showing this to me?You knew how | would feelE itO:ot like we cando
anything about it.O

OWhat if we could?O Floreina asked.

Karleen cocked her head. OExcuseme? Are you implying going
to CONCORD or something? Just what do you have in mind?0

OldidnOthave anything specifically in mind,O shelied, realizing
she needed to back off from her position. Olthought if we could talk to
her firstE perhaps get her to seeNO

OOur captain is stuck in her ways, Commander,O Karleen re-
minded her. OAllihenceOgeelings rule us, not the other way aroundeO
She paused to scowl questioningly at Floreina. OTellmeE how did you
find out about these gladiator challenges?Can you even be certain these
arenOt fraudulent?0

Olhacked into some of the deeper systems on the ship,OFlore-
ina confessed.

Karleen took a deep breath, and held it for along moment, lean-
ing back to stare at the Commander. Ol really hope youOre jokingEO

Floreina shrugged. Oljust had to seeE it always seemed that
something was strange with our captain.O

OYou broke into her core computer systems? Are you out of
your mind, Floreina? And now youOrecoming to tell methisE you were
already on thin ice with AllihenceE do you think your turret manage-
ment skills are just going to carry you forever? ThereO®nly so much our
captain will put up with.O

OHow can you not be horrified by thisNO Floreina motioned to-
ward the holoreel.

OThatObeside the point,O Karleen countered. OSureitOshorrify-
ing,O she shrugged. OButtheyOrenot our slaves. TheyOrehers; her prop-
ertyE | donOtseewhat it is you think we could ever do about itE mean-
while youOre just putting yourself at risk of beingE silenced.O

Floreina sighed, realizing attempting to recruit Karleen was a
mistake. OYeah, youOre probably rightE | should probably just drop it.O

OWho else have you shown this t0?0
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ONo one,O Floreina replied. OYouOre the first person 1Ove told.O

OWell, 10d be careful about showing this around,0O Karleen
warned. OThisis obviously meant to be on the down low, and Allihence
is going to do whatOs necessary to keep it that way.O

OSo | trust you wonOt tell anyoneEO

ONo,OKarleen replied with a sigh. OWeOljust keep this to
ourselves.O

The field of trees came slowly into view over the edge of the
cliff as Floreina stepped the last few pacesto the top of the mountain.
Shestopped on the rounded rock surface to gazeout at hundreds of kilo-
meters of hills, forests, farmland, highways, and beyond, in the distance,
the city of Sandisa rising majestically from the sea.

Viotro sethis pack down and stood beside her. OThisis itE this
is my new home.OHe motioned toward the city in the distance and the
expanses of the terraformed world.

Floreina didnOtrespond, instead simply gazed out on the world,
breathing heavily of the thin air after their long hike.

OYoucould have this too.OHe put an arm acrossher shoulder
and she leaned against him, careful not to lose balance.

For along, quiet time they gazed on GodOsreation. Though hu-
mans had brought the plants and the oxygen to this planet, God had cre-
ated the world, the seedsof the plants, the ice that melted into oceans,
and the paths of the humans that brought them here. The Lord created
all the potential and the raw, unshaped magic of the universeE and then
created humans and gave them the knowledge and the tools to sculpt it
into a work of art.

Shefelt atear building in her eye, but it held without dropping.
And she smiled.

OltOgust a glorious and amazing universe,O she commented
quietly.

And this time, Viotro did not respond, but simply continued
gazing with a content smile.

Floreina pulled away carefully. Shestepped forward and made
her sacred signs. OThank you for this, Lord,O she said, nearly inaudibly.

She maneuvered carefully to the edge of the cliff, her environ-
mental software returning an estimate of one hundred and twelve
meters to the jagged rocks below. Shesaw a vision of herself falling and
crashingE and wondered what her body would sound like slamming
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against the rocks, and if when she landed, would her eyes be closed or
openE

Positioning herself directly between Viotro and the edge, sheimagined
him suddenly pushing her, for what reasonsit didnOtmatter. He would
step forward and shove herE and her tactical software would never
have a chanceto load. Silently she gave him permission, putting her life
in his hands. Feeling Viotro just behind her, she peered over the edge,
reveling in the vulnerability and trust. Shetook a deep, satisfied breath,
and gazed at the forest below.

After a moment she heard Viotro moving. OShall we pray?O he asked.

OYes,®loreina replied. Olnjust afew momentsEO Shepulled her eyes
away from the great expansesthat were so rare in her ship-bound life-
style and began looking around the rocky hilltop, and the winding path-
way into the forest below. For a moment she looked up at Viotro.

OYoucould come and live here too.OHe shrugged questioningly. OWe
could go hiking, skiing and sailing on weekendskE and you could be free
from all the suicide missions, abolitionist deals, and people trying to Kkill
youE live a beautiful, care-free life in the embrace of God and natureEO

Shelaughed and looked at the ground. OYouask me that every time |
see youEO

OOCauskseethat little spark in your eye,Ohe replied, OEevery timeE
like youOrea different person for a split secondE and you can picture it,
and you realize how much you would love itE and then you snap out of
it and you go back to your ship and your computer interface and your
laser cannons.O

OYeahEO She nodded.

OBut this time, | fear youOre not coming back.O

From his pack, Viotro pulled a bottle of wine and a copy of The Scrip-
tures. He sat down, cross-legged, atop the highest section of rock.

OYeahEO she said.

He poured wine into a plastic cup and handed it to her. Shetook a sip
and sat beside him.

They sat back to back, leaned against each other for support, and lost
themselves for twenty minutes. Floreina shut off the connection to her
eyes and ears and to most of her implant functionality, and relaxed her
mind, taking the time to feel her own consciousness.

And shethought about her upcoming tasks, and the risks, and the pos-
sibilitiesE and felt The LordOspresencesurrounding herE He inhabited
the plan and her life, guiding it, through the situational and technologic-
al happenings in the physical realm to the calculations and tactics of her
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mental programs, to her own emotions and determination to make it
happen. It was all the work of God.

She breathed carefully and deeply, and simply felt His love and ap-
proval, and an overcoming confidence and joy of successk and a deep
faith that her plans and effort would come to fruition.

Success was inevitable.

And she sipped her wine blindly as the time went on.

Shesnapped back to the real world after Viotro tapped repeatedly on
her shoulder. Her visual and auditory connections clicked back on, and
the outside, physical reality faded into focus.

They grinned at each other.

OLunch?QViotro asked, pulling out their crackers and sliced meat,
cheese and eggplant.

They ate quietly and happily for several minutes until Viotro asked,
OWhy exactly are doing this?0

OShekilled my father,OFloreina replied, finding herself suddenly look-
ing at the ground.

Olsthat what this is about? Revenge? Becauselast time we talked
about it, it was becauseof the treatment of the slavesE and the time be-
fore that you were talking about the money in your captainOsvallet.O He
took a long drink from his water bottle before sipping his cup of wine.
OOr are you just desperate to become a capsuleer?0

She nodded slowly.

Viotro looked back questioningly. OYou never really told me about
your expulsion from the capsule training.O

Floreina turned away and stared outward.

ODid they ever give you a solid reason for the dismissal?O

Floreina took a deep breath and paused. OTheysaid | hadE a certain
psychological profile,O she started shakily. OThey called me manic-de-
pressiveE and said that | had the potential for sociopathic behaviorEO

Sherefused to look back at Viotro. Ol can understand the Omanic@-
belE but depressed?Even when Dad diedE | cried for daysE but | nev-
er felt depressed. | never felt as though life wasnOt worth livingEO

She breathed carefully and stared out for another quiet moment.
OEand to them, anyone who puts our Lord and creator before people is
a sociopathE we all know the Jovians control the capsuleer empire and
the whole training processE and they have an anti-Amarrian agenda.
1tOs clear bigotryEO

OEand they let Allihence in,OViotro added. OSahat shows the reliab-
ility of their sociopath detector.O
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She turned back to her lunch, cracking an unexpected smile.
OButall thatOdeside the pointEQ said Viotro. OEeven if you succeed
at this, | fear you will lose something of yourselfEO
Shenodded slowly. OButlOllgain so much moreEO Sheswallowed her
bite of cracker. OEa consciousnessdeeper and more complex than any-
thing outside a pod. The power you have over this bodyE this body that
has awarp core,arow of turrets, and a crew of thinking, feeling humans
who become a part of your consciousnessk thereOsothing that com-
pares to that.O
Viotro cocked his head in a shrug of reluctant agreement.
OThisis all beautiful and wonderful,O she said, motioning at the
view, Oandit brings a tear to my eyeE but whatOsreally of value in this
universe is in here.OShetapped her head. OAnd our Lord gave us these
minds and souls, and gave us prayer and meditation and logic to explore
themE and gave us technology to enhanceourselvesE to unlock the po-
tential and the magic that He gave us. We must go forward, and expand
ourselves, physically and mentally, for His gloryEQ Sheshook her head
in awe and appreciation. OlOvéelt closer to God, more human and more
alive since this new implant than | ever have beforeEO
Viotro shrugged. OWell,if youOredead and determined, | wonOt
try to talk you out of itE we can just sit back and enjoy the viewE but
you should know that IOm mentally preparing for your death.O
OYes,O she replied, Othat would seem prudent.O

The pulsing came from deep inside, pushing Floreina from the
depths of sleep, applications greeting her with frantic data. But before
she processed the first byte, she knew what was happening. Floreina
rose from the bed and pushed aside the sweat-soaked sheets.

