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      Imani smoothed her hands over her dress. It was the brown one with the green and gold flowers that flowed from her bust out into graceful waves around her feet. A bit too loose given that she'd lost so much weight over the last month. Every single one of her dresses was too loose. Her cheeks looked positively skeletal, all the roundness gone as the upgraded nanites in her system consumed more energy from her body than she normally ate. Everyone had lost weight as they got used to their new nanites and the requisite diets. But this one was the best fitting and it did make her feel attractive so it would have to do.

      She'd put on her heeled shoes rather than the normal flat ones. The head wrap she'd chosen today was simple, soft silk rather than stiff linen that would radiate in folds around her head. No, today she chose to pile her twists high on top of her head and then wrap the emerald green scarf so that she looked as though she wore a grand crown.

      She needed it. So badly.

      Everything had changed over the last month. So much for the better but Iman's life was so much worse that she had barely managed to drag herself from her bed this morning. Bathing had been a struggle against tears and dressing had taken a good half hour longer than it should have because she couldn't decide what to wear.

      Because it wouldn't matter what she wore. No one would listen to her or notice her, no matter what she did.

      That was the problem that Imani couldn't solve. That was breaking her heart and tearing her to pieces inside. Maybe she should have followed her mother's path and become a courtesan like her second oldest brother. Then she wouldn't have to fight for her position against people who should be her allies, her subordinates. She wouldn't be standing here trying to decide how she'd gone wrong, how she'd lost everything she'd spent her life building.

      A month ago, thirty short days, Imani had been the Chief of Staff for the Ceelen, the highest post held by any woman in the entirety of the Ceelen fleet of spaceships. When she gave an order everyone other than Nthanda Ceelen, head of the Ceelen, had bowed and scurried away to do her biding. She had been given authority over the day to day running of the Graceful Swan, Nthanda's flagship, as well as the other ships in the fleet. Imani, and Imani alone, had been the one to sign off on purchase orders, to hire and fire, to arrange the schedules and activities of the Ceelen non-military staff.

      Certainly, she had staff that handled the little details but in many ways Imani had been the true leader of the Ceelen outside of battle.

      And now she was a clerk.

      A clerk who was not trusted, one who was double-checked at every opportunity, who was looked at with distrust and suspicion because she had failed to see that the Ceelen had been infiltrated by spies and saboteurs. Imani bit down on a scream. As if she could have seen that the Collective, secretive group of clone-sisters, had infiltrated. The Collective had been manipulating the Ceelen since before Imani was even born. She'd started her first job working for one of them, had made her way up the ranks surrounded by them and had thought they were just employees of the Ceelen like Imani.

      "Which doesn't matter," Imani said to herself, glaring into her mirror. "You have a staff meeting to run and work to do, whether Bala Wirnhier, the great Platinum Consort of the bloody Crystal Palace, is there or not. So straighten your shoulders and go."

      Imani had never met a consort like Bala. Most of them were quiet, self-effacing and supportive people who had little interest in scolding, giving orders or otherwise putting themselves forward. Mother had said that there were certain consorts who filled different roles but Imani had no idea where Bala fit into that. Perhaps Melin's traditions were different for consorts. Either way, Imani would be very happy if Bala would go back to Melin and stop undermining her.

      Her voice brought Poppy, Imani's little lap dog, in from the other room. Such a good girl, descended from dogs brought away from Old Earth on the generation ship that had fled in the earliest stages of humanity's expansion into space. Poppy was about ten pounds, covered in golden fur except on her short muzzle which was white. Her entire breed was sweet-tempered and loving having been bred as companions over the generations of space travel and colonization since then. Few other breeds adapted to life on a space ship as smoothly as Poppy's.

      "Who's a good Ship's Dog?" Imani cooed to Poppy who yipped and ran in circles excitedly. "That's right! It's you!"

      She laughed and ruffled Poppy's ears before giving her a treat and making her way out of her quarters. Poppy, the good girl that she was, curled up on her pillow and sighed, ready to wait for Imani's return after the meeting. She would sleep and eat and use the little pad in the bathroom to relieve herself. And then they would go ramble through the hallways together and people would give Poppy all the praise that Imani knew she wouldn't receive at this meeting.

