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To Brent,


on catching a quarter century of my misspellings









An emperor ought to die standing.


—VESPASIAN


June 23, AD 79


as reported by Suetonius,


THE LIVES OF THE TWELVE CAESARS








Historian’s Note


The main events of this story begin in late 2257, after the conclusion of the Federation-Klingon War and Lieutenant James T. Kirk’s assignment to the U.S.S. Farragut.


The Prime Universe events of the overture take place in 2233, during Philippa Georgiou’s posting on U.S.S. Archimedes. The Mirror Universe events of the prologue take place more than twenty years later, in the weeks before the christening of I.S.S. Charon and Gabriel Lorca’s betrayal of Emperor Georgiou.







Overture THE OFFICER AND THE EMPEROR





With bronze as a mirror, one can correct his appearance; with history as a mirror, one can understand the rise and fall of a state. With good men as a mirror, one can see whether he is right or wrong…


—EMPEROR TAIZONG OF TANG,


Earth, 643


Never turn your back to a Terran, regardless of station—for inside every one of us is an emperor waiting to rule. I started as an educator. The lesson I teach today: it only takes one Terran to turn reality upside down, and change the future…


—EMPEROR HOSHI SATO,


Terra, 2155
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2233


U.S.S. Archimedes


NEAR THE TAGANTHA SYSTEM


“This isn’t the Kobayashi Maru, Captain. This is real!”


“I know the difference,” the captain snarled. “Now take your seat.”


Lieutenant Philippa Georgiou sat down, but that didn’t mean she would stand down. There were living beings on the freighter far ahead of Starship Archimedes, and they were in distress. The panic in the voices that had hailed her vessel sounded genuine—and the life signs the young officer was seeing on her display were waning.


That was reason enough to help, except for the added complication: where the freighter in question happened to be. Georgiou appealed to the navigator. “When will they reach the boundary?”


“The contact is eight hundred thousand kilometers inside the 2183 line,” came the response. The dusky mess that was the Tagantha star system served as one point defining the border. “Freighter is still heading this way, but down to a crawl now.”


“Gotcha,” Captain Eagan said. “Keep watching—and hailing. Maybe they’re just in a sleep cycle. I know what my life signs look like after a double shift.”


A lot about Rodolfo Eagan rubbed Georgiou the wrong way; the worst was his way of trivializing important things. Dark eyes looked down as she fought for the right words. “Captain, they might not live long enough to reach the line.”


“You don’t know that.” The fortyish Eagan clutched the armrests of his command chair and leaned forward, squinting at the vessel on the main viewscreen. “We’re at the absolute edge of sensor range given the dust out there. We can’t even tell who they are from this distance.”


“They’ve asked for help.”


“But they won’t tell us what’s wrong.” The captain looked back to Georgiou. “What we do know is the Federation agreed half a century ago not to approach space claimed by the natives of this region—no exceptions, not even for Good Samaritans. The residents do not want us there.”


“Maybe they would, if we helped them.” Georgiou looked up and gestured to the comm station. “It’s possible that freighter is a visitor here, just like us. The language in the hail was Orion—and the ship looks like one of their older models.”


“No sale, Lieutenant. The freighter in the Kobayashi Maru test looks convincing too—all the better to get you into trouble. Treaties are treaties. We’re clearly at the heliopause here. Where this system begins, our options end.”


All sorts of responses entered Georgiou’s mind. That failing to act also wasn’t the correct answer in the new-but-already-infamous test. Or that the so-called treaty with the locals was nothing of the sort: a real agreement would require one or more of the three reclusive but reportedly warp-capable powers to actually emerge from their interstellar hideaway to negotiate. It was nothing more than a unilateral declaration of borders, transmitted decades before from all three with an “or else” attached.


But Georgiou knew none of that was going to work on Eagan, who’d brought Archimedes to the region chasing a wayward comet. He wasn’t a bad captain, but neither was he the one she was supposed to have. Starfleet had a habit of calling back officers for training in new technologies; it was the turn of the true captain of Archimedes. Eagan had spent most of his career in biology labs aboard research vessels that never left orbit, and his temporary posting aboard Archimedes had already exposed the extent to which he was ill-prepared to deal with the eventualities of deep space.


And matters of life and death.


“Help… us,” crackled the low voice over the comm, sounding much weaker than before. “You… must…”


She watched Eagan as the words struck him—and as his return hails again went unanswered. He seemed shaken.


He isn’t made of stone, she decided; maybe he just needs some help.


The captain turned to face her. “They tell me you do everything by the book, Lieutenant. So figure out a way to use it.”


Georgiou pursed her lips—and thought. After a few moments, she perked up. “What if you don’t cross the boundary with a ship?”


Eagan looked at her. “How’s that again?”


“They’ll be at the outer edge of transporter range soon.”


“Ah, I gotcha. And no, they won’t be—not at the rate they’re slowing down.”


“Then I’ll beam as far as I can in an EVA suit and jet the rest of the way.” Georgiou stood, forgetting Eagan’s earlier order to stay seated. “I can at least check it out, Captain. If they’re coming to us for help, maybe they just need a hand on the bridge who can fire the thrusters.”


“A one-person cutting-out expedition?” Eagan looked back at her and scowled. “You’re describing piracy. What if they don’t want to cross the border?”


“I can ask. As long as there’s still someone to ask.”


“I don’t think we can get away with that. It’s an interstellar boundary. You’re a Starfleet officer, a representative of the Federation—”


“I’ll resign my commission,” she said, shivering a little after she heard her own words. “For the day, anyway.”


“A fig leaf won’t work,” Eagan said, more loudly. “Someone here has to press the control to beam you over there.”


“I’ll do it. I’m rated for the transporter.”


“Right, because the last thing you want in a mutineer is someone who isn’t checked out on the equipment.” The captain didn’t hide his amusement. “You’re everything I was told you were, Lieutenant. If there were a medal for persistence, you’d—”


The navigator interrupted. “Orion freighter has come to a stop, Captain.”


The voice on the comm, already softening, went silent.


Georgiou looked to the ship on the viewscreen—and back at Eagan.


“Go,” he said, looking to the overhead in a hapless shrug. “Before I change my mind.”


“Thank you, Captain!” Excited, she began walking. At the turbolift, she paused and turned. “Just to be clear, I have to resign in this plan.”


“Forget that part. I don’t need the bureaucratic hassle. Just be careful. If you wind up in the slave mines of wherever-it-is, don’t say I didn’t warn you!”





Engineering was one of Georgiou’s areas of expertise, but even her talents had not been enough to get Archimedes’ systems to transport her close to the stalled Orion ship. She’d had plenty of time while accelerating and then decelerating her jet pack to study the vessel, which had come to a stop in a hazy region of gas that made details difficult to resolve. She’d noted what looked like two exhaust vents ahead of the warp manifold—but those seemed odd, facing forward rather than aft. At another point, the bridge section had momentarily gone blurry, as if something had been expelled. Had there been a rupture, releasing the ship’s atmosphere?