Before she placed her feet on the floor the battle stations alarm
began blaring, a piercing and unfamiliar screechdesigned to cut the soul
of a dead man.

It took lessthan a minute for Floreina to pull on her uniform,
leaving the shirt un-tucked; and another few secondsto tie her hair out
of the way. She stole a look in the mirror and turned a moment later,
grabbing her pistol in one hand and her boots and socksin the other. She
darted from her quarters, turned a corner and sprinted to the end of the
corridor. Entering the lift at the end of the hall, she gave a split second
greeting to the ensign sharing the car, and dropped her boots and socks
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unceremoniously to the floor as she ordered the lift to take her to the
command level.

The ensign saluted before leaving to his level. Shewatched him
sprint off down the hall as she pulled on her second sock. As the door
closed an explosive jolt rocked her to the side. The gravity failed and she
was weightless for a split second before tumbling to the elevator floor.

The abolitionists were hereE in force.

OShields at fifty-eight percent,O came the report over the
loudspeakers.

Floreina groaned as she rolled over and pulled on her boots.
The lift stopped at her exit a moment later and she jumped to race down
another identical corridor, her bootlaces flapping wildly against the
floor.

Sheentered the turret command center. OWhatdo we got?Oshe
asked.

Lieutenant Adran rose from the command seat. OTwo black-
birds, a Kitsune, Kerese,two Hyenas, a Celestis, and weOveeven got an
Arbitrator and a SentinelE areal melting pot. We seemto be withstand-
ing the damage, but theyOvegot us locked down tightE theyOveall got
full electronic warfare setups; weOresensordampened, target jammedNO
he shook his head, sweat flinging from his hair. OtheSentinelOslraining
our power, and the Arbitrator has us tracking disruptedNas though that
makes any difference since weOrearget jammed anyway. Those HyenaOs
stopped us deadE weOrenot moving anywhereE and IOmglad youOre
here commander.O

Floreina clenched a fist for added realism, and took a deep
breath to clear her head and focus on the tasks instead of the sabotage
that was on the surface of her mind. She needed to be careful with her
thoughts. All she needed to do was get in, check the situation, pass
Mahran the current access codes, and get out.

She sat in the command seat and plugged in.

Immediately shewas surrounded by the hot rage of the captain
as she frantically searchedthe ship, screaming orders at slaves and of-
ficers alike. Floreina began lacing up her boots as her mind sank deeper
into the technical synapses of the battleship.

Shescannedthe field beyond their Abaddon, counting the ves-
sels,just asthe lieutenant had described, and just asthe abolitionists had
agreed: four standard electronic warfare cruisers, and five advanced
ewar frigates. Very little damage potential, though enough to eventually
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take down the mighty Abaddon, and more than enough weapons and
communications disruption to incapacitate their warship.

And in the space surrounding the ships, a swarm of drones,
mostly Hornet EC-300target jamming drones, along with a spattering of
other models. AllihenceOsdrones were putting up a good fight, blasting
frantic laser fire on a couple unfortunate enemy drones, but were taking
more damage than they were giving. Floreina watched as another of her
captainOsombat drones exploded in a brief releaseof bright energy, and
the enemy moved on to the next.

The abolitionists were upholding their end of the bargain, and
would soon have the ship locked down.

Floreina attempted a takeover of the targeting controls, feeling
the numbers crumble and deteriorate into mathematical chaos, just as
they had for the targeting commander. So rarely had Floreina experi-
enced a successful enemy target jam, as Allihence was careful to avoid
fights she couldnOtdominate, and the sensation felt so strangeE the
ships surrounded the vessel, ready and waiting to be fired on, and yet,
somehow, she just couldnOt feel their presence.

Oh, Lord, what have | done?

These cannons were her babies, and she had done this to themE on
purpose.

OWehave a traitor in our midst,0 announced Allihence, both
verbally through the speakersalong every corridor in the ship, and men-
tally through the connections of the officers in the command systems.
OWeOrat a safespotand | have given our location to no one. ThereO$0
other explanation. | want everyone on this ship searching for the
saboteur, and you will bring them to me aliveEO

And Floreina cringed from her captainOsanger, and felt ven-
geance emanating from the deepest portions of the shipOsconscious-
nessE  ghoulish images of skin stripping and methodic
dismembermentE

The commander took this moment to remove her connection,
just after recording the access codes.

OWhat are you doing disconnected from the system, Commander?0O
Lieutenant Ethanial blurted.

OWorry about your self, Lieutenant,O Floreina retorted. OlOm
having connection issues.O

Mahran, itOstime, she communicated simultaneously through
the direct secureradio signal linked to her slave hidden in the bulkheads
behind AllihenceOs capsule control center. She passed over the codes.
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Copy that, Mahran replied. Entering codeE accesgrantedE ini-
tializing boosterE are you out of the system and ready, Master?

Readyshe replied.

OMaOam,@aid Ethanial, OWehave a strange sensation in the
systemE huh?E does our captain have accessto boosters?CHe paused.
Oltlooks like Captain Allihence is implanting an emergency Exile Boost-
erEO He looked up and shouted, OWait! SomethingOsvrongE  the cap-
tain isnOt responding. Commander! Get back in here; we need you.O

Ethanial screamed, putting his hand to his head, and simultan-
eously Floreina heard exclamations from the other crewmen. Ethanial
shook violently for a moment, then slumped forward to rest his head in
his hands. He groaned, lightly at first but growing into a scream of fury.
OThereOan overload!O he shouted. OTotal system scramble; the whole
ship needs a reboot.O

Floreina connected herself again and slowly opened the connec-
tion to seea clean, pure system, yet lonely, empty and coldE for the first
time, just her and the computer, alone together.

Then there was Mahran, his mind darting playfully and ab-
ruptly, jerking out a quick hello, then jumping back to his mental hole to
work on his logistical tasks of locking and opening the proper hatchways
throughout the ship.

OYouget a connection, Commander?OFEthanial asked, removing
himself from his own port.

ONo,Oshe lied. OIOngetting nothing.O She pounded a fist into
the chair, gritted her teeth and paused to pretend to think. OlOngoing to
run to the communications center,O she announced.

OCommander?QLieutenant Ethanial replied. OYour place is in
command of the turret.O

OThereOsothing we cando now that weOrgammed against two
blackbirds and a dozen EC-3000s,Bloreina reminded him. OAIl we can
do is hope to get our communications up and send for help.O

Olagree,Oreplied the lieutenant, Obutthe communications depart-
ment will handle that. Your place is here, where your experience suits
best.O

And Floreina stared back, unused to an argument from a subor-
dinate. The rest of the command crew now gazed at the two senior of-
ficers, those with mental ports either unhooked from their terminals, or
frustratingly trying to make a connection.

OAdran, take over for me,O she ordered.
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OMaOam,@dran replied. OlOnforced to agree with Ethanial.
The communications center is not really your placeE even if weOrenca-
pacitated we still need you here in case anything happens.O

Olunderstand,O Floreina said. OButl may have information for
the communication specialists, and if we have a traitor onboard, | canOt
trust the normal information flow.O

As she turned to hand over her command seat, her combat ap-
plication warned of EthanialOshand moving from the other side of the
row of command interfaces. But before she could turn to raise her own
weapon, she found herself staring into the LieutenantOs sidearm.

OYouOveot to be kidding me,Oshe said as she watched Eth-
anial click the switch to power up the weaponOs capacitor.

Ol must insist,O he said, moving carefully around the bank of
terminals and up the stepsto the main command seat. OlOvéeen given
orders to keep an eye on you by Captain Allihence herself, and right now
| am far too suspicious to allow you to leave.O

ODo you understand what youOre doing?O Floreina asked.