      Which would go well. It would. Imani wasn't going to allow Bala and her incredibly intrusive assistant Athaliah Faust to take over everything. They'd changed the entire computer system, needed yes, changed the security systems and even Lee Dirk, the head of the security forces, had agreed it was necessary.

      They didn't get to take over her entire job.

      Imani smiled confidently at people as she made her way through the hallways and up the lift to the command level. Hopefully Nthanda and Ru would have woken up on time today and would have eaten. She had always tried to encourage Nthanda to eat regularly but since everyone's nanites had been upgraded, Imani's included, they'd all needed to eat a great deal more. Especially Nthanda who got downright cranky when he was hungry.

      "They're already at it," murmured the guard outside of the conference room. "Been at it for half an hour."

      "…The meeting doesn't start for another fifteen minutes," Imani hissed at him. She could feel her cheeks going pale as her hands started to shake. Fear or rage, Imani couldn't tell. Either way the guard winced and looked at her sympathetically.

      Imani squared her shoulders and strode in, her cybernetic implants accessing everything that they'd been discussing. Budget, food allocations, personnel rotations. They'd already covered three quarters of the things that Imani had intended to bring up.

      The conference room was one of the big ones, with room along each wall for people to sit and a huge table that held thirty in the middle. The center of the table had been modified, against Imani's advice, to allow people to pull up screens that showed the topic of discussion. It had been quite adequate before as it allowed those same topics to be viewed on the surface of the table. At least the old way one could shuffle them around like bits of paper and stack them, order them, creating new associations that sparked ideas and solutions many times. Even with the soothing golds and tans, the room felt like a battlefield to Imani right now.

      Lord Nthanda sat to the left at the far end of the table with his fiancé Ru leaning on the back of his chair. Not in the head seat, as he should. No, Athaliah sat there. Lee sat to the right, staring at Athaliah with his moon-eyed devotion that Imani resented so much. Not because Lee didn't deserve to fall in love. Just because it was Athaliah and her superior, Bala.

      Who stood behind Athaliah like the power behind the throne that she was. A bare two inches taller than Imani, Bala was Gensyn, genetically modified to be a synthesis of genders, just like Ru. Though she seemed to favor a fully female presentation, Imani was fairly certain that she could function as either a woman or a man when it came to procreation. That's what the Gensyn had done to themselves generations ago, all in the service of surviving their horribly harsh solar system.

      Not that Bala seemed to acknowledge Imani's arrival. Even her own subordinates, Mohana Baumhauer and Hikaru Padovano, looked to Athaliah and Bala as if they were in charge instead of Imani.

      Imani could understand Mohana's failure to support her. He was here to learn how the Ceelen handled things so that he could take that knowledge back to the Baumhauer. Of course he would seek to learn whatever he could from Athaliah and Bala. Especially since both of them were quite comely and Mohana had never missed an opportunity to flirt with someone he found attractive, even when it was stupendously stupid. Like his attempt to claim Ru the minute Ru had arrived on the Graceful Swan.

      It was Hikaru that hurt. He was, yes, Melinni, a native of the planet below them just like Bala and Athaliah, but he'd been with Imani for over a decade and she'd thought that he was completely loyal to her. To her plans and her goals and to the Ceelen. Imani couldn't see that now, not with Hikaru completely absorbed in everything that Athaliah was saying to the exclusion of Imani and the universe.

      She stopped at the end of the conference table, the one where she'd had morning snacks set up. The pastries were all gone. So was the fruit. There were a few bits of cracker and some cheese left but obviously everyone had felt quite free to start eating, and meeting, without her. And at the head of the table holding court was Athaliah Faust with her computer interface screens shining around her, as she smiled brightly at everyone else.

      Who utterly ignored Imani's arrival.

      Even Nthanda who had known her since he was a baby barely glanced in Imani's direction. There was a flicker of something on Bala's excessively made up face. She stared at Imani, arms crossed over her chest, but didn't speak or otherwise draw attention to the fact that her employee had completely taken over Imani's job.

