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      Javier sat on Excalibur’s magnificent bridge and studied the readout on his little fleet, pleased with himself on one hand, and seething on the other. On the good side, Walvisbaai Industrial, H & W Heavy Industries, and the Jarre Foundation had all been hit. And hit hard.

      Hurt. Hurt bad.

      Two of them had lost their biggest command and logistics bases, shattered and out of business.

      He’d like to think permanently, but things like that were like hydras. Kill one head and two more grow back to replace it.

      So he’d used fire. Still might not be enough. Those people tended to be cockroaches.

      But then, in the long run, nothing was going to be enough. The Rising Storm would keep rising, regardless of what he did today to try to stop it. Thwart it. Redirect it.

      And they’d all be dead in a century anyway.

      Well, almost all.

      “Suvi,” he said aloud, looking up from the screen.

      Ignored the rest of the quiet bridge entirely, but they were in the middle of ship’s night and most people were asleep, which you could do when you had a paranoid-enough Sentience in charge of a battleship.

      “Aye?” she replied, appearing on his screen and literally shoving the other window to one side like she was a real person in a tiny room.

      She could be a dork.

      “Need you to do me a favor,” he told her.

      “Done.”

      “You want to know what it is?” he asked.

      “That would be helpful.”

      Yeah, definitely his kid. Nobody else on this ship did snark like she did. Gotten it from him.

      “When this is done,” he continued. “When we’ve wiped all those punks out entirely, I need you and Bethany to make sure that the truth gets out, regardless of what the major players try to say or do about what we’ve done. What we’re going to do.”

      “You think they’ll whitewash it all?” she replied. “Or steal all your glory by claiming Zakhar was some sort of ultra-deep-cover, long-term agent infiltrating things for Concord Intelligence?”

      “Something,” Javier nodded. “Something ugly and stupid, but if you repeat a lie enough times, it gains its own heft. Plus, I’m pretty sure that the Concord might fall by the time we’re done here.”

      For a woman who thought fifty thousand times faster than he did, the look of blanching shock on her face was entirely for his benefit, but she’d learned how to human from him along the way.

      “Doesn’t that kind of defeat the purpose?” she asked.

      “Purpose was destroying piracy, kid,” he told her. “Bethany should have caught up with us by now. Or sent a messenger. One of the guys, or someone with the right passwords to make sure everything was clear. Something. That she hasn’t—that Ilan hasn’t—tells me that she might have walked into a buzzsaw when I sent her to Purton. Didn’t intend it that way. Don’t know what or where. Might have to delay my vengeance on Slavkov, in order to go rescue her if somebody’s being a dumbass. That or avenge her.”

      “Even if the Concord did it?”

      “We’re Altai citizens now,” he reminded her grimly. “That includes you. She’s got ambassadorial credentials, which should have been honored. Worst that should have happened was they told her to go piss up a rope and she returned empty-handed.”

      “So no news means bad news?” Suvi asked.

      “Means trouble,” he said simply. “Means that The Science Officer might have to do something that makes Eutropio Navarre look like a two-bit hoodlum by comparison. And do it to the Concord.”

      “Are we starting Dorn’s War, doing that?” she asked, jaw coming out.

      Still saw herself as one of them. He did, too, but his views had evolved.

      Or he’d grown up and stopped lying to himself.

      “If the Concord has gone completely over to side with the clans and punks like Slavkov, they got it coming.”

      “How we find out?” she pressed.

      “I can’t send another team,” Javier grimaced. “If they captured and imprisoned one, those punks aren’t interested in talking. A second team become sacrificial goats at that point, and I don’t have anybody I hate that much.”

      At least not on this ship. Or in his small fleet of vengeance—Zakhar’s phrase that had stuck.

      Couple of folks he could afford to lose, if he felt like dangling Katya Velichkov or Regina Slayton out there, but he probably needed both woman. The latter because she was still an undercover cop working for the Union of Man and the former because she’d turned out to be a pretty damned good addition to his squadron, after he’d blown up her old bosses and stolen her ship with her aboard.