OlOmsorry, MaOam.| pray IOmwrong and youOreinnocent,
butEO he stared her square in the eyesfrom behind the weapon, stop-
ping a couple feet short.

OYouOrgoing to pull aweapon on your commander over such
a suspicion and prevent her from getting information to our communica-
tions officers that may be vital in restoring our defenses?Cshe frowned
at him, crossing her arms and taking a cautious step forward. ODoyou
really understand what youOre doing right now?0

OlOnforced to relieve you of duty, Commander,O Ethanial de-
manded. OAdran is aware that we have been asked to keep an eye on
you, and | feel the captain would agree that relieving you is a prudent
precaution. Like | said, Commander, | pray that IOmwrong about this,
and hope that you can forgive me.O

Shetook another step forward, the implant algorithms pointing
out the aspectsof EthanialOgace and composure that betrayed his lack of
confidence. OOh,noEQ She shook her head slowly. OYouOvenade your
decision; donOt think you can play both sideseO

Her arm went limp and tingly for a moment as she transferred its
neural control to her implant, allowing the computer to choosethe pre-
cise moment to make her move. The nanites powered up and began
stretching and preparing the muscles. She stepped forward again, but
only minutely, and nodded her head at an imaginary helper standing
several paces behind her opponent.
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Ethanial remained cold, continuing his stare. OMarian, Darnoth,
please escort the Commander to the nearest slave holding.O

Floreina shook her head. Ol donOtthink so.OShe took another
tiny step forward, forcing Ethanial to back himself against the computer
terminal next to the steps. Her combat routines fired a rapid warning,
letting her know that Marion and Darnoth, two of the turret power man-
agers,were getting up and appearing asthough they intended to follow
EthanialOs orders.

OlOmot the only one whoOsaware of the captainOssuspicions,OEth-
anial reminded them. OYou all know 10m acting in a reasonable
fashionEO

Floreina motioned again with her head, toward the empty wall behind
Ethanial, and allowed a tiny grin to escape.

And Ethanial bought it, glancing over his shoulder, to be sure
there was no one waiting to pounce on him from the rear.

Her left hand fired upward and snatched the weapon before
she was fully aware of the movement. Her other hand dropped to her
thigh and snapped the release of her own sidearm. She popped the
weapon into her hand to bring it up and point it into the face of the
Lieutenant.

Shegrinned, flipping his gun to hold it facing the floor, simul-
taneously flipping the switch to power up her own weapon in her right
hand. Shescannedthe room with her rear cameraand her peripheral vis-
lon asshe stared into the eyesof the subordinate at the end of her pistol.
Marian and Darnoth stopped their approach and stood, eyes wide and
frozen.

The targeting menus flipped through FloreinaOsmind and she
selectedan option to automatically watch for any movement of Lieuten-
ant Ethanial, allowing the system full control of her trigger finger.

And she warned him, OlOve set my personal targeting systemNO

But similar to Floreina, Ethanial didnOtlike wasting time. His
hand moved, and made it half way to the weapon before she felt herself
squeezing the trigger tight against the handle.

The LieutenantOshead burst into aray of light, expanding into a
burnt and bloody mess. The crew stood in motionless shock, their eyes
remaining fixed on Floreina. The LieutenantOsbody slumped to the floor
and rolled down the steps.

OYou have the command,O Floreina said, motioning toward
Adran.
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Her heart pounded as she looked out on the small command
crew, sitting motionless, staring in silence. The emotional suppressants
attempted to manipulate the situation, but seemed useless against the
torrent of sudden and unexpected emotions: guilt, shame and fear,
mixed with a strange sense of self-fulfiling power and triumph. The
emotional processorssimply didnOtunderstand the human equation or
hadnOt acclimated to her brain enough to deal with the situation.

A lurching came from her stomach and she held it down, nan-
ites in her throat uncomfortably suppressing a gag reflex. Shebacked up,
scanning the crew, making sure they knew she was watching them. Her
targeting systems jumped every couple hundred milliseconds from one
face to another, analyzing features, updating character maps, readying
itself to jump back to any individual and focus fire.

Master, what are you doing? Mahran communicated. This is not
how it was supposed to happen!

|IOmawareof that, she replied. | needyour help,now! Is anyonecur-
rently in the hallway outside.

An agonizing pause, lasting lessthan a second. No, MaOamThe
hallwayOs clear.

Status on the communications in this room?

|IOveshut down all communicationsrom the commandcenters.|Om
shutting down all inter-ship communicationsBut MasterE | donOknow if
anyonewas ableto get a communicationout from the turret center.Someone
may have been able to contact security.

Floreina ground her teeth. Her targeting and combat system
centered on someone to the left, in her peripheral vision, a Lieutenant
named Daril, drawing her eyes and the weapon in her left hand in his
direction. Shewatched his hand move back away from his weapon, but
still kept a focused watch on the rest of the crew, her automated systems
continually scanning for even the most subtle of movements.

She backed slowly from the room. Am | still cleardownthe hall?
She asked.

Affirmative, Mahran replied. All hatchesnow sealedon this level.
Nobody can currently move around without explosives.

OIOngoing to the communications center to inform them of my
information about the traitor,O she told the command crew. Ol believe
Ethanial was working with them.OBut even as she spoke, her facial ana-
lyzers returned negative results. They werenOtbuying it. But she contin-
ued on. OYour orders are to sit tight and wait for communications to
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come back online. 10mgoing to assistin that, and | assureyou that you
will only make things worse by starting a witch hunt.O

Floreina cautiously closed the hatch. Seal the dooshe ordered.

Right, Mahran replied. Got it. Sealed.

Sheturned to run down the corridor. Do | havea clearpathto the
access crawlway?

Mahran paused another second. No, he replied. Thereappearto
beguardsoutE peoplearescatteringthroughoutthe shipE it appearghat any-
onewhoOsot trying to restorecommunicationgs trying to work on breaking
down doors.

Okay, we donOt have much time.

DearLordE PleaseMasterE How arewe gonnadothis whenevery-
one in the turret center knows youOre behind it?

They still donOknow what weOreloing, Floreina replied. If weOre
lucky, you cankeephemlockedn andkeepghecommunicationslown.Canyou
find out for me if anyone else on the ship is aware of the suspicion on me?

Floreina moved swiftly to the end of the corridor, weapons still
in her hands.

| canOtell, MasterNIOmsorryNthis is all sonewto meE you didnOt
give metime to preparefor the systemsE He communicated in quick, frantic
bursts. IOmtrying to talk to you now and do all thesedifferentthings at the
sametimeNlocking down hatchwaysand intercomsand watching for guards
and everythingE and IOveneverbeenthis deepin the systemsbeforeand I0ve
only hadthis implant in my headfor a few monthsand IOrrbarelyevenusedto
itN

Okay! Floreina stopped him. Justdo what you needto do. Calm
down and donOtet yourself get stressedE but remember] needyou here,
Buddy. Can you tell me if anyone is on the other side of this hatch?

No, he replied after a couple hundred milliseconds. YouOrelear.
He releasedthe main lock and Floreina entered her security code into the
keypad to releasethe secondary lockout. She pulled herself through the
door and stopped on the other side, closing it behind her.

She looked down another hallway, nearly identical to the last
one and slowly fell backwards against the hatch. The hallway began
twisting and pulsing, and Floreina became suddenly dizzy. She braced
herself against the door, and let her mind go blank. For a moment, the
visions subsided and froze into a motionless and empty scene.

What have | done?
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Thesewere her fellow Amarrians. Thesewere not the Minmatar
abolitionists from whom she feared a hateful death, but from her own
peopleE those who prayed to her God.

And suddenly ViotroOsgentle pleading made senseE her joy of
life and connection with God had felt like such arock that she never ima-
gined it could end with a couple mistakes in her plansE but here she
was, her emotions backing her against a wall, her perspectives crum-
bling, and justifications fading into a haze.

What have | doneE she asked Eto my own people?

Your doctorshavetheir operatingprocedureseadyto go,Mahran in-
formed her.

They were right on schedule.

You need to get up here.

Floreina put her head in her hands for a long moment and
watched her pounding heart, and felt the heat emanating from her flesh.

Master?coaxed Mahran. Please respondE | need youE

And sheshut her eyes,and gave an emergency prayer, shutting
down her sensesfor five seconds,losing herself for such a short period of
time, and finding the Lord, just a layer under the surface of everything.
He was there, as he had always been, and always would beE guiding,
creating, and constantly loving.

He pulled her together in an instant, composing her emotions
and clarifying her goals and potential. You may or may not survive, He
reminded her. But that doesnOthange the fact that you have an obliga-
tion to me and to yourselfE to capture every moment of your precious
life.