After landing on the vessel and manually cycling the airlocks, she understood why no one had answered her hails on approach. The ship’s crew consisted of Orions, humans, and members of another species she didn’t recognize, all with one thing in common. They were dead. If the hails had suggested that the occupants suffered lingering deaths, it was now apparent that many met their demise more quickly, expiring wherever they were. Some were still in their chairs, pained expressions frozen on their faces; others lay slumped on the decks. The shaft with the ladder had five bodies bunched in a clump at the bottom.


Horrific.


Her pace quickened. After checking the environmental seals on her spacesuit, she hurried to the bridge—and the comm system. Her public address message yielded no responses from anyone on board, so Georgiou put it to another use: calling Archimedes.


“I want you back immediately,” Eagan said after hearing her report. “No arguments this time.”


“Going by the book again, Captain, I need to get at least some information about what happened here.” She’d first studied the air with her tricorder; she’d moved on to examining one of the corpses strewn across the bridge. “I can’t return without knowing what my detox procedure should—”


Eagan interrupted. “Lieutenant, look out!”


Still kneeling, Georgiou had no idea exactly where she was supposed to look—until she saw the answer outside the ports. One vessel after another dropped out of warp, some arriving from aft, others appearing ahead. Commercial freighters, several of which bore gun emplacements: armed merchant ships. No match for Archimedes, she thought. But so many at once were likely to send Eagan into a paroxysm.


Indeed, the captain was emphatically repeating his call for her to get out when transporter effects shimmered all about. Bipedal figures in rust-colored environment suits surrounded her, their heads obscured by darkened faceplates. Georgiou stood, only to take a boot in her stomach from the nearest invader. She managed to keep from falling backward, but her tricorder clattered away on the deck.


A second assault came from behind. As ungainly as her spacesuit was, Georgiou was able to marshal a defense, turning and exploiting momentum to put her lunging attacker flat onto the deck. An additional figure joined the scrum, and Georgiou briefly caught a glimpse of the intruder who’d kicked her readying a weapon. She winced at the sound of disruptor fire—


—until she realized the shot had come, instead, from the weapon of another space-suited arrival, standing in the accessway to the bridge. His suit was different from the others’, burgundy to their rust—and his disruptor blast, she saw, had been directed at the overhead. “What goes on here?” said a deep male voice, doubtlessly human.


“She was kneeling over a corpse!” The attacker who had started the fight, a female judging from her voice, gestured toward her.


“I had nothing to do with this,” Georgiou said. “I’m here to help.”


“To help yourself, you mean.” The woman pointed her disruptor in Georgiou’s face. “Say good-bye!”
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Orion Derelict


TAGANTHA SYSTEM


The newcomer in the doorway laughed—a hearty bellow that echoed across the bridge. “A looter? I don’t think so, Zee. That’s a Starfleet suit.”


“So?” the gun wielder snapped. “Is that supposed to mean something?”


“No, but this does,” he said, tapping the barrel of his disruptor on the wings etched in gold relief on his left shoulder. “Back off.”


At least I can tell who’s boss, Georgiou thought as her attackers stepped away from her. The newcomer strode to the center of the bridge. If the insignia he wore wasn’t familiar, the piece of equipment he held next was.


“Your tricorder,” she said. “It’s of Federation manufacture.”


“A knock-off, actually. But imitate the best,” he replied, consulting its results before putting it away. “It tells me it’s safe to do this.” Pressing a control on his collar, he removed his helmet to reveal a ruddy-skinned male of thirty or so with a mane of thick, black hair. Wide brown eyes looked past her to an object on the deck. “Give me her tricorder.”


Georgiou stared at him as one of his companions reluctantly fetched the device and handed it to him. After a few moments’ examination, he handed it to her. “Here you go.”


Glancing at its readings, she tilted her head and looked at him. “You seem certain it’s safe. Do you know what happened here?”


His nose twitched as he stepped between the bodies. “These poor souls will get pungent a bit later, but it’s all right for now. And as for what happened—I can guess.”


Whatever he guessed he did not immediately share. Instead, he looked over to the comm system, where Eagan was still chattering to no one: “…new contacts, be advised! We will not cross the boundary, but a Starfleet officer will be exiting the Orion ship and making her way toward Archimedes as her fuel allows.” A pause. “Lieutenant Georgiou, do you hear that? This mercy mission is over!”


The invaders’ boss looked to Georgiou, intrigued. “You came here alone. This was your idea?”


“Coming here was my idea.” She pointed to the comm panel. “Coming here alone was theirs.”


“Interesting.” He processed that for a moment. Then he made for the comm interface, where he worked the controls quickly. “Archimedes, is it? This is Trademaster Quintilian, currently aboard the Jadama Rohn. Those barges you’re looking at are from the Veneti Corporation, licensed for commercial activity in this region. Your officer is unharmed, but do not approach. Repeat: do not approach.” He flashed her a smile. “We’ll sort this out in a minute.”


“Finally, a response!” Eagan sounded flustered. “Let me speak with Georgiou! I insist that you immediately—”


“My word’s good,” Quintilian said, shutting off the comm. He turned to face her. “You know my name now—only one I’ve got. And I take it you’re Georgiou.”


“Philippa,” she answered, without knowing why. “So you’re not with the Triple Compact?”


“The—?” He thought for a moment. “Oh, yes—that’s what the Federation calls the natives here.” He chuckled. “That implies a bit more agreement than exists. I just call them the Troika.”


“Troika it is.” She studied her readings again. “These people suffered some kind of attack—I need a medical tricorder to tell. You’re sure it’s safe to breathe?”


“Calculating risks is my business.” Quintilian stepped over and knelt beside a gray-bearded Orion corpse, already pale with death. With a gloved hand, he gently turned the figure’s head from left to right. “I was afraid of that. It’s old Vercer.”


“You know him?”


“I did. Former pilot of ours who cut out on his own, with some friends. My convoy was in the neighborhood when his distress call went out. They were transporting something they shouldn’t have—and it disagreed with them.”


Her eyebrow went up. “A weapon of some kind?”


“It’s a little more mundane—a recreational drug, highly toxic. I guess you could call it a weapon of self-destruction.” He closed the Orion corpse’s eyes and shook his head. “He was a friend, once. I hate to see this.”


Georgiou frowned. “Successful drug smugglers don’t often use their own product. Least of all an entire crew at once.”


“These aren’t drugs you’re familiar with. The species of the Troika aren’t built like humans—or Orions. Some of their ‘relaxants’ could kill you if you as much as got near an open vial. I’m thinking that happened here—probably belowdecks. But the substance is no longer active.” He gestured to his companions, whose number had grown to nine as more had entered. “Go ahead, show her.”


More helmets came off, revealing a mix of species: humans, Tellarites, Antarans—and a couple of Orions, who averted their gaze from the victims on the deck. Only the individual who had kicked Georgiou earlier remained helmeted, disruptor still in hand. “Quintilian, this is none of her business.”