      "My Lord," Imani said loudly enough that everyone other than Bala started, "I had thought that we agreed that the meeting would start in fifteen minutes."

      "Oh, well, we were already present," Nthanda said so casually that Imani nearly flung one of the serving plates at him. "So we started talking about possibilities. There are a great many things that we need to improve if we're to keep the Ceelen safe and build on our new peace with the Hyun-Ju."

      "I hope you don't mind," Athaliah said with the most insincere smile that Imani had ever seen. "I was just so excited about what could be done."

      "Got another run of food coming in," Ru offered from his place draped over Nthanda's shoulders. The boy didn't seem able to sit in a chair at the best of times and anytime he was able to touch Nthanda seemed to be a good time to him. "Should be here any minute."

      "Thank you, King Ru," Imani said in her most formal tones because if she didn't then she'd start flinging things at all of them, especially Athaliah and Bala. "I appreciate your assistance in covering my job for me. I suppose it is still my job, my Lord?"

      The question shut Athaliah's mouth with an audible snap. She went pale, her golden skin going a pasty color that resembled the artificially bleached tones of Bala's face. Nthanda's face went pale, too, as he stood and came to rest one hesitant hand on Imani's shoulder.

      "You are my chief of staff, Imani," Nthanda said.

      She craned her neck to stare into his eyes. As tall as she was short, Nthanda rarely stood so close. Or spoke so gently. Imani swallowed down the urge to cry, to scream, to beat her fists against his chest. That wasn't appropriate, especially not where other people could see her. See them.

      "You'll forgive my doubt, my Lord," Imani said. She did keep her voice low so that it wouldn't carry too badly through the silent room. Or at least it wouldn't sound strident. "I have not been allowed to run my department freely since Bala Wirnhier and Athaliah Faust's arrival on the ship. I no longer have the authority to issue orders or sign off on anything. And now I find that my most important meeting is three quarters completed before I arrive and no one thought to send me a message to inform me that you had begun early. I have to assume that you're planning a change of staffing."

      "I didn't…" Athaliah started to say only to stop when Bala put her hand on Athaliah's shoulder.

      At least Athaliah had the grace to look guilty for the usurpation of Imani's power and position. Imani couldn't see anything on Bala's face to indicate that she felt guilt of any kind. She didn't flinch from Imani's stare. Nor Ru's rather ferocious glower. If anything, there was a sort of intensity to her gaze, a challenge, that made Imani's heart beat faster with rage. And fear.

      Because Bala had trained Ru to fight and Ru was the most dangerous person Imani had ever met. If there was one thing that Imani knew, it was that she was no warrior. She had never been one. Frankly, Imani didn't think that she would ever be able to fight for her life. It simply wasn't in her.

      She could, however, fight for her position so she turned back to Nthanda who looked as guilty as a toddler caught raiding the sweets.

      "You have had a great deal on your mind, my Lord," Imani said. She reached out and gripped his wrist, shaking it slightly as she used to do before Ru, before Bala, before Athaliah. "I think it might be wise for us to have a private meeting to discuss in detail what your plans are."

      "I agree," Nthanda said. He smiled and ducked his head for the little shake, eyes wrinkling at her as his dark cheeks went red.

      Such a handsome man, tall and strong and as dark as the vastness of space. Imani had always known that they were not a match even if Nthanda had briefly had a crush on her when they were very young. But twelve-year-old boys grew up and they found their lovers, their place in the world, too.

      And twenty-year-old women grew up to realize that their careers, the careers that they had devoted their entire lives to, were effectively over no matter what reassurances they might get from those formerly twelve-year-old boys. Imani knew what was coming. She could see it. And given that Ru was here to stay Imani saw no way that she could keep her job and her place among the Ceelen.

      Which left her floating adrift and as lost as a flyer that had no navigational computer.
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      Bala bit her tongue through the entire meeting. Nothing was going the way Bala wanted. First she'd lost Athaliah to the Ceelen when Athaliah fell in love with Lee, Chief of Security for the Ceelen fleet. Then she'd utterly failed to discover who was targeting her little brother Ru and his mate Nthanda. And now she'd caused trouble between Nthanda and his staff.