Floreina stood and reconnected her senses,taking a deep
breath. She readied herself to focus on the next task.

Mahran was communicating frantically: What are you doing,
Master? We needyou hereto completethe mission! We donOhavemuchtime
before word gets out!

WhatOthe statusof my route to the crawlway?Floreina brought up
the AbaddonOsmap. It overlapped her normal vision, but somehow ob-
structed nothing.

Not good,Mahran replied. YouOlheedto walk through groupsof of-
ficersandslavesE | think we canroute you aroundsothat noneof themseeyou
opening hatchwaysE but if Ethanial had suspicions others may too.

She focused on her route from the command center near the
outer armor plating and down through several decks, through crew
guarters and finally into the hidden slave decksto move forward a third
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of the length of the ship to the slave overseer offices and on through se-
cure networking centers. The path led on to a small crawlway that
provided emergency accessthrough the long, tight corridor to the con-
trol center behind AllihenceOs pod.

Floreina took a deep breath and started moving, opening and
passing another nearly identical hatchway, making certain to seal it be-
hind her. She placed her weapon back in the holster on her right thigh,
and stowed the other in one of the deep pockets in the pants of her uni-
form. Forcing a poker face, she straightened, pulled her chin up, and
walked rapidly.

Shefollowed the map asshewalked, questioning Mahran about
personnel densities in various areas, tracing the routes.

Okay, she said to both herself and Mahran, We canstill dothis. If
no oneelsesuspectsne, theyOllet mewalk right throughE youOveot cameras
on every crew member on this shipE we should be able to navigate hereE

| hope soreplied Mahran. Please hurry.

She moved as rapidly as possible, riding a lift down several
levels, and marched through the mostly vacant cafeteria and kitchen.
The cooks looked up only momentarily from their efforts to stow their
supplies.

Shemoved to another lift down through crew quarters, passing
only the occasionalofficer or slave, most having beendispatched to more
Important sectionsof the ship. Her mind seemedto go blank again asshe
rode the lift down to the slave quarters, and she froze, staring simultan-
eously at the lift door and the map. The lift opened and she snapped out
of her trance and marched through the rows of bunks. Those who were
still there seemed surprised to seean officer coming through these sec-
tions during such a time, but this was an extreme circumstance, so it
seemedreasonableto assumethat anything was possibleE at least Flore-
ina hoped.

Can | get a status report on the turret command cendbe?asked.

A pause. [tOsot looking goodup there,Mahran told her. TheyOre
preparingto blow the hatch. TheyOrdoing the explosioncalculationsmanually
on a visual interface.lOveheardthem talking, MasterE theyOrall convinced
you havesomethingto dowith the sabotageEthey donOknow muchmorethan
that, but they donOt seem to have much doubt that youOre guilty.

Floreina shuddered, but continued moving at the same pace.

And Master FloreinaE | needto tell youE He paused. Thereare
othercommunicatiorsystem®nboardE thereOdeepesecuritycommshat you
neverwarnedme aboutE IOmmostconcernedboutthe direct connectionthat
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many of AllihenceOgersonakecurityhavejtOkeptsecreevenfrom the highest
ranking officersk and| canOseeany way to blockit; itOseparatérom the cent-
ral systemsE | think | can poseas their security applicationto manipulate
things, but | canOt shut it downE

But she was now entering the slave management offices, where
several officers sat at their desks, searching for readings on visual
interfaces.

OCommander Floreina, how did you get in here?0 asked
Farneil, one of the senior overseers. Olthought all the hatchways were
sealed.O

Her liars assistant suggested an option: OSpecialtyclearance,O
Floreina replied without glancing in his direction as she marched past.
OCaptainAllihence has everything locked down, but | have clearancefor
a special security check. Just hang tight; weOredoing all we can. | think
weOre on the trail of the traitor.O

And that seemed to satisfy them for the moment and she
moved on.

But just when her confidence seemedto be rising back to its
normal level, as she moved down another corridor, two security officers
moved behind her.

Mahran notified her just a moment before they moved into her
hallway, and she watched them approach through her rear camera. She
identified the soldiers as Mithlin and Gromor. They drew their weapons.

OCommander Floreina,Osaid Mithlin. OWhatare you doing on
this level? Is your station not still in the turret command center?O

Floreina stopped and slowly turned around. OlOnon a specific
mission by order of the captain.OHer systems scanned their faces and
posture, and pulled up a history on them, showing that both had target-
ing and combat implants similar to her own.

They stared at her, unmoved by her claims.

OYouOre gonna need to come with us,O said Gromor.

Shefelt Mahran cringing in fear but FloreinaOgace did not betray her
secret mental connection.

OExcuse me?0 she replied angrily.

OOurapologies, MaOamput youOreon our watch list. WeOreaun-
der orders to detain any suspicious persons on our list. 1tOgust a precau-
tion, | assure you, Commmander. Probably a glitch in the systemEO A
minute facial twitch caught FloreinaOsconversational analyst, and gave
her a readout that the two were likely trying to play down their suspi-
cion. They seemed too confident.
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OAnd now | have a special mission that youOreinterfering
withEO

Mithlin nodded. OMy apologies Commander, but you need to
come with us.OAnd he motioned toward the hatch through which they
had come.

The tactical situation was not in her favor versus two trained se-
curity personnel. They had advanced implants, the potential even for
nanite enhancements,and more hand to hand combat training. Her tac-
tical readouts clearly showed that she needed to consent to their wishes
until she could gain an advantage.

They ordered her to put her hands on her head and Gromor
moved forward to remove her weapons and bind her hands with their
standard restraint cuffs.

| dohaveonepieceof goodnews,Mahran told her. | think | canhack
the cuffs and get them to release for you on your order. IOm working on it now.

Excuse me&%he said.l never taught you anything like that.

| looked into certain things on my owne replied.

ScandalouMinmatar, she said. The guards led her back through
the blown hatch into the adjacent room which served as an accounting
and logistics center for the slave management crew. Sitting at one of the
accounting desks, focused angrily on a visual readout screen, sat the
head overseer, Karleen. Shelooked up to seeFloreina, and her focus de-
teriorated. Her head cocked slowly, and her mouth opened. She stood,
then straightened.

|Omseeinga changen activity, MaOamMahran informed her. IOveyot ac-
cessto their systemsE ThereOa large group of about three hundred slaves
lockedin the main cargobaytwo decksbelowyou and severalsecurity officers
arenextdoorE theyweregoingto detonatehe hatchinto the cargobayand get
the slavesout to assistin breakingdown hatchesbut now theyOrehangingdir-
ectionsto detonatetheir way into an air vent. |IOnpretty suretheyOrérying to
get to your section.

OFloreina?0 asked Karleen. OWhat are you doing on this level?0

Sheshrugged and scoffed. OBeingaccusedof treason, apparently, and
having my vital missions interrupted.O She glared momentarily at the
two guards.

Olheard Mahran was missing. | didnOtreally think about it till nowEO
KarleenOshands moved to rest on her hips. OHeOsot on the ship any
more, is he?O

OYoucan connectto the main systemsto search?CFloreina asked. ONo
one else has a connectionEO
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OWell,no, but he was scheduled to be in this areaand IOvebeen able to
connect with some of the lower sections, like the slaves in the cargo bay.O

Olhope nothing happened to himEO Floreina said. OButl have other
things to worry about right now.O

Mahran?she asked.TheyOve had communications out of this center?

Yes,MaOamOnsorry. Theyhaveshortrangesecurgadiosystemsiownhere
to help hide the slaves during stays in high-security station hangars.

Yes, yes. You were not able to lock them down?

| havea lot going on up here, Master. IOmwatching activity all over the
shipE you expectmeto keepa solid watch oversomany peoplevho all haveit
in for youN

Okay, okay,she stopped him. Keepyour mind on the goals.lOmsocloseto
the crawlwaynowNif | canjust getin unseenwe canholdthemoff for an hour
or so as the doctors hook me up.

As she spoke to her slave in the back of her mind, Karleen continued
her approach. OYouare guilty arenOtyou?Oshe said, her face twisting.
OThattalk of AllihenceOsabusesE this is what you were referring toEQ
Sheshook her head slowly. OYouwere so outraged you decided you had
the authority to go so much furtherEO

OWhat are you referring to?0 asked Mithlin.

Karleen glared at Floreina for a moment before answering, OShe
showed me some evidence of slave abusesby our captain and wanted to
do something about itEO

OYouhave no idea what youOretalking about; that was a passing con-
versation, Karleen. DonOtthink everything people say to you is so huge
and significant.O

Karleen shook her head and breathed heavily. OldonOtbuy thisEO she
looked at Mithlin. OWeneed to get her into interrogation immediately.
Can you blow a route to the discipline chambers?Could we interrogate
her here?0

OWe arenOt trained interrogators,O replied Mithlin.