“I want her to see that it’s not our business, Zee. I run a clean operation. We’re not smugglers, and we’re not pirates.” He stood and looked to Georgiou, eyes earnest. “You’ve probably noticed already there’s nothing to steal.”


Okay. Convinced, she removed her helmet and took a breath.


Quintilian’s face lit up, the man pleased to have won her trust.


“You’re called Quintilian,” she said. “As in the number?”


“As in the Roman.” He turned toward the helm station and spoke over his shoulder. “An Earther, before your time. Rhetorician. Teacher of Pliny.”


“The Elder or the Younger?”


He smiled to hear her say it. “You know, sometimes I forget.” He sat behind the helm and started working the panel.


Georgiou read the logo on the shoulder of his spacesuit—and seeing the spelling, understood. “Veneti. The people who handled trade for England before Caesar’s time.”


He laughed. “See there, Zee? Somebody finally got it!” Quintilian looked back to Georgiou, clearly impressed. “My group does the same thing for the Troika. Trade between them—plus a little trade of my own with the outside. They consider it dirty work, fit only for the few aliens like us who already live in the neighborhood. I started with a single freighter ten years ago.”


“Clearly you’ve expanded,” Georgiou said, looking warily at the vessels holding position outside. “You’ve armed.”


“Let’s just say the place has personality. I can’t tell sometimes if the locals closed the borders to protect themselves from you—or you from them.” Quintilian returned his attention to the console. “Either way, this is their territory, and what happened to this ship is their business. They’re going to want it. And they’re going to want you gone.”


The words alarmed Georgiou for a moment, until she felt the soft push of the thrusters. “You’re taking me to Archimedes?”


“That sounds funny to hear out loud.” He looked back to her, eyes alive. “Say, do you have a Greek history museum or something over there?”


“I…” she started. Another off-putting question in a room full of dead people. “Yes,” she answered. “There’s a display in our observation lounge devoted to his works—and of course, they’re all in the library files. It’s a science ship.”


“Not really my line, but I like the history—and Earth’s is always a good read. There’s so much of it. I should make like a good human and go there someday.” He faced the console. “But for now, I’m getting you to transporter range. The Casmarran sentry satellites at Tagantha have likely called all of this in already.”


Georgiou noted the name. “The Troika species won’t accept our help at all? What do they have against Starfleet?”


“It’s not you,” Quintilian said. “Well, it is you, but it’s not just you. It’s the whole neighborhood. Federation, Klingons, Gorn—when you folks come into conflict, it doesn’t pay to pick a side. Or to be in the way.”


“We would not infringe on a neutral’s space.”


“Yet here you are,” Zee said, helmet-modulated voice flinty.


Quintilian gestured for his companion to simmer down. “Sorry—I guess you can see the opinion isn’t limited to the natives.” He stood and approached Georgiou. “I appreciate what you were trying to do, Lieutenant. It was already too late for these people.”


Georgiou looked again at the bodies on the floor, being tagged and identified by Quintilian’s crew. One used a marker to outline the locations of the fallen on the deck. It seemed such a sad end.


“You know, I’m not superstitious,” she said. “But I saw the strangest thing as I was approaching.”


“What’s that?”


“The gases and dust here play tricks on the eye. But something shimmered for a second—as if the atmosphere was escaping the ship. Or maybe—”


“Maybe the souls?”


She blinked. “I didn’t mean—”


“They’d be lucky to leave, then. Coleridge would have had them stay to work the ship.”


Georgiou just stared at him. Who was this human, so far from Earth, yet knowing so much about it?


“It wouldn’t be the strangest space tale I’ve heard.” He offered his gloved hand, and she accepted the handshake. “Thanks for checking on these folks, Philippa. We’ll see the Troika learns what happened—and we’ll leave you out of it.”


“Until they’re ready to talk to us.”


“If not,” he said, gripping her hand ever so slightly harder, “you can always talk to me.”


U.S.S. Archimedes


DEPARTING THE TAGANTHA SYSTEM


Quintilian’s word was good. She had been returned safely to her ship. Captain Eagan’s relief at avoiding a confrontation had been immense, overwhelming any other detectible emotion. She suspected he was happy to see her home, yet still irritated over the incident she had nearly caused.


She regretted the Troika’s standoffishness—and that she had been unable to bring back more data about the cause of the deaths. Her tricorder readings had found no toxins, but she had not been able to run full medical scans on the bodies. Quintilian’s explanation, though, rang true with Archimedes’ security chief, who had worked antipiracy missions elsewhere and knew the gamut of Orion activities.


She had been entering her thoughts about the day’s events into her log when a personal subspace message arrived from Quintilian:




Thanks again for answering the distress call, Lieutenant. Not many would take a chance for strangers. I have some pull with the Troika; their space may be closed, but you’re always welcome to visit me and the Veneti. You’re the sort of Starfleet person they should meet.


You seem to know your classics, so I am sending along something unlikely to be in your library—a facsimile of The Songs of Uthalla, a manuscript written by one of the last Orion emperors to his wife. Theirs was a high culture, once—I think you’ll find it engaging. There’s a ghost ship in there and everything.


Benediximus, Philippa—good fortune in your travels. You’ll lead people one day, and they’ll be better off for it.





Georgiou read the last line twice and sat back.


Notes from infatuated suitors were something she’d seen, including from those who were either erudite or pretended to be. But Quintilian seemed genuinely interested in her—and he had done what few others did, complimenting her job performance. Too many people she’d known in the Academy and Starfleet were obsessed with their own careers, unable to notice the growth of others.


And yet after the briefest of meetings, he seemed to understand what she needed to hear. A merchant, living in a place few humans were allowed to visit.


“You’ll lead people one day, and they’ll be better off for it.” She didn’t know whether to believe it or not—but who didn’t like to see something like that?


I hope he’s right.
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2255


I.S.S. Hephaestus


NEAR THE TAGANTHA SYSTEM


MIRROR UNIVERSE


“All hail her imperial majesty, Emperor Philippa Georgiou Augustus Iaponius Centarus!”


Georgiou twirled, delivering a chop to the face of the gray-haired bridge officer outside the turbolift. His head slammed against the bulkhead—and she caught him on the rebound, throwing him to the deck. Another second found her boot planted firmly on his neck. “That’s Centarius,” she said.


His eyes bulged. “Yes, Majesty!”


She ground her heel in a twisting motion. “The Terran Empire honored Alpha Centauri by making it an early conquest. You dishonor my subjects by mangling their title.”


“No! I—”


“Are you disagreeing with me?”


“No…”


He choked out her entire name a wrenching syllable at a time, bloody spittle flying from his mouth. Nearby, several members of her royal entourage—her imperial honor guard and select others—exited the adjacent turbolifts and headed for the darkened alcoves where they would wait until she needed them.


Like the bridge crew, they avoided looking directly at the altercation—but they definitely saw.