      She hadn't intended to. Frankly, all she'd wanted to do was to show Nthanda that there was every reason to hire Athaliah on, presumably under Imani Pederson's direction, so that her intelligence and drive could be put to good use. Bala had done her best for Athaliah ever since she found the girl scrabbling for a living in the Undercity down in Hexal City. Cleaned her up, clothed her, taught her everything that she could learn, which, given Athaliah, was pretty much everything other than the actual consorting skills. Athaliah had no interest in that at all.

      Athaliah had loved everything that Bala taught her. Had enjoyed working with Bala. She'd become Bala's right hand woman right quick, the one that Bala trusted with everything. But she'd been bored by the politics and limited in what she could do by the fact that Bala held no true power in Hexal City. Influence yeah, lots, but power, no. Not really. There was so much more that Athaliah could do and Bala hadn't been able to give her that.

      So Athaliah falling for Lee Dirk, the head of the Ceelen Fleet's security forces, had seemed like a blessing in disguise.

      Yeah, Bala was losing Athaliah but she would got a good place and do a good job with someone she loved. That counted for much. Everything, really. Bala'd spent too much of her life struggling to give a damn about pissing people off when she reached for something she wanted. Shit needed to be done and Bala would do it. That's that.

      Except Bala had stabbed Athaliah's hope in the back before it formed.

      Imani Pederson hated Athaliah. Hated. She never glared or sneered but her round little chin came up and her warm brown eyes turned flinty every time Athaliah spoke. Such a beautiful woman, round and soft as a dark cloud, and as terrifyingly competent as a lightning storm about to fry your electronics. But her loathing for Athaliah meant nope, no hope for Athaliah's new love affair.

      "I don't know what I did!" Athaliah gasped, shaking her hands and staring up into Lee's eyes. "I just wanted to show them all that I could help. You said, you said that Imani had too much to do. Nthanda said! And now she hates me and I'm not going to get to stay and I don't know what to do!"

      Athaliah flung herself into Lee's arms, shaking as tears crept down her cheeks. No sobs. No surprise. Athaliah had grown up on the street. No matter how upset you were, you didn't sob. People'd hear. They'd come. They'd give you something to cry about. Or kill you.

      Lack of sobs didn't seem to make it better for Lee. He looked like he'd been stabbed in the heart as he held Athaliah and awkwardly patted her back. The man treated her like she was made of glass instead of ten times faster and tougher than he was. Cute if stupid. She was easily twice as deadly as Lee was. Bala had made sure.

      "I'll talk to her," Lee offered even though he looked like he'd rather be burned from toes up with a blow torch.

      "No," Bala said, startling both of them. Like they'd forgotten that she was standing right there in the conference room with them. At least Athaliah had waited until everyone else left before she started panicking. "I'll go."

      When Athaliah opened her mouth to protest, Bala flipped a hand up in the 'wait' and then down into 'on watch'. She jerked her chin towards Lee who frowned at them and Athaliah went red. So red. Blindingly red. Good. Maybe she'd manage to get the man into bed with her finally if Bala left them alone. So far Lee had been terribly polite about courtship and Athaliah had had to make all the moves.

      "I'm the one that pushed you into talking about your ideas," Bala explained for Lee's sake. And Athaliah's because she winced and nodded. "I want this to work out for the two of you so I moved in ways I shouldn't have. My bad, my fix. Go help her calm down, Lee."

      That made him blush nearly as brightly as Athaliah which was sweet if ridiculous. Bala let them both say thank you and then put on her Platinum Consort walk, the one that said 'I'm more important than anyone here and you'll be executed for speaking to me'. Worked nicely to get people out of her way as she sought out Iman's office.

      It was a homey little place, reminded Bala of Aunt Sashi's tiny apartment in the Undercity. Everything was gold and green and red, walls a gold, carpet deep green, desk and shelves lacquered blood red with black trim. Big comfy couch just the right size for two to cuddle opposite the desk where Imani sat.