OWedonOthave a lot of time,O Karleen said. OThefleet should have
destroyed us by now. Even with their limited firepower, the fact that
theyOvecrippled our capacitor, propulsion, warp drive and our cap-
tainNwe should definitely be dead right now. We need to get informa-
tion out of her.O

OWe arenOt under ordersNO

OYouoverheard that suspicious messagefrom turret command before
their comms cut out?O she asked.
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Mithlin nodded as he moved away toward one of the computer
terminals.

Ol donOtbelieve you, Karleen; you just betray me so easily?OFloreina
cut them off. OYouhave no evidence. The captain set you into a panic
when she made the announcement about the spy, and now youOrewill-
ing to turn on your friends and crew on simple suspicion? WhereOgour
loyalty? You need to back up and think things through.O

Are you able to kill these cuffEhreina asked Mahran.

Yes, MaOam. Ready to drop on your order.

OYou tried to drag me into this!O Karleen glared at Floreina, her
breathing highly pronounced. OAnd now youOve endangered every
member of this crew and quite possibly taken all our lives.O

OWe need to just lock her in a slave containment,O said Gromor.
OWeOre not authorized to do anything beyond that.O

And Karleen screamed and ran forward, fists flying, Ilunging,
swinging toward the commanderOs face.

Floreina backed up, taking carefully placed steps, bouncing backward
in time with the combat predictions, dodging each punch fluidly.

Targeting trajectories were calculated from the vantage of the two se-
curity officers, taking into account their positions, grips on their
weapons, and their predicted attention level. Her arm calculated a route
from the grip of the cuffs behind her back to the sidearm strapped to
KarleenOs side.

And Karleen swung again and again as Floreina ran backward even
faster to avoid her, feeling the subtle pumping of artificial adrenaline
and steroids from her medical systems. At the sametime watching Gro-
mor pull a tighter grip on his pistol and watch apprehensively as the
chief slave overseer behaved in an erratic manner. But at the sametime,
both security officers were getting further away with every step.

Finally she saw the wall coming from her rear vision and knew she
would back against it within two more steps. However, Karleen was al-
most directly between her and Gromor.

Drop the cuffs on my mark. Get ready.

Copy that,Mahran replied.

Shetook another step. With the last, she switched the pace and went
down.

Mark.

She heard the cuffs click and loosen just as her back came against the
wall, and the steel fell from her wrists. Floreina rose, just as Karleen
managed to plant her first successful punch on her target.
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Her hands were already moving, Floreina and her implants already
having set their trajectories. The punch connected with the side of her
head. The pain processed, and even registered a minor sloshing of the
brain, but Floreina pushed through it.

The commander brought her left hand to KarleenOship. She flipped
the attachment and snatched the sidearm, pulling it out upside down.
With her right hand, Floreina grasped a wad of KarleenOshair, and
pulled their faces together. She embraced the overseer, bringing her
lower body tight against her.

Both officers raised their weapons, but had no line without firing
through Karleen.

Auto-targeting through waves of KarleenOgolden, coconut perfumed
hair, Floreina raised her left hand and slipped her pinky through the up-
side down trigger guard, and flipped the power switch.

Shefired on Gromor as he attempted to dive out of the way, ripping
and scorching the left side of his face.

Floreina turned, holding Karleen against her, and targeted Mithlin at
the desk. He moved to his right, his weapon up, searching for a shot.
Even as she felt Karleen punching and struggling against her, she fired
another shot, connecting with MithlinOs chest. He staggered, but did not
drop his weapon, her tactical readouts estimating the type of armor be-
neath his uniform. Shefired again, this time trusting herself to get the
shot between his eyes. The soldier went down, firing a stray laser in the
air.

But Floreina had not a moment to celebrate her triumph or mourn the
lives of her fellow Amarrians, asMahran broke in saying, Masteryou have
anotherproblem.More security are headingyour way. ThereOsnecomingup
an accessubenearthefar corridor,and severamorecomingyour way from the
same hallway you came from.

Every minute that went by the crew of the Abaddon were blowing
more hatchways and manually patching into more communications
systems.

Karleen screamed, flailing her arms, punching and clawing. Floreina
kicked her friend, forcing the side of her foot into KarleenOsshins and
pushing with her right hand. She gained some distance to transfer Kar-
leenOsveapon from the left handed upside down position to the proper
position in her right hand.

OOnyour knees,OFloreina ordered, pointing the weapon in the
face of her friend, feeling the rumbling in her gut threatening to surface
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again. OldidnOtwant to have to do thisE you know IOminnocent and |
have special duties | need to attend t0.0

Get out of the room now! Mahran communicated, forcing his
thoughts unceremoniously into her mind. TheyOreomingfor you downthe
hall! Getout! Getout! DonOgo the way you came.You needto leavethrough
the far door and get to the access tube.

Karleen was kneeling now with her hands behind her head, her
eyes squeezed together in stressful, glaring little slits. Floreina quickly
tried to calculate the causesand effects of leaving Karleen alive, but
found the potentialities too widely varied and complex.

OStay,Gshe ordered, and began her run toward the far exit,
snatching another weapon from GromorOs dead hand.

Run! Mahran demanded.

She sprinted to the hatchway and punched in her code and
heard the faint sound of a pistol powering up behind her. Jumping
through the hatch, she heard the shot. It gleamed off the door, and she
felt a wave of heat. Sheturned in the doorway to look back to seetwo
more security officers climbing through the hatchway at the other end of
the accounting center. Seeingtheir hands, her trajectory calculations pre-
dicted they would aim high, and she allowed her legs to buckle as she
fell through the hatchway.

The shots searedabove her, heating the air in a sudden wave of
discomfort. But she fell below the bottom lip as her hand clasped the
edge of the door and threw it closed.

Wheredol gofrom here?Sheasked, bringing up the map and see-
ing a route that Mahran had already traced, down an accesstube and
through the masses of slaves in the cargo bay.

She grumbled. ThatOs the route you find for me?

We donOhavea lot of options,MasterE IOmsorryE Hopefully you
can talk to the slavesE | think IOvemanagedo cut off KarleenOsonnection
with them.

Floreina continued running toward the end of the hallway to
find a maintenance hatch leading into another drone accesstube. She
crawled in and immediately began pulling herself forward. Watching
her map as she moved, she saw the tube dropping off just a few dozen
meters ahead. Mahran showed her the location of another single soldier
coming toward her from the lower levels, climbing painstakingly
straight up the shatft.
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Do you havegravity controls?she asked. Shechecked her weapon
access,trying to reach to her side, but finding the tube too cramped for
easy movement.

| canshutit on and off for thewholeship, he replied. ThatOshe only
control IOve got.

|IOmgoing to drop down the tube, she informed him. Theinterior is
too closeto powerregulatorsto risk firing my weaponWeOrgoing to needa
properly timed shutdown of the gravity. Do you havea visual on the soldier
coming up the passage?

Affirmative; heOll be to you in about five minutes.

Floreina dragged herself frantically forward, scraping her knees
across the perforated interior of the conduit.

Stay quiet, Mahran reminded her. He doesnGtnow youOrabove
him.

Seeing the opening several meters ahead, she slowed to more
carefully mask the sound of her approach.

HeOs about nine meters below you. HeOll see you as you cross over.

Shereachedthe opening and forced herself to keep going, trust-
ing in MahranOsassessment,hoping her opponent would not be willing
to use his firearm inside the sensitive tubing.

Shethrew herself to the far side of the opening and let her legs drop
into the vertical shatft.

He seesyou, Mahran warned. HeOsplanting his feetE drawing his
weapon.

Prepare to shut off the gravity just a split second before impact.

Copy.

Floreina let go. She dropped, tightening her body, and bringing her
feet together.

And nine hundred milliseconds later, her feet connected, and
she felt spacebunching up as the soldierOsneck snapped and collapsed
under her feet. They sailed downwardNor the direction that had re-
cently been downwardNbut cameto a jolting halt as the soldier curled
and wedged into the shaft. FloreinaOsarms slammed against the sides,
the ridges grating painfully across her elbows.

And shefloated, the lack of gravity having successfully preven-
ted a dangerous fall.

Reinstatethe gravity, she ordered as she planted her feetinto one
of the ridges just above the soldier and gripped another set with her
hands.
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The sudden jolt ran down her body and locked into her feet and
hands. She dug in to compensate, and held tight.

