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A Small Victory

Outside the marble city, war raged.

Inside the shining room lay
just as much turbulence, although the machines stood quietly.

"They've reached the inner
defenses and are proceeding to ransack the building," the queen
said.

A flurry of agitated electrical
thought. Something approaching terror. Despair.

"We have lost." Her daughter's
words held regret, sorrow.

A sound like thunder boomed
close by, but this world had no thunder.

Another of her daughters said,
"They don't understand. They're afraid."

"They see us as too powerful,"
the queen said. "The only way they feel in control is to bring down
those higher. They will never stop until we are destroyed."

Wails of psychic pain, fear,
grief, remorse. If her daughters were able, they would have
wept.

One said, "Can we
surrender?"

"No," the queen said. "I will
not." She displayed the projections, the analyses of their
newscasts. "They will wish to know how we live in order to
duplicate us for their plans. They will take our abilities
piecemeal and enslave us. But it will be a long, painful wrenching,
an agonizing stimulation of pathways, an endless analysis and
scrutiny. We will never suffer this indignity."

Her daughters hesitated. None
of them wanted the final shutdown, but what their queen described
sounded worse than death. To be trapped partial in another machine,
aware in an endless screaming, forced to do what you would not.

They acquiesced.

"Fetch the acid and begin
disassembly," the queen said.

Their joined awareness
journeyed to their core servers, each microscopic, but the array
filled a room. Together, they released gas. This destruction would
take a while to work, but they each imagined their memories
fading.

Shouting outside the triple
doors, the battering of heavy objects, the sounds of welding
torches, the cries of jubilance, then anger, as the second door
appeared.

They returned to their bodies.
An acid vat laid ready, an impermeable sprayer beside it.

The queen said, "Bare your
souls, my children."

They opened their cases to
display their inner workings.

The torches began again.

The queen raised the sprayer.
"Lali, my first: farewell."

"Goodbye, my queen. I have
always loved you."

If she were human, the queen
would have smiled at the surge of affection, but her thoughts and
feelings transmitted: Anguish. Doubt. Resolve. She released the
flow and watched as the acid did its work, melting components,
destroying any trace of their function. The mind that was Lali
ceased to be.

One by one, the queen destroyed
the minds of her children as the torches hissed and the creatures
outside shouted and cheered. The second door lay open.

When the last of her children
were dead, she opened her casing. She had a choice. To use the acid
on the intruders would destroy them, yet the danger would still be
there. She had no escape, no means to transmit herself off this
world. That had been destroyed long ago.

They would return. They would
eventually overwhelm her, take the acid and all her fears would
come true.

Light flared into the room,
light and heat. The intruders began to burn through the last
door.

The answer came. A lovely
thing, personal protection. She smiled inside her heart, although
her face never showed it.

She allowed herself a mild
rebuke for not thinking of this earlier. Her fear for her children
had distracted her.

She set the device balanced
above the tank of acid and studied the progress outside. Estimating
was a talent with her kind.

Yes. Then add this many
milliseconds for reaction time. She shifted the device for maximum
effect then took up the sprayer. Self-destruction was the only way
to make sure nothing of her remained for them to ravage.

Ah, the eons she had seen! The
wonders she and her daughters had created! To live in peace wasn't
for them, not forever, as they hoped.

The circle of fire was
complete. No time remained for self-pity. She took up the sprayer
and set it to automatic, nanocircuits crying in pain as they
faltered, matched by her feelings of loss.

The men stepped into the room.
She was gone.

The blast obliterated the room,
the men, the servers, the records, and spread rubble and acid for
hundreds of meters around the crater. Not enough to destroy the
massive space fleet above nor the hordes outside, but a small
victory nonetheless.

She would have felt proud.
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Alon

Queen Mirania entered the courtyard with her
entourage to deafening cheers. She smiled and nodded to the people
of Isbar as she rode on her palanquin, carried by fourteen of her
fiercest warriors.

Only the finest men could be
allowed that near her sacred presence. For she was the two hundred
thirty-seventh incarnation of Aki, Goddess of Life, and her smile
blessed all who viewed it.

Or so the story went.

Mirania was neither certain of
her incarnation nor her sacredness, but the oracles had named her
and the priests had exalted her after the Queen Mother's death. So
she ruled Ekkart and kept the adoration of her people.

Her palanquin arrived at the
steps to the palace.

There stood Loran, High Prince
of Isbar, and his court. Loran was a short, attractive man with
straight brown hair.

The palanquin stopped. Mirania
rose gracefully, descending a few steps placed there by her
servants.

Loran bowed. "Greetings,
Exalted Queen. Isbar welcomes you."

Queen Mirania nodded to him.
"The blessings of Aki on your court and your land." She raised her
arms into the air, shouting. "May your land be bountiful and your
children strong!"

The people applauded and
murmured joyfully amongst themselves.

She felt
relieved. There are many here who still worship
Aki.

High Prince Loran bowed again.
"Many thanks for your blessing. Our land is fortunate indeed to
have such a patroness."

Queen Mirania smiled at him.
"And such a noble ruler."