      No secretary to keep people out. No guard at the door. No sign that Imani was actually the third most important person in the Ceelen.

      Bala stared at her for a long moment, wondering if it was modesty or a way to lure people in that kept Imani from showing her rank. Her power. True power, too, not just the power of fear that Bala commanded.

      "If you're going to hover you might as well come in and sit down," Imani said without looking up from whatever files she had open on her desk.

      "Thank you," Bala replied.

      She automatically arranged the sleeves of her kimono so that they framed her legs, crossed her ankles so that her feet would peek out from the hems and pursed her lips to make them look plumper. A consort had to emphasize the positives, after all. And hate it or not, Bala was a consort.

      Consort without a lord or lady to protect her. Bala had done away with her lord years ago. The man had been a letch and foul-mouthed to boot. She'd been more than happy to send his body down to the bottom of her lake for the mechanical sharks to strip to bare white bones. For one desperate moment Bala thought about offering herself to Imani but no, that wasn't why Bala was there.

      "I apologize," Bala said when Imani didn't look up.

      That snapped Imani's head right up. "You what?"

      "I apologize," Bala repeated. "I rescued Athaliah from the streets much like Nthanda rescued Ru. Or perhaps Ru rescued Nthanda. Their stories are… unclear."

      Imani snorted, laughter twitching at her lips and lighting those dark eyes from onyx back to warm mahogany. "Lord Nthanda's stories often are. He delights in leaving things out."

      "Ru, too," Bala said. She shook her head. "That boy. Not where I would have expected him to end up. Still not sure that I approve of this whole 'king' thing. I'd have told them to go pound sand into glass if it were me. But it's not. Still, that's not why I'm here. I pushed Athaliah to show you and Nthanda what she could do. It's entirely my fault. She's been bored working with me, chafes against the politics. When she and Lee fell in love I thought that you could do with an assistant. She's… been brilliant as mine."

      Bala found the words coming more slowly as Imani stared at her, stylus drooping in her hand. Anger had shifted into confusion and then into such complete shock that Bala's cheeks went hot underneath her makeup. She managed not to shift position, not to fidget or look away. Showing weakness was bad enough. Admitting to being cowed by Imani's presence was not a thing Bala could do.

      Consorts didn't show weakness until paid to do so.

      "You did a very poor job of it," Imani said. She set the stylus down. It made a tiny click in the very silent room. "I've scheduled an appointment with Lord Nthanda to discuss what he wants to do with our staff. Changes are needed, certainly. I've been planning them for several years. Those plans will need to be revised due to the alliance with the Hyun-Ju and the threats arrayed against us."

      "Of course," Bala agreed. The emerald ring on her thumb shifted. Bala shifted it back and the refolded her hands because she would not, would not, fidget in front of this so powerful woman.

      "She could have and should have applied for a job interview," Imani continued. "I do not require an assistant at this time. My department heads handle things quite sufficiently. The job she has been so improperly attempting to obtain is mine, nothing else."

      Bala winced.

      "A consort must never undermine their patron, child," Ariel Rush, Bala's instructor, said as she slowly and methodically beat Bala's back bloody. "To do so is to destroy the very basis of their influence. You must always strive to lift up your patron, to strengthen them, so that they become more than they were with you than they were without you. A consort who cannot lift their patron is a consort without a patron."

      And that, Bala sighed, was exactly what she had been all this time.

      By choice, certainly, because a consort of her training, determination and skill who allowed people to flirt with her, who teased at accepting a patron, was one who gathered more money, more influence, more knowledge. Knowledge was what kept Bala safe, what kept her staff safe. It was what paid for the Crystal Palace on a day to day basis.

      When Bala met Imani's eyes again there was a furrow between her graceful brows and a pout on that luscious bottom lip. It looked like a strawberry, the little ones that Athaliah grew in pots on her balcony, that were so sweet that they seemed to explode with summer in your mouth.

      "I am… sometimes not as skilled as I wish to think I am," Bala admitted. She smiled and it came out wry, twisted, wrong, so she smoothed her face again. "Despite my renown I have a very bad habit of acting without thinking when those I love are in danger. And Ru is all the family I have left. Athaliah is the sister of my heart. I should not have undermined your position. I beg forgiveness."