Good, she thought as she lifted her foot. She didn’t care a whit for the Centaurans and their honor, but she did need to remind her people now and again that she was ready to defend her position at any moment, over any slight.


“If you want a picture of the future, imagine a boot stamping on a human face—forever.” The wise Terran author who’d written those words had intended them as advice for emperors seeking the perfect government. As a matter of day-to-day motivation, however, Georgiou had found the neck a much better target, less likely to rupture and ruin one’s clothing. Yes, as emperor, she could look any way she wanted without fear of judgment; she dressed to please only herself. But being outfitted by her servants took time—and time, criminally, was the one commodity she had no more of than any other person in the Empire. She had conquered many worlds, but there were so many yet to go.


If she could not give herself more years, she had to speed things along.


Fortunately, there were ways of doing that. Weapons of immense power existed everywhere; the Terrans had no monopoly on diabolical geniuses and infernal machines. Georgiou had to reach each and every weapon first and take them for herself, before they were wielded against the Empire or claimed by one of her rivals for use against her rule. Emperor Sato had seized power in exactly that manner with U.S.S. Defiant, a ship from an alternate future where the people were weak but their weapons were strong.


Now, someone had found a weapon in a forsaken corner of the Beta Quadrant. Georgiou wouldn’t simply wait for it to be delivered to her, not with so many jackals about. She had to get it—and that required someone who knew the area.


“Where’s our guide?” she asked Captain Maddox as she walked to the center of the bridge. “The new navigator?”


“Behind you,” Maddox said, “trying to get his windpipe working.”


“Oh,” Georgiou said, looking back at the old officer she’d accosted. He was still on his hands and knees. Realizing that her eyes were on him again, he rose and quickly staggered to his station.


“He was sent over from Buran by Lorca,” Maddox said, distaste evident in his voice as he spoke his rival captain’s name. “His record says he served aboard a ship of yours, long ago. I don’t know if you even remember it: Archimedes’ Flame.”


Georgiou knew it well. The starship’s name honored the parabolic mirror weapon created by a famed ancient Greek general who understood that war was science’s only use. Her posting aboard it had been one more stepping-stone in her rise to power. The man before her rose and saluted. “I know you,” she said. “You’re Rudolfo Eagan.”


“Ro—” The navigator quickly stopped, midcorrection. He cleared his throat. “Pleased you remember, Imperial Majesty.”


“I remember I chose not to kill you when I took command from you.” She coolly regarded what was left of him. “Did I make the right decision?”


He gulped, with apparent difficulty. “You saw I was better suited for another station, Imperial Majesty. I’ve served as a navigator and tactical officer faithfully on ships patrolling this region since.”


“This region? What a disappointing way to serve the Empire.”


The area was a backwater amid backwaters—territory no one had gone to the trouble to claim. The place had its privateers, but none of them had become rich; that spoke to a lack of anything worth stealing. And neither the Klingons nor the Gorn had seen much point in forming a defensive alliance with its residents, who seldom scurried out of their holes.


And it certainly looked like a hole. Such an ugly sky, she thought, surveying the mess on the main viewscreen. Multiple stars in close proximity had produced streams of ejecta, occasionally overlapping. A tangle of tangential matter: a Bok globule here, an emission nebula there. It was no wonder the Empire had skipped the area—


—until now. She glared at Eagan. “We’re on the course I provided?”


“Yes, Majesty. We’ll be in orbit around Tagantha in six minutes. It’s the outermost Empire-facing system—the doorway to Troika space.”


“Troika?” She’d heard the word before, but not in this context. “Explain.”


“It’s the local spacers’ name for the three species who live here,” Eagan said. “I’ve also heard them called the Three Hermits. They don’t like visitors.”


“I’m not interested in their likes.”


“I can call up the invasion forces,” Maddox said, looking back to her. “But I still don’t know what you’d want with the place.”


“You’ll know when I tell you,” she said. “If I tell you. Scan the coded frequencies—all of them.”


“Very well. You heard the Emperor,” he told his underlings. “Do it!”


Maddox worked well with her, she thought; he coveted her position as much as anyone, but he wasn’t going to take his chance until he saw weakness. Before then, he was fully invested in her enlarging the Empire. She was seriously considering naming him captain of Charon, her new flagship, when it was completed.


“We’re receiving a transmission on a coded channel,” announced Hephaestus’s comm chief. “A repeating signal from a moving vessel, with your imperial signifier.”


There it is, she thought. “Locate the source of the transmission and approach, full impulse.”


“As you command.” Eagan looked to her. “Note that it will require entering Troika space—”


“You’re still talking.” Feeling the impulse engines underway, Georgiou approached the comm station and addressed the officer there. “Shoo.”


The emperor accessed the comm terminal and took a careful look. The transmission was immense, terabytes of nonsensical data, inscrutable to anyone without the emperor’s personal decryption system. Georgiou entered her codes and watched the screen as the stream of data resolved itself into seven simple alphabetical characters:




W H I P S A W





“Whipsaw.” That’s it. The name her contact in the region had given for—what? An invention? A discovery?—that reportedly had the potential to change the political map of the galaxy. It was a word in Terran Standard, the name of an ancient logging tool later used as a torture device by the Canadian warlords once there were no trees left to cut.


This Whipsaw could cut down whole peoples, she’d been told. And it was aboard the ship that had sent the message. That was what the signal meant. Aboard and on its way to her, providing no one else learned of its—


“Proximity alert!” Eagan shouted.


She cleared the terminal display and stepped toward the main viewscreen. More than a dozen freighters outfitted with disruptor emplacements materialized in the space before Hephaestus, dropping out of warp. “What do we have here?”


Eagan spoke. “I’ve seen such vessels before on previous trips, Your Majesty. Merchant rabble. They generally warn us away.”


“And you obeyed them?” Georgiou rolled her eyes. Useless. I should have killed you when I had the chance.


“We’re being hailed,” Maddox said. He looked to Georgiou. “Do we care?”


She did not—and didn’t want to delay reaching the ship carrying Whipsaw, whatever it was. But neither did she want to reveal to her rivals on the bridge the importance of the thing she was after by breathlessly racing for it.


“Amuse me,” she said, approaching a dais. A throne rose from the deck, and she took a seat. “On screen.”


“Attention, Terran vessel. Be advised that you have entered—”


The human on screen stopped talking. The “merchant rabble” Georgiou had been told to expect were present behind him, hunched behind their leader’s chair like the drooling gibbons they were—but their master was something else. He didn’t wear the bangles and furs of a common trader; he looked almost respectable. Tanned and gray-bearded, he was a few years her senior—but he’d worn those years, and any difficulties of his life, well. He had the eyes of a much younger man—eyes that were currently wide with shock. “You’re the emperor!”


“And you’re scrumptious,” Georgiou said, uncrossing her legs and leaning forward. “I like an older vintage now and again.”


“I’m sorry. I expected someone important in a ship this size, but—” Recovered from his surprise, the merchant captain rose, only to take a knee. He clasped his hands and bowed his head. “Hail to you, Philippa Georgiou Augustus Iaponius Centarius, Dominus of Qo’noS, Regina Andor, Overlord of Vulcan.”


