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  “What the Empress Wants” by Daisy Fairchild

  
  




The opalescent black hull of the Ehk’sorki flagship shimmered in the dark space that stretched in front of Hylbe’s viewscreen. The ship was huge, magnificent in scale and grandeur, just like everything the Ehk’sorki produced. Just like their gleaming, armored military. Just like their exalted, bejeweled royalty.

Just like the upcoming nuptial ceremony Hylbe was here to interrupt.

She stared at the ship, her lip curling in disgust. If she peered closely enough, she’d bet she could see the fingerprints of the serfs who made it still pressed into the edges of the glittering lights.

A silent alarm flickered on her console, and she flicked it off with an impatient finger. She was here to do a job. A job she wasn’t actually going to do, admittedly, but the resistance leader currently lighting up her comms didn’t know that. As far as he knew, she was ready to steer her ship, stacked to the gills with its payload of hard-stolen explosives, straight into the heart of this hulking Ehk’sorki extravagance. 

But why should I? Hylbe thought. Why should I sacrifice myself for yet another ruler, yet another cause that only benefits those at the top?

No. She would not. 

Her eyes skimmed the entourage of ships, watching, observing. There was the flagship, and there the pair of dreadnoughts off her bow. A set of galleons hovered on each side, and a clutch of the more maneuverable warships surrounded the heavy cluster at the center. It was mostly for show, Hylbe knew — after all, the Ehk’sorki were traveling through systems under their own control. It wouldn’t be until they reached the border with the Zanirii that they would face any possible danger. And that was the whole point of this exercise — to reach the border and hand over the Ehk’sorki Empress Ascendant to the Zanirii for marriage, a carefully-arranged gamble to broker peace between the two most powerful factions in the galaxy.

If she had more moisture in her mouth, Hylbe would spit at the very thought of them. Ehk’sorki and Zanirii, they were all the same to her — rich and powerful families that ruled empires built on the backs of the common folk. The Asartyn who owned her contract were no better, though they made enough of a ruckus claiming to all and sundry that they were. A smaller house, threatened by this impending union, professing to care for their underlings more than the other great houses, and pushing forward a rebellious countermovement to block the unfolding alliance in front of her. And yet, what was their great plan? Sacrifice Hylbe and others of little note for their own cause, more pawns of the rich dying for the nobility’s right to control entire worlds.

A flicker on her screen caught Hylbe’s eye, and she leaned toward the viewer. A tight smile twisted across her face. There — that was it. A smaller ship, designed to look inconspicuous but holding far too close to the flagship’s hull for any purpose other than protection. 

Hylbe pulled her ship in closer, moving at sublight speeds toward the fleet. Her cloaking device was black-market, but her Asartyn handlers promised it would work. After all, they needed her to get close enough to the flagship that she could plunge herself deep into its heart without being shot down in the process. 

Hylbe had a better idea.

* * *

Her Most Royal Excellency Alludos Minaris Xeratos Koxinahmal of the house Ehk’sorki, First Daughter, Princess of the Moons of Mellinanious and the Thalas Belt, Empress Ascendant was waiting in her quarters when Hylbe entered. She looked exquisitely beautiful and extremely bored. 

“Your Radiance,” Hylbe whispered, bowing to press her face to the floor at the Empress Ascendant’s feet. Hopefully the servant’s garb she’d stolen from the first person she grabbed when she boarded the small ship was sufficient to make her presence in the Empress’s quarters inoffensive. Hylbe chanced a quick glance upward, keeping her head low.

The Empress frowned, a delicate wrinkle of the royal brow. “I don’t recognize you.” She was the most perfect creature Hylbe had ever seen. Her plump, pale arms and moon-shaped face glowed in the dim light. Her bare, full breasts were subtly perfumed and undergirded with a heavily embroidered corset, while diaphanous skirts swirled around her broad hips. A faint flush painted her round cheeks, and her eyes gleamed with sharp intelligence above a disapproving mouth. 

Hylbe looked away. She wasn’t certain of the details of Ehk’sorki protocol, but it was usually a safe bet not to move or speak until the noble in question bade you. 

A regal sigh came from above her. “A kidnapping? How tedious.” 

Hylbe froze in place. There must be some protocol, some detail she had missed. She moved her hand slowly to the phaser hidden in her belt, letting the touch of the metal comfort her as she lifted her gaze slowly from the floor. The Empress was bustling around the room, sweeping jewelry and baubles into a large bag. As Hylbe watched, she set down the bag and draped a heavy m’nool fur cloak around herself. The hood covered her gauzy green veil, making her seem utterly alien, as unreachable as the mountain peaks on W’run-tigoth as she shoved her feet into sturdy, jewel-studded slippers. 