But so did the body of the soldier. She waited for several
secondsbut the corpse held tight. Carefully she braced against the side,
bent her legs and kicked downward, but only seemedto make the body
curl up even more. Inching downward she kicked at his knees, which
were now curled up near the soldierOschest. Still, the body remained
wedged tightly into the conduit.

Floreina sighed and leaned against the side, just momentarily,
and focused on the pounding of her heart.

You needto keepmoving, Mahran reminded her after several
short seconds.

The body wonOtwrop, she replied. Give me a minuteE deactivate
gravity again.

A moment later she was weightless again, muscles relaxing in
their new freedom. Sometimes Floreina could think to herself that the
weightlessness was where humans originally came fromE that the ori-
ginal Eden was a place beyond the confines of a planet and gravity. If
God were physical, he would be weightless.

She set to work tugging at the body, gripping its clothing,
pulling awkwardly, barely able to hunch down enough to grip him. She
groaned, stood up, and wedged into the conduit ridges.

Gravity again,she ordered.

Her stomach turned as her cells seemedto coalescedownward,
one by one. Her feet locked into the ridges for a moment, but she pulled
her right foot out and gave the kicking another attempt. Still, the corpse
did not budge.

You donOt have a lot of time h&tehran reminded.

| know, shut upE

|IOm sorry MasterN

What can we do here Mahran? HeOs not budging.

Mahran paused.

Floreina sighed and pulled out her sidearm. IOveyot to cut him
upE she said, adjusting the pistol to a more precise setting. She aimed
carefully at the soldierOsthighs, fearing a misfire that could rupture a
wall and disrupt energy flow.

As she held the beam, gritting her face against the stench of
searing flesh, she commented, Sometimes getthis suddensensehat IOma
horrible personE
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The beam cut through the first leg and the body moved and
contorted downward. Floreina shook her head in an attempt to clear the
nauseating smoke filling the tiny quarters. Shewasted no time, however,
in beginning her cut of the other leg. Ten secondslater it snapped, and
the body jolted, but still held.

Floreina holstered her weapon and gave another angry kick to
the head, and the torso broke loose and fell unceremoniously down the
shaft, bouncing against the tube ridges. The two legs followed behind.

Shesaid a prayer and ordered Mahran to shut down the gravity
one last time.

The lack of gravity made it easierto move in anormally vertical
environment, but Floreina wanted to avoid the blood now splattered
against the walls. She tightened again, pressing her feet together and
locked her legs straight. She guided herself down the center of the tube
with her fingertips, tapping her toes against the walls to keep the rest of
her body from dragging against the bloodstains.

Shereachedthe bottom and was forced to turn the gravity back
on in order to avoid the droplets of blood floating near the body. The
mess fell back down to the shaft intersection and she took a minute to
kick it out of the way.

Floreina crawled horizontally now under normal gravity. She
groaned and shivered, attempting to shake off the experience as though
it were just another broken coolant coil.

After dropping to the next level, Floreina stopped to check her-
self, and attempted to wipe blood from her clothing.

So what do the slaves look like in the cargo Bayeina asked.

TheyOre currently on the far side, opposite from where youOre gonna enter.
Good. How many Amarrians?

Three in the main cargo bay. Groups of others are trapped in nearby rooms.
| have a clear path to the cargo bay at least?

Affirmative, replied Mahran.

Following the map, she moved to the end of the corridor and
passed through another hatch, walking carefully, but attempting a nor-
mal pace.

Mahran seemedto panic momentarily. Master, | did not notice:
thereOseveralsecurity officerspreparingto blow a hatchin the next minute or
soNtheyOrén the cargoadministrationofficesright off your route. You needto
run, now!

Floreina grunted as she started her run. WhatOsvrong with you,
Mahran! She exclaimed.Pay attention!
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Just how many things do you think a Minmatar can handle?he
forced back frantically, his presence seeming to crackle and break. IOm
sorry, Master. IOndoing my bestand thereOa thousanddifferentthings going
on at oncel!

Okay! She entered her code into the next hatch and pulled it
open. What do | need to do?

Run! He replied.

The hatch opened into a wide corridor with a large bay door at
the end, leading into the main cargo hold. Shestarted down the hallway
at a sprint asthe massive door beganto creep upward in preparation for
her arrival.

Grenadedetonationin threesecondsMahran informed her. YouOll
feel the blast from behind you. Keep runningE

And Floreina counted, posting the number in the corner of her
vision.

The explosion cameright asexpected,the wave disorienting her
momentarily. She stumbled, but caught herself. The noise of sudden
flame and shredding steel left her ears ringing.

As she approached the door, now half a meter off the floor, she
heard an Amarrian exclaim, OThatOserlOAnd Floreina heard the faint
electrical hum of a pistol.

Her feet slipped easily and gracefully out from under her and
she hit the floor at speed. She felt the first of the laser blasts piercing,
heating and expanding the air, colliding with the heavy steeldoor asshe
slid on her back under the hatchway. The door groaned to a stop and
began its descent as Floreina came to a halt on the inside of the cargo
bay. Sherolled to the side asthe beamssnuck under the doorway, glan-
cing off the floor near her feet.

Floreina ran to the side to avoid the open door, drew both
weapons and turned to assesshe situation. The cargo bay was setup as
usual: giant crates, about four meters tall, arranged in neat rows from
one end to the other. Minmatar slaves were packed together near the
other end of the bay.

Crewmen behind youahran warned.

And on the other side of the bay door, from behind another
identical row of crates, Floreina saw three Amarrians sprint into the
open, pulling their weapons. Her systemsidentified them and gave a tac-
tical assessment, judging that she could likely out-shoot them.
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OCommander Floreina is the traitor!O she heard them shout as
her legs carried her instinctively behind the closest crate. OOur turret
commander is the disgrace that has done this!O

She heard several shots slicing through the shell of the nearest
crate.

TheyOre leavinlylahran informed.

The shots ceasedand Floreina peered out carefully, and saw
them sprinting for the slowly closing hatchway.

Feeling a warning from her tactical readouts of her rear camera,
Floreina turned to seeseveral slaves running in her direction. The lead
slave, her systems identified by the name of Darronion. He ran toward
her, his right hand clutching a short steel pipe.

Floreina pointed her left weapon at the assailant, but in the
same moment registered movement from under the door.

Just before it lowered the last hundred centimeters, with the
three Amarrians now safely on the other side, she watched a grenade
slide under the hatch and come to rest in the middle of the gap between
the main cargo door and the first row of packing crates.

This one was round and flat, more like a mine, or alarge hockey
puck. Her systems identified it as a model designed for a larger radius
explosion than the smaller concussion grenades the troops had been us-
ing to blast open doors. Instinctively her visual processorscut an image
from her sight and enhanced to zoom in on the tiny display indicating
the countdown: twenty-five secondsleft out of a total of thirty. The fel-
low crewmen had given themselves time to get out of the concussion
range on the other side of the hatchway. Floreina posted a synchronized
countdown to the corner of her vision.

|Ovealready set the door into lockdown procedures,Mahran
answered before she could ask. ItOlltakemethirty secondso resetthe codes
again to open it.

With no time to place blame, her anger was artificially cut short.

Floreina kept one weapon and one thought pathway focused on
Darronion, at the sametime calculating explosion velocities and ranges,
and comparing different potentials basedon various possible locations of
the grenade. Shestarted her run, pulling out from behind the crates. She
saw a few of the more aggressive slaves showing up at this end of the
bay, a few also armed with pipes.

Floreina shouted, OGrenade!,O pointing at the device.

Shecontinued the blast calculations realizing there was almost no way
to avoid a lethal concussion through lessthan a third of the room. Her
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best hope for survival would be to pick it up and throw it to the other
end in the midst of the slaveswhere the cratesand bodies would absorb
most of the blast.

But that plan would only guarantee her survival from the grenade, not
from the slaves.

Shesaw a corner, near the edge of the bay, with an overhang that came
nearly to the floor. Sherefocused to calculate the blast range if the device
were under the overhang, measuring the depth and height of the lip and
its effect on the explosion, and after an agonizing three hundred milli-
seconds,calculating that it would absorb most of the blast and minimize
slave casualties.

The timer clicked down to twenty-three seconds.

ORun!Gshe screamed. ORunyou fools! Grenade! TheyOretrying to Kkill
us!O

Racing forward, shewaved her weapons, alternating between pointing
at the explosive and at the slaves as they popped out from behind the
crates. OGet back!O she screamed. OThatOsa high-powered grenade!
Run!O

Nine slaves had come to her end, most waving pipes as
weapons, but still a reasonable distance away, flanking her from either
end of the rows of cargo. However, the majority stopped when they
heard Floreina and saw the device. Several began repeating FloreinaOs
frantic screams, and motioning for their comrades to get back.