“You see?” She looked all about Hephaestus’s bridge. “At least someone can get it right.”


“Of course,” the merchant continued, looking up. “Your might is known far and wide.”


“Flattery will get you everywhere. I might even ask your name.”


“I am Quintilian, of the Veneti.”


Eagan spoke as Quintilian stood. “I’ve pulled up my notes on them, Your Majesty. A trading collective based in Hermit space.”


“Troika space,” Quintilian corrected. “And that’s the extent of our range. The Veneti handle trade between the three native species here, nothing more.”


“Ah, the Veneti,” Georgiou said, smirking. “A classic. Caesar annihilated them when he took Britain.”


Quintilian raised an eyebrow. “I shouldn’t be surprised that you know your emperors. But I’m here to avoid conflict—on behalf of myself and the Troika species.”


She leaned back, disappointed. Peacemakers bored her. “These are not your people. What do you care what happens to them?”


“Their way of life makes mine possible.” Quintilian gestured broadly. “The races here are exotic, Your Majesty—peculiar, and stubborn. You’re not likely to get them to produce more than they do through… with your usual methods. But I work with people on the ground, who are used to dealing directly with me.”


Her tone grew icy. “Are you trying to sell me, merchant? I’m not in the habit of taking on motley bands as partners.”


“I’m just trying to suggest another way,” he said, letting the richness of his voice work on her. “There were two Veneti, you know. The merchants I named my group for—but also a tribe in Italy.”


“Where Venice was. I’m not a fool.”


“Rome absorbed them, without destroying them. You can do that too, Emperor. Work with us, and you can add to your power without laying waste to others—as you will most certainly have to do if you try to handle the species here directly. They will not cooperate.”


“How refreshing. You seek to lecture me on governance as well as history.” She sneered. “Tell me, Quintilian—or whatever your real name is—are there people on whom this act of yours actually works?”


“Act?”


“This faux erudition, in a tramp freighter captain. This joke of a protective fleet would be hard-pressed to fend off a ship of Klingon invalids. You don’t have enough vessels—or pretty words—to drive me away.”


“We’re nobody’s protectors. Our convoy just happened by, Your Maj—”


“However you reached this miserable place, you’re still human. I can tell by how easily you lie.” She waved indifferently. “But you’re in luck, Mister Quadrillion. I don’t need you—or your freakish alien friends. I’m after other game.”


A ratty-looking white-haired Orion leaned over Quintilian’s shoulder, trying to get his attention. The master trader looked irritated. “What is it, Vercer?”


“New contact to aft. It’s Jadama Rohn.”


Quintilian’s eyes narrowed at that.


“We have that contact,” Eagan said. “It’s coming from beyond Tagantha—deeper within the territory.”


Georgiou looked back to him. “Another one of these flyspecks?”


“Negative. It appears to be an Orion freighter. Older, different manufacture.” Eagan looked up. “It’s the contact we were closing on!”


The Whipsaw ship, she thought. Yes, her contact might well be transporting it to her via an Orion freighter. “What are the merchants doing?”


“They’re at bay,” Maddox said, glaring at the viewscreen. “They’re just watching.”


“Not anymore,” Quintilian said, having overheard. He gave a hand gesture to his crew. “You’re a busy monarch—we won’t take any more of your time. We’ll get out of your way.” He bowed again. “It has been a pleasure.”


“It almost was,” Georgiou said, rising from her throne. “In another life, perhaps it would have been.”


“Merchants powering up,” Eagan called out.


“I don’t think so.” The emperor faced the old officer. “Eliminate them all—now!”
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I.S.S. Hephaestus


Georgiou didn’t see Quintilian’s jaw drop, but the shock was still on his and his companions’ faces when she faced the screen again. “We’re withdrawing!” he yelled. “You don’t have to do this.”


Eagan was now joined by tactical officers at either side, working with him to compute firing solutions. “They’re turning to run—but won’t get far,” Maddox observed.


Outside the viewport, a disruptor blast lanced out from Hephaestus, striking one of the freighters amidships. It blossomed bright against the Taganthan stellar haze, prompting gleeful cackles from one of the shadowy alcoves to the rear of Georgiou’s bridge. She didn’t flinch; she already knew which member of her coterie-in-waiting the merriment had come from. As more blasts produced high-pitched laughter, she smirked at the chills it was sending through the bridge officers.


“We’re trying to focus,” Maddox grumbled, not looking directly at the alcove. “Is that noise necessary?”


“You have your crew, I have mine.” In fact, they all belonged to her, but she was sure Maddox understood what she meant. “Tune it out, Captain. Get your people to focus.”


They did. Another shot, another kill—and another and another. Quintilian was still on screen, shouting orders to the crew behind him. His convoy quickly disappearing, he looked back to Georgiou, hurt and betrayal in his eyes. “Why are you doing this?”


She shook her head. “For all your intellectual posturing, you seem to have forgotten the reason the Terran Empire does anything: Because we can.”


Quintilian’s ship took a hit, instantly noticeable on screen as chaos erupted all around his bridge. A girder swung downward, smacking the old Orion he’d called Vercer squarely in the face. Alarmed, Quintilian rushed to cradle the man’s form—only to gawk in horror as the Orion’s head, barely connected, fell away to the deck. Startled, he let the rest of the corpse slip from his arms.


Another hoot from the alcove.


When Quintilian finally looked back at Georgiou, he showed her the green blood on his hands. “He was like a father to me.”


“Family is overrated.”


Fire and smoke rising behind him, Quintilian looked off to the side once before sitting, his jaw locked and his eyebrows joined in a stern frown. “You’ll regret this, Emperor. The poisoned chalice is a human concept—but we aren’t the only ones who know how it works. Not by a long—”


A blast from Hephaestus silenced him—and his image vanished from the screen, to be replaced by an exterior view showing the blazing debris of his vessel.


From the alcove, more hilarity—and from the bridge crew, shouts of success. Georgiou nodded quietly. She didn’t mind keeping the gallery entertained, and while Quintilian had been a pretty thing, there were other pretty things in the universe, and more important matters at hand.


“Hail from the freighter,” the comm officer said. “The ship he called Jadama Rohn. Sent openly—but addressed as before, with your imperial code.”


Georgiou looked about. The Veneti were gone, but that didn’t mean the coast was clear. “Scan in all directions for other vessels—including cloaked ones. Make sure we’re alone.”


Maddox peered at her. “What is this ship, Imperial Majesty?”


A look made him get to work.


“Nothing,” Eagan said. “Nothing cloaked that we can detect. It’s just us and them.”


“Very well.” Georgiou had waited long enough. “On-screen.”


The Orion-built freighter had some Orions aboard, but it was the two figures in the adjoining command chairs that caught her eye. An older female and a younger male—both Caitians. The woman smiled. “We meet again, Philippa—or should I say, Emperor.”