“Well?” the Empress prompted impatiently, a sharp look on her refined features. “Get up, then. Are you kidnapping me or not?”

“Yes,” Hylbe agreed, and she hauled herself to her feet. This was… unexpected, but Hylbe hadn’t gotten to her position in the Astaryn forces without being able to adapt to a developing situation. If the Empress wanted to be kidnapped, so much the easier. “Yes, I am. Let’s go, Your Radiance.”

The Empress caught sight of the blaster in Hylbe’s hand and rolled her enormous hazel eyes even as Hylbe gestured with it toward the door. 

“Put that away. Do you want to get shot on sight? Honestly, it’s like you’ve never kidnapped a royal before.”

Hylbe put her sidearm away. The Empress Ascendant clearly knew it was in Hylbe’s possession, which was hopefully threat enough. 

“Here.” The Empress held out the heavily decorated bag. It was almost impressive, Hylbe thought begrudgingly, how someone a full head shorter than her could still manage to convey the sense of looking down their nose at her. “Carry this. Walk behind me two paces and at the left diagonal. Keep your head bowed at all times. Is your ship still docked?”

“At Airlock Two, Your Radiance.”

The Empress nodded and gave one last cataloging look around the room, then opened the door and marched out into the corridor.

* * *

It was too easy, the way they made it to the ship. The Empress Ascendant boarded without incident, and Hylbe secured the large, heavy bag in the small, freshly-emptied hold before ushering the Empress to the copilot seat. 

“It’s nothing personal, Your Radiance,” Hylbe said, fixing the belt carefully across the Empress’s lap and checking that it was secure. She hesitated for a moment, eying the straps. She’d planned to put the Empress in restraints beyond the ship’s safety harness, but now it didn’t seem necessary. “I’ll return you safely as soon as I’ve gotten paid your ransom.” 

The Empress hadn’t seemed particularly uneasy so far, but she must have been trained to suppress those sorts of things. The Empress was a royal, but Hylbe was under no illusions as to her role and power. The slight, exquisite being under her hands was as much a pawn in this game of houses and petty conflicts as Hylbe herself. There was no reason to make things any more uncomfortable than necessary.

“My name is Alludos Minaris,” the Empress said, tone contemptuous, and Hylbe glanced up at her with surprise. Did the Empress expect her to address her so informally? “You do realize that you’re going to die for this, right?” 

Hylbe blinked, then refocused on taking her hands off the belted curve of the Empress’s narrow waist and settling into her seat, flipping the switches with a practiced hand to disconnect from the Empress’s ship. 

“They won’t take the risk of shooting at us with you on board. You’re Empress Ascendant of the First House. They need this wedding to go off smoothly, and for that, they need you.”

Alludos gave a distinctly un-royal snort. “They don’t. What they need is to appear to have fulfilled their end of the bargain, which they already do.” She folded her delicate arms across her pale, bejeweled chest. “You think you’re the only one with plans to make this alliance fall through? My own cousin tried to poison me at lunch just yesterday.” 

Hylbe bit her lip and didn’t answer, busy piloting her cloaked ship out of the Ehk’sorki fleet. The thinning stars wheeled in front of them, and Hylbe silently hoped that the Empress had a strong stomach.

“They’ll kill you,” Alludos said again, her voice strangely kind, “to get me back, at which point you’ve accomplished nothing, or they’ll kill both of us and make me a martyr and you a footnote.”

“I have connections,” Hylbe muttered. “Even if I can’t ransom you to your family, I can still get money for you.”

Alludos studied her, the golden lengths of her intricately-constructed nail caps honed to a shining point where she tapped them contemplatively on the arm of her seat. 

“This wasn’t what you were here to do,” she mused, voice thoughtful. “You’ve gone off-book. You’re rebelling against a rebellion.”

They dropped out past the edge of the Ehk’sorki fleet’s containment field, and Hylbe was about to breathe a sigh of relief when the quiet was cut by a shrill alarm.

“L’rst,” she swore, slamming her fists around the yoke and pulling up sharply. “Hold on, Your Radiance.”

The ship was surrounded with a hail of laser shots and Hylbe threw herself into dodging and diving, spinning the ship into countermaneuvers with one hand as she banged on the weapons controls with the other. 

“Give me the weapons console!”

“What?” Hylbe couldn’t spare a glance, too busy darting between the looming enemy fleet, which was suddenly everywhere. 

“Switch command




* * *











* * *
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