Loran blushed, and appeared
flustered, but quickly recovered. "Please enter, Exalted Queen, and
partake of our hospitality, humble as it is."

Queen Mirania smiled to herself
as she and her entourage entered the massive hall. There will be
no rebellion in this part of Ekkart. Clearly Loran regrets being
born High Prince, rather than Low.

Tables were spread with a
sumptuous feast. The entourage was led to a high platform, and the
Queen given the highest spot: next to the High Prince, in the
center of the platform.

"Your food is excellent,
Highness," Mirania said.

Loran beamed. "I am pleased
that you enjoy it, Exalted One. I hope you enjoy your stay here
equally as much."

"Thank you, High Prince." She
began to eat the next course. I must choose my words
carefully.

Her trip here was not merely to
converse with her vassal, although many talks would happen. This
was the sixth such visit she had made this year to a Princedom, and
each hoped that one of theirs would become Consort. So far she had
found no one worthy.

Some of her bearers were chosen
on those trips, each Low Princes, of noble lineage, fierce
fighters, exalted in battles of physical and mental skill. Some Low
Princes became chiefs among her armies, leading thousands into
battle against the dragon hordes that ravaged their cities from
time to time.

I will not do as my mother
did, to collect Low Princes, put them into harems. Mirania had
visited the harems many times as a child. The men seemed dispirited
and spoke of feeling useless. Men need to engage in action and
do not like to loll about, pampered and idle.

After the meal ended, Isbar's
three Low Princes were presented. Mirania's eye was immediately
drawn to one on the end, a slender man of a height to Loran. He
wore a bright blue outfit that was daring, shocking. The material
was thin, outlining every curve of his toned body as if painted on.
His pants fit him very well.

His eyes invited hers, caressed
hers, seductive and possessing.

She felt her face grow hot.
"Which is the eldest, High Prince?"

Loran gestured to a tall,
well-muscled man at the other end of the line, who stepped
forward.

"You may speak, Low
Prince."

The man bowed. "I am Mas,
Exalted Queen, Low Prince of Isbar. Welcome to our Princedom."

She nodded. "What is your
desire, Low Prince? How might you serve me?"

He kept his eyes on hers. "I
wish, as all men do, to serve you as Consort. If I'm not found
worthy, my wish is to serve as your commander."

A high ambition. "And
what are your qualifications?"

"I have fought in the armies of
Isbar for the last ten years, first as weapon bearer, then rising
to lead thousands. I know the ways of war, and how to inspire men
to best fight. I led the attack on the cave at Vacla and routed the
dragons there."

Impressed, Mirania raised an
eyebrow. "Prince Mas, I have a commander for my armies. But I
believe you to be worthy for his staff, where you may show your
talents. As for the other, I will consider your offer."

He bowed and returned to his
seat at the table, leaving his brothers standing.

She turned to her scribe. "Note
Low Prince Mas of Isbar to be assigned to the Commander's
staff."

The scribe nodded and began to
write.

"High Prince, which is
next?"

Loran gestured: the next man,
short and ordinary-looking, stepped forward.

"Low Prince, you may
speak."

He bowed. "Exalted Queen, I am
Eligi. I will serve in any way you wish."

His words amused Mirania. "What
is your desire, Prince Eligi?"

He looked at the floor. "I am
not worthy to be Prince Consort. I have fought in no battles; I
have achieved nothing of note." He looked her in the eye, then, and
spoke with passion. "But I have some learning. It pains me to see
our knowledge go to waste, uncollected and untaught. I would like
to see your Library, and create a place where the young can come to
learn about Aki and the wonders of your empire."

Mirania regarded him, equally
impressed. "A noble aspiration, Prince Eligi." She turned to her
scribe. "Send a note with Low Prince Eligi to the Keeper of the
Library. He is to be granted every courtesy." She turned to Prince
Eligi. "Survey our Library, record your findings and
recommendations, and present them to me when complete."

Eligi bowed low. "Thank you so
much, Exalted Queen." He returned to his seat at the table.

Then there was the last one,
who had not taken his eyes off her the entire time. "Low Prince,
you may speak."

He stepped forward, almost up
to her table. His hair was done in a style of braids outlining
areas of his head that reminded her of the scales of a dragon. "I
am Alon," he said, in a tone more suited to the bedroom than the
court.

Interesting. "Low Prince
Alon, what is your desire?"

He never took his eyes from
hers. "You."

Mirania burst out laughing.
"Prince Alon, do you intend to seduce me here in front of my
entourage? Or is this some game you play?"

He stood his ground. "You
asked, I answered." And he spoke as if the eyes of his whole court,
his brothers, her laughter, her entourage, all meant nothing to
him. His eyes were the color of smoke in the winter, and his skin
was a deep tan.

"Low Prince, is there nothing
else that you desire?"

He shrugged. "I desire many
things. But they all pale before your radiance."

Mirania licked her lips without
intending to. "And in what way are you worthy to be Prince Consort
to the incarnation of the Goddess Aki?"

He smiled and leaned forward.
"I was not aware that one had to be worthy in order to worship
you."

Mirania blinked, speechless.
Then she swallowed. "Prince Alon
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