“S’satah, my old friend!” Georgiou warmed immediately. “You look just as I remember.”


“You’re too kind,” came the response, half-spoken and half-purred. “And you seem to have gotten a promotion. Well deserved, I say.”


“You would.”


The Caitians were a species the Terrans hadn’t seen much of—and that was a shame, because the few members Georgiou had encountered had proven exceptional as playthings. Who could resist a human cat? Georgiou knew that wasn’t what they really were, of course, but a privilege of being Terran meant that she could value other beings strictly in terms of how they related to her own existence. Besides, the Caitians had almost certainly benefited as a species by their similarity to a human domestic pet, just as the ugliness of the Tellarite pig-men had made them more fun to kill.


S’satah in particular was a double delight: part pirate, part treasure hunter. She’d worked the Beta Quadrant for two decades as a privateer, striking alien races before the Terrans could. The mere hint of an imperial invasion drove many to panic, relocating their valuables and weapons to safety; that’s when S’satah would hit them. Before becoming emperor, Georgiou had used the freelancer on many missions.


But the male Caitian seated beside her was someone new. He was burly and black furred, and his face seemed frozen in a scowl. “Who’s the bad attitude?” Georgiou asked. “Don’t tell me you’ve found someone new to take up with.”


“Don’t be disgusting,” he hissed.


“Hush, P’rou.” S’satah patted his wrist. “You’ll have to excuse my son. You’re his first emperor.”


Georgiou marveled. “You have a son? I never knew you had children.”


“Just one—he’s only recently joined the trade. He’s a good pilot.”


“Refreshing to hear someone’s child is good for something.” The children of other Terran emperors had definitely not been, unless sponging on their wealth counted as a productive activity. The only decent argument for mentorship Georgiou knew existed in the form of her own adoptive child, Michael Burnham.


P’rou glared in her direction. “You destroyed the Veneti. That was never part of the plan!”


Georgiou didn’t like explaining herself—a whelp was a whelp, no matter how strapping—but S’satah had earned her patience. “I didn’t want them to interfere. Friends of yours?”


P’rou continued to glare. S’satah spoke for them. “They were targets. That’s all they ever were—what passes for prey in this region. P’rou and I have hit them before.”


“Then I have thinned out the herd. But I will make it worth your while. If you have what you say you have.”


“I certainly do.” She looked to her son. “Thrusters to one-quarter.” She stood and faced Georgiou. “I have to go get it ready—but it’s definitely worth the price. I can’t wait for you to have it.”


Georgiou couldn’t wait either. Having seen quite enough of P’rou’s grimace, she ordered the channel closed and snapped the fingers of her right hand. One of her black-clad attendants rushed from an alcove to her side. “Join the retrieval team in the transporter room,” Georgiou said. “Identify the cargo and determine its capabilities.”


The attendant responded by vanishing, transporting away to another deck. Her team would tell her within minutes if Whipsaw could be safely transported to Hephaestus; within an hour, they’d say if it was of any use at all.


Georgiou hoped to be able to reward S’satah for a good find, because the Caitian would not survive the alternatives. A dud weapon would merit death for wasting the emperor’s time, of course—but something of immense power might also endanger the pirate. Operational security would demand it; already, her bridge crew had caught on to the game.


“It must be pretty important to bring us all this way,” Maddox said after a few minutes’ waiting. “I can’t wait to hear about it.”


Georgiou ignored his fishing attempt. “Just make sure no other vessels are anywhere near. In other words, do your duty.”


Tense moments later, a signal arrived from Jadama Rohn—this one, a voice message from her attendant. “Imperial Majesty, S’satah has shown us a cargo unit. It does not scan as containing explosive or any known harmful agents. We deem it safe to transport.”


“I’ll follow in a few minutes,” S’satah piped in, “to explain it fully. It really is quite amazing.”


“It had better be,” Georgiou said. She touched a control on the armrest of her throne. “Cargo transporter room, prepare to—”


A flash ahead of her caught her eye. Georgiou looked up to see two glowing masses on the main viewscreen, rocketing in parallel from Hephaestus across the short distance to Jadama Rohn. The instant she recognized them as photon torpedoes, the pair struck the freighter head-on. The flash of detonation triggered Hephaestus’s viewport filters; the shockwave from the point-blank shots in the murky medium surrounding Tagantha set off the starship’s inertial dampers.


“Shields up!” Maddox yelled. “Someone’s firing!”


“We fired, moron!” Georgiou leapt to her feet. “Lock down all weapons and begin scanning. Something may be left!”


“No life signs. Not the Caitians—nor your operatives,” another officer responded.


“Who cares about them? The cargo! Scan for the cargo!”


It was no use. The torpedoes had annihilated every bit of physical evidence that Jadama Rohn had ever existed.


Georgiou spun and faced the trio at the tactical station. “Who fired those weapons?”


Startled by her yell as much as what had happened, the two officers on either side of Eagan recovered quickly and pointed to the older man. “He did it!”


His hands still clutching the console, Eagan appeared pale, the blood drained from his face. “I thought they were moving to attack!”


Georgiou raged. “What difference would that have made? That tiny ship, against us? I gave no order to fire!”


“Neither did I,” Maddox said, needlessly. “Explain yourself, Eagan!”


Eagan stared at the emperor, frozen—until his expression changed. He tilted his head, and his mouth curled into a little smile. “Gotcha.”


Maddox’s security officers drew their swords and approached Eagan—but Georgiou gestured for them to hold position. She needed answers. “Why?”


“I can’t believe you have to ask—Lieutenant.” Eagan lifted his hands from the console and rubbed his neck. “I guess it’s true what they say—you don’t have to be a genius to be emperor.”


“But why that?” she asked, trying to govern her wrath as she pointed to the main viewscreen, and the void where Jadama Rohn had been. “Answer. The agonizer booth will get it out of you, sure enough. What did you know about that ship?”


“You wanted it. That’s enough.” Standing tall for the first time all day, the former captain of Archimedes’ Flame crossed his arms. “You took my ship, so I took one of yours. If I die, at least I die even.”


Georgiou glared at him for several moments, deciding what she believed. When she did move, it was not to assault—but rather to walk back toward her throne. “Amazing. You actually accomplished something. You never amounted to anything, Eagan—but you have this.” She looked back at him. “Congratulations. Revenge is the sweetest reward in life.”


Maddox was impatient. “Let us take him, Imperial Majesty.”


“Oh, no. Such a long time to nurse a wound—he should have his moment. Tell me, Eagan, when I took your ship, did it sting?”


“Did it sting?” Seemingly surprised to still be alive, Eagan laughed. “It festered! I was going somewhere, before you came along. But you left me alive. Your mistake.” He took a step out from behind the tactical station. “Well, what are you waiting for? Go ahead and kill me, like you should have done before!”


“I have people for that,” she said. Then, in a sound only a bit above a whisper, she added: “Blackjack.”