      Bala bowed from the waist, dozen tiny braids sweeping forward over her shoulders to tumble down to her toes. Needed to cut that soon, just a few inches. The tips looked like they were splitting. And they definitely needed a good hot oil treatment. She'd been too busy to care for her appearance properly. To care for anything properly.

      Like home. Her clients. The Palace itself. The many lords and rich businessmen who sought to make her their consort alone.

      Imani squeaked as Bala's bow continued. After a solid thirty seconds Imani smacked one hand against the desktop.

      "That's enough of that!" Imani snapped. "Sit up!"

      Bala did so fast that she felt as though she was fifteen and a trainee once more. The tone was exactly right, even if the horror in Imani's eyes was definitely not. Between the tone and the horrified dismay on Imani's beautiful face, Bala's knees started shaking. Bless her foresight for choosing the heavier kimono with its thick silk and two under kimono, the shaking didn't show.

      "I will not be mocked," Imani said in such a serious voice that Bala's jaw dropped open. "I have earned my position and I do not appreciate being treated this way."

      "…What?"

      "Lord Nthanda and Ru probably appreciate your sarcasm," Imani continued, that thick bottom lip pouting again, "but I do not."

      "Sarcasm?" Bala asked. All but shouted, honestly. "Sarcasm? I am the Platinum Consort of the Crystal Palace of Hexal City and I have never apologized to anyone or anything sarcastically. I kill sarcastically. I fuck sarcastically. Apologies are not a matter for sarcasm!"

      She bolted to her feet. Imani did the same, glaring at Bala as if she might pull a needler and shot Bala any second. But there was no chance of that. Imani didn't have the movements or the awareness of someone trained to kill. Frankly, she probably couldn't fight her way out of a gauze silk curtain a kitten had wrapped around her.

      Bala swallowed, clenched her fists and pressed her lips together for a count of ten before allowing herself to speak. "I do not apologize to people. I don't apologize to Ru and he's my brother. My only living relative. I am not being sarcastic."

      "I find that quite hard to believe from someone who has taken all my signing access from me," Imani declared. She sniffed, looked away while blinking furiously. "I do intend to speak to Lord Nthanda about that, by the way. I don't appreciate you second-guessing his orders."

      No.

      Not again.

      The Collective hadn't changed people's access again. They couldn't have. Bala carefully leaned forward to press her hands against Imani's desktop. Imani frowned, then scowled and then bit her lip as Bala kept staring at her.

      "When, exactly, did you lose that access?" Bala whispered. She didn't intend it to be a whisper but the scream clawing at the back of her throat kept the words from coming out right.

      "When you arrived," Imani replied.

      Her head slowly tilted to the left as Bala hissed and dragged her nails against the slick surface of Imani's desk. She'd fixed it, checked that it was fixed and then someone, someone that Bala was going to kill in bloody horrible ways, had gone behind her back to change it back again. Bala stiffened, mouth dropping open only to snap back shut as Imani's head tilted back and her plump little hands went into fists as she realized what had to have happened, too. When Imani's eyes opened they were so fierce that Bala shuddered.

      Imani might not be a warrior but she carried the soul of one. The collective was going to regret crossing her, that was for sure.

      "Come with me, please," Imani said so completely pleasantly and politely that it felt like she was screaming a battle cry while hefting the biggest, most lethal blaster known to humanity.

      "Lead on," Bala replied. "Had enough of this shit. They gone and done it now. I got your back, girl. They try chop you off again and I gonna broadcast they faults across the damn galaxy."

      Imani nodded once, unphased by Bala's descent into the slang she'd known as a little girl. She strode out of the office as if going to war. Bala followed. It might not be a war fought with guns the way Ru and Nthanda had. Certainly not like the ongoing battles out in other solar systems that Nthanda's heir and cousin Jing was still fighting with his new husband Iman. But it was a war and Bala intended to ensure that Imani won it.

      One way or the other.
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must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
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TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
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DISCLAIMER
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