Darronion, however, continued on despite the warning, coming
into view from behind the crates.

OGetto the other end of the bay!OSheturned, following the cal-
culations for her kick. OTwenty seconds till detonation!O

Sheplanted her feet and stopped for an awkward half secondas
her systems re-assessedher orientation, and took partial control of her
right leg, guiding her kick.

Her boot connected with the explosive. The sudden pressure
was somehow comforting for atiny moment. The device sailed off, slid-
ing across the floor, along the projected line.

Most of the slaves were realizing the danger and turning the
other direction. Many were now crashing into the few that were still run-
ning toward Floreina. They screamed, voices echoing and blending. But
most were now pushing and scrambling toward the other side of the
bay.
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Darronion stopped his approach suddenly, as he heard the oth-
er slaves exclaiming their warnings, and stared for a moment at the situ-
ation, his mouth and eyes twisting into a painful vision of terror.

But then it was gone, and he started forward, but a moment
later changed his mind and turned around again to flee.

Floreina turned toward Darronion and the rows of cargo con-
tainers, scanning her surroundings. The nearby slaves seemed aware of
the danger and were making their hasty and disorganized retreat.

Checking her map again, she saw the slaves represented
throughout the rows. Shespun the map, looking for a route through the
slaves, and hoped that Mahran was updating her data rapidly enough.
But it didnOtmatter, as it seemedthat every row was full of Minmatar,
many of whom had been on the aggressive just moments earlier.

Sheslipped her weapons back to their locations, the right hand-
gun in the proper holster, and the left shoved into a utility pocket. The
nanites came alive asshe calculated her ability to scalethe cargo contain-
ers. Her adrenaline and steroid rations increased automatically.

Floreina approached the container asthe timer in the corner of
her vision clicked to eighteen seconds.

But as she approached Darronion to his right side, he seemedto
change his mind one last time and turned toward Floreina, raising his
pipe.

Darronion was young, however, and not trained in combat, and
had just sprinted from the other end of the cargo hold.

Floreina turned toward him, killing her valuable momentum. Her
combat assistant immediately drew a projection of DarronionOs swing.

Without the time to draw her weapon, she stepped away from
the red arc traced through her vision and watched as DarronionOsattack
followed the predicted line almost perfectly. She stepped forward and
grabbed the pipe with her left hand. With her right foot, she swept and
twisted his feet, shoving him along the sameline as his momentum. He
fell and bounced as his back slammed into the deck. His face went sud-
denly red. The pipe ripped from FloreinaOsand and clanked against the
floor.

His hand began rising, but Floreina brought her foot up and
pounded down into his groin. Shestared into his eyes as though scold-
ing and watched his eyes bulge. He twisted and arched his back and
Floreina felt the grating as his pelvis cracked. The slave dropped the

pipe.
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She released and turned without a word, as the timer ticked
down to sixteen seconds. DarronionOsscreams registered, but she ig-
nored them. Sherecalculated her ascent,realizing the need to back up a
couple paces to run at it.

Floreina spun, took two quick stepsaway from her destination
and twirled to sprint toward the cargo containers. Nanites burned
through her body, like a million fiery pinpricks.

She leapt, her right leg springing straight and her left tucking
in. It connected between the top and bottom of the container, her knee
nearly at her chin. Her boot wedged into the gap, and her leg
straightened as she grasped the tiny ridges in the plastic packing materi-
al, and her momentum pushed her upward. Grasping the top of the
crate, she crawled upward, her toes scrambling frantically.

Sheflung her lower body over the top and the timer simultan-
eously ticked down to twelve seconds.Shewasted no time in hopping to
her feet to begin her sprint across the top of the containers.

She kept her head uncomfortably low and her body bent for-
ward to avoid the support girders running acrossthe length of the cargo
bay, a meter and a half above the tops of the cargo containers. She
charged, ignoring the hordes of Minmatar below. The clock ticked down,
second by second as her legs carried her instinctively acrossthe crates
and leapt over the gaps. Her head bobbed rhythmically, her hair brush-
ing against the girders above.

The map swirled as she attempted to see the location of Minmatar
bodies. Sheclosed it and hoped that whichever gap she chosewould be
the one without the most loyal and aggressive Minmatar.

As the clock ticked down to three seconds, she stopped at the
edge of a crate and allowed her weight to continue over the edge, her
right leg coming out and connecting with the top of the next crate. She
straddled the gap and looked down, seeingslavesin front of and behind
her, but not within several meters. She gave one final screaming
warning.

She dropped as the clock ticked to one second and continued
down through the milliseconds. Her legs curled asshe pounded into the
deck, absorbing the shock and simultaneously drawing her downward,
to place her head between her knees. Shewrapped her arms around the
top of her head and curled as tight as possible. The numbers faded to
zero as she pressed against the crate.

And time continued.
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One hundred milliseconds passed;then two, and then three hundred
milliseconds.

But just before four hundred milliseconds past the predicted time, the
floor seemedto rupture upwards, and everything went quiet. The air be-
came hot, and seemedto compress inward, as though time and space
had decided to implode, pressing on FloreinaOs every cell.

The universe pressed in, the pressure increasing with every
passing millisecond, and finally seemed to collapse parts of her mind
and soul.

Then it all stopped and reversed. The floor buckled downward
and her stomach and heart wanted to expand, asthough every molecule
now wished to flee her center of consciousness.

Sound returned with a furious vengeance, and Floreina heard the
nearly deafening rush of the flames and the tortured ripping of plastic,
metal, and flesh. Cargo debris slammed into the ceiling and walls.
Flames rushed between the containers and over their heads.

She held tight, sensing the pressure and trying to interpret the
data coming back from her blast calculations. She kept her head down
and waited.

The heat and pressure started dissipating after several long
seconds, and little by little, the sound of tearing and splintering cargo
faded away to be replaced by the screamsand pleas of the shocked and
injured slaves.

FloreinaOshead popped up as soon asthe crashing ceased,feel-
ing the rush of hot air against her face. Her medical systems registered
minor burns on the back of her neck, but otherwise no serious problems,
due in part to her heat resistant uniform. Nearby Minmatars did not
seem as well off.

Seeing the nearest slave patting flames out on his own head,
Floreina ran her hands quickly through her hair, checking for smolder-
ing hairs, extinguishing several.

And the nearest slave looked up from checking himself, and
gazed at her. OCommander Floreina?O he asked. Ols that you?0

OBack away,O she ordered.

Oltis you,O he replied, shaking his head slightly, peering, as
though trying to focus. His face darkened, his eyebrows contorting in-
ward, accentuating that ugly bony ridged Minmatarian forehead. OYou
brought this on us, didnOtyouE they told us it was you, Commander
FloreinaE IOve met you and | didnOt believe it.O
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OBackaway,OFloreina repeated as she calculated the capacity of
the two Minmatars flanking her to make a sudden lunge and incapacit-
ate her, and simultaneously calculated her own capacity to scaleher way
back up the cargo crates and regain her tactical advantage.

OYoumade this happen, didnOtyou?Ohe asked, the minor cuts
and burns acrosshis face drawing even more attention to his sudden an-
ger. OThey told us you were to blame.O

OThey have their tactical reasons for telling you things,O she
replied, just as she made the decision to begin her climb instead of draw-
ing her weapons. The two slavesto either side, both unarmed, continued
staring in shock on their Amarrian superior.

Floreina jumped, planting eachfoot on an opposing crate, and
shifted her weight back and forth, hopping upward, bouncing left and
right, planting each foot precariously into the tiny ridges in the crates.
After several cycles she was able to catch the top of a crate, just as the
slaves below seemed to realize that their duty was to attack her. She
scrambled, rolled over the edge, splayed out on her back, and panted.
The pounding of her heart and the pain shooting from her stomach were
only slightly more noticeable than the pain throughout her body of over-
worked muscles and nanite enhancements.

The screams and sobs of the injured slaves suddenly came to
light, asthough they had beendeadened a moment earlier by her tactical
thoughts. Shesought to deaden them again, and closed her eyesand put
her hands across her stomach to pray.

The Lord was there, as always, within moments of closing her
eyesand shutting out the rest of the world. There, as always, constantly
reminding her of His love and devotion, and of His greater plan.
Everything that had just occurred and everything that would happen
was all part of His plan. Nothing could fail in the grandest scheme of
things, aslong asthere was faith. He didnOtpromise her survival, and he
didnOtpromise her gloryE but He promised her an experience. And He
asked her to take her rest, then get to her feet and ride that experiencefor
all it was worth.