Eagan’s eyes bulged at hearing the word—and the haunting echo of laughter, beginning again from the alcove. He turned one way, and then the other, searching for what everyone knew was approaching. “No—”


“Yes!” A black-clad figure yanked Eagan around by the collar of his tunic—and clubbed him with a metal baton, cackling as he did. The old man howled in pain, falling backward against the side of the tactical station. His attacker, a young blond human with deathly pale skin, pressed his advantage, getting into Eagan’s face as he raised his eponymous weapon. “Blackjack, blackjack! Kill you like she should have!”


Georgiou watched with satisfaction as her agent did his work. A being that lived only to fight and kill, mentally conditioned by her scientists into the perfect assassin. Blackjack—his real name had never interested her—cared nothing for his own safety, turning bloodlust into blood on command. No security guard with a disruptor or sword had ever come close to being as deadly; there was no better companion in a fight.


And, oh, how his laughter terrorized those who heard it. It filled the bridge as he brought Eagan to the deck, smashing away. “She’s got people for that! People for that!”


After thirty seconds, Georgiou was satisfied. “That’s enough. The example is made.”


“Example. Example.” A bloody mess, Blackjack continued clubbing as he sat astride Eagan’s corpse. “Example!”


“Blackjack!”


Hearing her shout his name, the assassin pulled his weapon back to his chest. With one hand, he wiped his eyes—spattered with blood—and then he gingerly wiped down his truncheon. In his few lucid conversations with the emperor, he’d claimed the weapon had killed just about every historical figure ever assassinated; he knew, because it had told him so. Whatever the truth, Georgiou knew that contemplating the weapon calmed him down. He began chuckling softly, a wild animal no more.


“That’s a man who enjoys his work,” Maddox said, standing well apart. “Maybe a little too much. He’s made a mess of my bridge.”


“It isn’t the first time,” Georgiou said. “Nor will it be the last. You’re responsible for staffing this vessel, Captain. Eagan’s disloyalty reflects on you.”


“Not me,” Maddox said, putting up his hands. “He came from Lorca.”


She frowned. Yes, she suspected Gabriel Lorca of having plotted against her—why should he be different from anyone else? His spies were legion. Had one aboard Hephaestus tipped him off that Whipsaw was valuable to her?


She didn’t know—yet. But she did know what she would do now. “We’ve made a good start at depopulating this place, Captain. If the Troika species are uncomfortable with visitors, we should show them what true discomfort is like.”


“Yes, Imperial Majesty!” Maddox smiled, quite obviously pleased at where she had directed her retribution. He saluted. “For the Empire!”


“Call me when the fun begins.” She turned and strode off the bridge.


I.S.S. Hephaestus


DEPARTING TROIKA SPACE


Georgiou had made good on her promise. Her two-week grand tour of destruction had proven that the species of the region were every bit as peculiar as Quintilian had claimed. But diversity, infinite or otherwise, was of no value to the Terran Empire—and she had found nothing else she wanted.


In particular, no trace of Whipsaw. If it was some weapon one of the Troika powers had developed, it had not been brought to bear against her—not even in their darkest hour. She could not believe it was a hoax: S’satah was as capable of deception as any mortal, but the Caitian was a utilitarian after her own heart. There would have been no profit to her in misleading her emperor.


Thwarting one, however, was a valuable end for many—and one in particular. In her chambers, Georgiou thought about her ally-turned-rival Lorca as she reread the latest message from the one person she did trust, currently on a mission to the Cawdor system:




I’m sorry you didn’t find what you were looking for, Mother, but I think you’re off base in suspecting Lorca. I know you think I’m too trusting of Gabriel, but you’ve got to have talented people working for you if you want your rule to last.


Frankly, I’ve never understood how you can enjoy being emperor when you’re constantly seeing threats around every corner—but you seem to thrive on it. I hope, for your sake, that’s not a front. The crown would be a terrible curse otherwise.


It’s a big universe. I hope you’ll get another chance at your superweapon—if that’s what makes you happy. Until next we meet, good hunting.





Georgiou frowned. She calls him Gabriel.


The emperor had never been comfortable with her adoptive daughter’s admiration for her chief rival; she hoped it wouldn’t become a problem. Because the purge would inevitably come. Either Lorca would strike, or Georgiou would—and only one of those choices guaranteed her survival.


She saw creation as it was. Filled with enemies, declared and secret, known and yet to be discovered. She would see them fall, every one. A being that wanted to share the universe with her could be her subject—or her victim. There was no third choice. No one would remember Quintilian, Eagan, or even Lorca—but her people would remember her, and what she did to them.


Georgiou had preferred ruling from the shadows; parades and statues were for those who had nothing left to accomplish. So many emperors, Terran and otherwise, had vanished into obscurity, leaving nothing behind but museum pieces. That would not be her. She would never stop fighting—and when it was time, when she had truly earned it, sentients everywhere would glorify her name. She was building the Terran Empire to be immortal; while it was hers, she would be too.


She would never give it up.


Ever.










Stage One DEFIANCE





Few Terran emperors were more brutal—or more mysterious—than Philippa Georgiou. She conquered many worlds, taking titles from those she dominated—yet she preferred to be faceless to those she ruled. She made her presence felt across wide swaths of territory—yet few traces of her legacy survived the destruction of I.S.S. Charon.


It was as if she had simply vanished…


—SPOCK


The Stillborn Dynasty, 2267
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Thionoga Detention Center


BETA QUADRANT


PRIME UNIVERSE


“You’re a nothing! You’re a zero! Whatever you were, you aren’t anymore!”


The towering alien who had seized Georgiou’s arm shook her hard. It was not the sort of greeting she, as emperor, had been accustomed to upon arriving aboard a space station—and she couldn’t remember the name of her greeter’s species, other than that she had eradicated a fair percentage of its population. But the giant had the advantage of surprise, as well as a hundred kilograms of mass.


Which it used now, hurling her violently to the landing bay deck, knocking the wind out of her.


“You keep your eyes down in Thionoga,” the alien shouted, two mighty feet planted on either side of her as she lay flat on her back, trying to catch her breath. “Snotty little thing. I’m a sentry! You’re trash. Look at me at your peril!”


“I wasn’t looking at you,” she said. “I was looking at that,” she added, vision focused on a spot somewhere above. Distracted, the goliath’s eyes followed; just enough distraction for her to act. Bracing her hands against the deck beneath her, Georgiou rolled back and kicked her legs upward, a springing move that brought her boots into crashing contact with the sentry’s crotch.


She didn’t know the creature’s sex, nor care—but it definitely seemed to place some value over whatever it had down there, judging from the way it howled and doubled over. That gave her the chance to seize the sentry’s collar with her left hand, delivering an open-palmed smash to its face with her right. Grabbing tufts of its bushy hair, she wrenched its head, throwing the brute off balance as she rolled in the opposite direction.


All before she was back on her feet.


Once she was upright, the melee began in earnest, as Big Nasty’s twin joined in, followed by a couple of Nausicaans—likely also guards, judging by their uniforms. They were all targets for her, as she twirled among them, delivering kicks and chops to everyone she came near.


Three were collapsed on the deck when more sentries arrived, carrying long prods. Georgiou looked back to the shuttle that had brought her, only to see its Orion pilot and his disruptor-toting guards in the open hatchway. “What’s wrong with you people?” he shouted. “Can’t you handle a simple transfer?”


The first giant, one hand over a face gushing orange, pointed at her with the other. “She stuck her nose up at me—”


“I was trying to avoid your stench,” Georgiou said.


“You broke my nose!”


“Believe me, I did you a favor!”


A group approached from across the bay: six guards toting tall silver staffs, the vanguard for a squat Denobulan in black. “What goes on here?” he asked.


The shuttle captain pointed to Georgiou. “This one’s been giving us trouble since we picked her up. Even the Klingons didn’t want her.”


“That’s a shame.” The Denobulan seemed to be someone of standing, given the deference he received from the sentries; when he lifted a white-tipped baton, his silver-staffed phalanx sprang forward. They worked to encircle Georgiou, who quickly determined the electrical nature of their weapons.


“The Klingons have a name for these,” the Denobulan said as they threatened her. “Painstiks. I expect they’re self-explanatory.”


Their effect certainly was, when a sentry lunged for her and she sidestepped, redirecting the guard and his weapon into the gut of one of his companions. An electrical shock rocked her victim, causing him to lose his weapon. She scooped it up—next wielding it both as a shocker and a bo staff to deliver harm to her assailants.


She had floored four of them when she saw the Denobulan advancing, his baton before him. Holding her longer staff in his face, she laughed. “Size matters, my little friend!”


“How droll.” Unflinching, the Denobulan triggered something on his baton. A chilling blast of gas launched from its tip, striking Georgiou squarely in the face.


Blinded, she dropped her weapon and fell to the deck, coughing. “That… was… no painstik!”


“Life is full of surprises.”


Still choking, Georgiou was barely able to notice the Denobulan walking up to her—and completely unable to do anything about it when he applied a hypospray to her neck. “Give her a minute—and then take her to accession.” He spun and departed.


Georgiou’s lungs cleared before her vision did. But this time, when she saw the sentries approaching, she felt no urge to do anything about it. Their arms under hers, they lifted her to her feet and marched with her toward a doorway off to the side.


Inside the hexagonal room, she saw the Denobulan settle down into a chair behind a large desk. Save for the side of the room she entered through, every wall had a closed turbolift door of a different color. The guards guided her to the only other furnishing in the room, a small bench across from the Denobulan’s desk. They deposited her on it and departed.


“I am Frietas.”


“You are alone,” she said. That fact was clear, even if everything else still looked blurry. She turned her head toward the exit. “No manacles? No disruptors? I think I’m insulted.”


“There’s no need for theatrics.” Frietas poured himself a steaming brew from a carafe. “The hypospray contained a fast-acting serum, which forces you to answer truthfully. And that gas I dosed you with will keep you docile during the interview.” He stopped pouring and stared across at her. “It’s standard practice—don’t give me any yap about your civil rights.”


“I wouldn’t dream of it.”


“You wouldn’t be in Thionoga if you had any rights left.” He gestured with his mug to the various turbolift doors. “This meeting is about where we’re going to put you.”


“The green one is pretty.” She loved how the portal seemed to glisten as she watched. “I want to go there.”


“I don’t think that one’s for you. It’s for the mentally ill.” He opened a drawer and fished for a data slate.


“I killed someone, if that helps.”


“So it says here.” He read, “Noor Engku, human murderer. Is that your real name?”


“No.”


“It never is. And the real one?”


“Philippa Georgiou Augustus Iaponius Centarius.”


“How’s that again?”


She repeated it—haltingly, each word a carefully prepared meal in her muddled state. “It’s important to me that you get it right.”


“It’s not important at all.” Frietas referred to the data slate. “This merchant you murdered to get here. Did he get your name wrong?”


“No, he got it right.”


“But you still killed him.”


“And his whole fleet.” She studied her fingernails, still shimmering. “I don’t recall how many ships he had, but I destroyed them all.” She sniffed. “In cold blood. Do you have that in there?”


“I don’t see anything here about multiple killings. But it doesn’t matter. We don’t get into the legal processes of the star systems that send us prisoners. If you’re here, your people want you gone—but they won’t pull the trigger. What you did was enough to get you Thionoga.”


“I thought you were trying to decide where I belong.”


“Yes, but don’t get the idea that any one part of this prison is softer than another. It’s not a health spa. A perpetrator is a perpetrator.”


She grinned. “I like the way you think.”


“No, the reason we’re categorizing you is to find out your skills.”


“I kill people. I thought we’d gone over that.”


“This is a penal colony. You must have seen the big asteroid the station’s grappler has hold of. Our inmates do labor. Now, how would you describe what you were before you came here?”


“Ah.” She clasped her hands and leaned back. “Apex predator.”


“Enough nonsense. Did you have a title?”


“Many.” She began to list them.


“Let’s not start that again.” He looked up, aggravated. “Look, it’s a simple question. What was your job?”


“Emperor.”


“Emperor?”


“For a time, people used ‘empress’—but that’s not to my tastes.”


The prison official made a note on his slate. “Emperor. Of what? This place?”


Georgiou looked up and around. “This space station doesn’t exist in my universe. But it is in territory I conquered. Back in ’53, I believe.”


Frietas blinked. “Beg pardon—you said in your universe?”


“That’s correct.”


“You own a universe.”


“A significant part of one.” She frowned. “Or I did.”


“You did.” The interviewer smirked. “This should be rich. What happened?”


“I lost it. One of my rivals staged a coup.”


“A shock, was it?”


“No, it was completely predictable.” She coaxed forth a name that was acid to her mouth. “Lorca. I sent my daughter Michael to hunt him down—but she sided with him instead, and that, I should have predicted. Children make poor decisions.”


“You’re not the first to say that, I’m sure.” The Denobulan looked at her. “So I take it you were overthrown by this Orca.”


“Lorca. No, he was blasted through a rift into this universe.”


“Ah! And this is the person you killed?”


“No.” Georgiou shrugged. “I mean, I did kill him, but he wasn’t the merchant. Lorca returned to my universe, bringing a Starfleet vessel with him—”


“Starfleet just left one lying around.”


“Patronize someone else. I’m being cooperative.”


“Sorry. He came to your universe with a Starfleet vessel.”


“Called Discovery. That’s when I killed him—but not before I tortured him.” She looked around. “You don’t have any agonizer booths here, do you?”


“I’m not sure what you mean.”


“Your warden would like them. They cut down on complaints.”


“Well, maybe we’ll look into that.” His brow furrowed. “I’m not sure I follow your story. If you put down this rebel, you should still be emperor, right?”


“Unfortunately, the episode ended in the destruction of my starship. Whereupon my daughter—”


“Michael, the one who betrayed you.”


“No, not her. The other Michael.”
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