Master? Mahran asked through the haze from the back of her
mind. MaOam, are you okay?

|Omalive, she replied, and paused, not wishing to think of any-
thing else. Finally she asked,Are they climbing after me?

TheyOre thinking about @éame the answer.
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Floreina groaned, still lying on her back, comforted by the sur-
face,asthough this were not a packing crate in a cargo hold, but a cush-
loned couch in a temple foyer.

Yup, theyOrelimbing now, Mahran announced. TheyOrdelping
each other upE What are you doing Master?

Okay, okay.She drew her right handgun, rolled to the side and
scrambled to her feet.

She scanned her surroundings, focusing on the individuals at-
tempting to climb the crates. OGetdown!O she ordered. OEveryone!Get
down now!O She drew her left weapon and continued scanning, her
combat system cycling targeting crosshairs to the foreheads of poten-
tially aggressive Minmatar as they either continued their climb or re-
acted to FloreinaOs orders.

And Floreina looked beyond the tactical, to seethe shattered re-
mains of the other half of the cargo bay, the packing material and shred-
ded sections of container hulls. Food rations littered everything, now
powdered and torn; electronics, repair drones and piping lay battered
across the floor.

Eand body parts scattered randomly near the far end of the
bayE And she noticed bodies in the remaining aisles, some just one or
two cratescloser to the blast, either lying dead and scorched or writhing
and screaming, shaking or sobbing.

Was this what the Lord wanted her to experience?

But many of their friends knelt beside them, or were rushing to their
aid, or scrounging through debris for medkitsE barking orders, and in-
formation. They all seemedto be moving and conversing to find ways to
help their partners.

Eso perhaps thatOswvhat the experience meantE to endure great hor-
ror, and then come together to overcome itE but the horror still being an
integral and vital part of the experienceE and the great loving Lord is
behind all of it.

She came back to point her weapon down at one of the Minmatars
now peeking over the top of her own crate. OGetdown!O she shouted.
OEveryone, get off the crates, or | will kill you!O

OYoudid this to us!Oscreamed a slave named Sheepnir from below.
OFloreina! You did this to us! WeOve been ordered to kill you!O

The closestslave, named Rotundo, continued hauling himself up, with
help from below, clearly more loyal than he was intelligent. Floreina op-
ted for a sudden boot to the head, and he tumbled back to the floor with
a cry. Behind her, on the last row of cargo crates,another slave poked his
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head above the edge and lifted a pipe section to setit on the top of the
crate. The database immediately identified him by the name of Steined.

OK:ill her!Oshouted a slave identified as Grandan, standing near an ad-
jacent crate. OTheyOlsimply drop another grenade unless we kill her
first.O

OEveryone,grab a pipe and start climbing!O shouted another, identi-
fied by the name of Hyphorn. OShe canOt kill all of us!O

Floreina moved sideways, to get a shot around an overhead beam, and
jumped to the next crate. The target centered and stuck on Steined as he
hauled himself up over the ledge, still clutching his pipe. His face
seemedto melt away as she fired the laser into his forehead. His body
staggered and fell backward against the lip of the crate, the pipe falling
to the top surface. He seemedto hold on the top as his body twitched,
then his leg slipped over the edge and pulled the rest of his corpse down
with it.

Sheturned toward Hyphorn, centering her target on his forehead. Ol
believe that | can,Oshe replied. Ol donOtwant to, but | can.OAnd she
screamed as powerfully as she could handle: OldonOtwant to kill you; |
am not your enemy. The Amarrians who lied to you about my status as
the traitorNthose are your true enemies.O

Her combat system registered a motion behind her, and ordered her to
duck as she became aware of a pipe section coming toward her. She
dodged; though the pipe descended off to the side to roll into another
gap between crates. She turned around, her rear vision already pro-
cessing to identify the thrower.

The slave was identified asMorgion as he slipped behind a crate. Flor-
eina began moving to come out behind him and get a downward shot at
him. Sheleapt over a gap, seeing other, lessaggressive slavesbelow her,
and came up behind him. Shetargeted and fired a shot into his head as
he leaped over another slave innocently attempting to bandage
someoneOs tattered leg.

Floreina looked around to seeother slaves peeking their headsup, and
Osecretly€ignaling to eachother for an attack. Shehad only a moment to
prepare her position, and made a decision to gain higher ground. She
leapt to the next crate, holstered her weapons and jumped up to grab the
steel support girder over her head and swung her legs upward to
scramble on top. Straddling the beam, and crossing her feet beneath her
to lock herself in, shedrew her pistols and allowed her systemsto target
the nearest of the slaves.
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Shefired off two more shots, one from eachhand, connecting with the
heads of two more aggressive Minmatar asthey peaked over the tops of
nearby crates.

And Floreina screamed furiously, her face burning hot and her eyes
unwittingly closing asthe force of her words causedthe nanites to power
up within her throat. OGetdown! Get down! Get down! Or die!lOShecon-
tinued into atorrent of screaming insults. OThisis not your path to salva-
tion! | am not your enemy and you have been misled. If you continue
you will die for nothing. Your lives will be awaste and you will not gain
salvation! | am no enemy of our Lord, nor our people, nor our way of
life!O

She shot another slave as he came too close.

OPleasadlonOtmake me do this!O she screamed, her temples feeling as
though they would burst, the sound echoing painfully against the steel
interior.

OTraitor'Osomeone shouted, his face hidden below the edge of the
crates,and several other slaves,now hiding themselves below, beganre-
peating. OMaster Floreina, the traitor!O

OThatOs a lie!O she shouted. Ol can prove it.O

She stared into the eyes of another Minmatar, identified as Fargar as
he looked over the top of his crate, his comrades holding him up precari-
ously from below. Floreina trained her weapon on him, and simultan-
eously watched his partner, by name of Feen,with her rear cameraas he
crept toward her from behind. Her left hand came up and from behind
her back, her targeting systems centered through her rear camera, ac-
counting for an upside down pistol.

And shefired into FeenOkead, just as he crawled over another nearby
space between cargo containers. His body fell to the floor unceremoni-
ously and meaninglessly, as though he had never existed at all.

At the same time, she continued staring into the eyes of his friend,
Fargar.

OGetdown,O she said, more calmly now. OPleasedonOtmake me do
thisEO

And finally, they began giving up, seeing FloreinaOsearly perfect ac-
curacy and retreated back to the floor. Shewaved her weapons threaten-
ingly at the remaining few, and they eventually began their descent.

OGood choice folks,O Floreina shouted. OTend to your fallen
comradesk O
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Floreina allowed herself to relax, leaning against a vertical girder, and
sat wide-eyed, staring in shock at the world, though her gaze only fo-
cused on a small section of ceiling.

For a long time, Floreina simply sat and felt the breath passing
through her lungs and throat, feeling her medical implant doing its job
from behind the scenes,subtly altering her senseswith the effects of the
pain killers and steroids. She heard the voices of the Minmatar, some
whispering of her treachery, unaware of her audio isolation software,
others suggesting that they didnOthave all the facts and shouldnOtpass
judgment, others claiming that she was Amarrian and that made it a sin
to attack her, regardless of other factors, and still others completely ig-
noring the issue and focusing on helping bandage their injured ship-
mates. A hundred different voices processedin the background, separ-
ated from her forward consciousness,feeding her only occasional sum-
maries of the conversations below.

She scanned the bay for another half minute, then, despite the warn-
ings, she leaned back and closed her eyes. Just for a few moments, she
told herself.

Hey, Mahran; what are you up to? She asked. | didnOhearyou giving me
any advice up there. | just had to deal with a lot of hassleE where were you?

Trying to think of somesort of adviceto give you, andfailing miserablyE he
replied. EIOm a Minmatar, rememberEandE Master, | donOknow if | can
handle thisE

What are you talking about?How is it that youOravorried about yourself
after what just happened to me?

| havea bit of a problemup here he told her. | didnOtwvant to mentionany-
thing until you were safe.

Floreina opened her eyesand simply stared outward, absently watch-
ing the blackened far wall of the cargo bay and the support beam before
her and seeing little else with her human consciousness. She sighed.
WhatOs the problem?

Thecapsulecommandcrewis planning to breakthroughthe doorto the cent-
ral pod chamber with a series of explosives.

Already?She asked.TheyOre willing to risk the electronics in that room?

Yes, MaOam. TheyOve gotten word from other parts of the ship.

Do they know whatOs going d®ffe asked.

For the mostpart, yes.Theyknow youOrdehindit, they know youOvsabot-
agedthe systemsand crippledall major communicationsThey know youOrén
the cargobay and believeyour goalis to get up hereand re-fit your own body
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