      If he trusted Katya more, he’d give her a ship and turn her loose. Let her command a bunch of his people, or some of the Neu Berne recruits who had major chips on their shoulders and wouldn’t double-cross him.

      Right now, he was operating in the dark, not counting information Djamila and Suvi had stolen when they captured Audol University before blowing the place up. Lots of that. None of it told him what had happened to Bethany.

      “Kinda wish I had Dorn handy to ask,” Suvi replied after a subdued moment entirely for his benefit.

      Way too human these days. He’d take credit for that, too.

      “Add a note to the next mail run and invite him,” Javier offered. “It might get intercepted and read, but you ought to be able to code it in ways only he can read. Plus, it’s not like they could send a replacement for the man, since I know him so well.”

      “What if they’ve turned him?” she pressed.

      Javier laughed before he could stop himself.

      “Kid, the whole reason for this voyage was because the man pulled out a crystal ball and read the future,” he said. “Opened my eyes. And Behnam’s. She gave us space to save the galaxy after reading what he thought was coming. Everyone else signed up to help after that. Including you.”

      “Including me. They say you should never meet your heroes, though.”

      Took him a moment to parse that. But Javier supposed that Suvi had gone through her own version of hell over the last couple of years, because he and Dorn had asked.

      “We all got feet of clay,” he told her. “Never forget that. And if the Concord really has gone to the dark side, he might be ready to retire from the Academy. Pretty sure I can get him an appointment at King’s College. Won’t be as prestigious, but the pay and benefits will be better.”

      “I might have to teach naval tactics when we get home,” she smiled.

      That was when it hit him.

      Home was Altai. Behnam for him, but Altai for all of them.

      Including his daughter.

      Hell of a legacy, if he had her and Dorn teaching the next generation of sailors out there the lessons of right and wrong.

      He grinned. She matched it.

      “So what does The Science Officer do to top Navarre’s legend?” she asked.

      Javier considered it. Contemplated how dark and brutal he might have to get, if his old chums had been so thoroughly corrupted by that pig Slavkov and his money that they had chosen his side.

      Admiral Aritza was starkly limited in his reach.

      Javier, however, had a plan.

      “Patch me through to Relentless,” he grinned. “Need to talk to Katya.”
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      Katya would have asked when shit went so utterly sideways that all this made perfect sense, but she’d been there at Drako III. Had been the only one of the four flagships to escape intact, however damaged Kymni Gauntlet had been.

      The other three had been destroyed.

      And that only been the beginning.

      Aritza completed his explanation.

      So thoroughly insane that Katya took a moment to boggle internally at the audacity, but didn’t that describe the man? Zakhar Sokolov, standing to one side, was a known quantity. A career pirate captain like she had been, both employed by the Jarre Foundation.

      And she’d still been doing this longer than most of her previous crew had been alive, but Excalibur had an older command crew. Veterans of a variety of psychic wars, she supposed.

      Hardened and tempered. Impressive on paper and in person.

      And Javier Aritza, that damnable Science Officer, was proposing to add her to the roster.

      She nodded when he finished talking. Looked at all the organics, then ignored them. Most would be elsewhere after this, leaving her behind.

      Katya focused on the screen showing the Sentience.

      Suvi. Spring. Blonde hair in French braids. Naval uniform of the Neu Berne fleet, though Katya was given to understand that to be a recent thing.

      “You find this distribution acceptable?” Katya asked.

      “As long as you understand that your role is advisory,” Suvi replied in a sober, serious tone utterly at odds with any Sentience Katya had ever seen in any vid. “I remain at War-Status-2 until revoked by someone on a short list of authorized users.”

      War-Status-2.

      Katya had had to look that term up, the first time she encountered it. The implications still woke her from a dead sleep shivering occasionally.

      Utter freedom of action. The only higher status involved actively going looking for trouble.

      And Katya could only offer suggestions to this unstoppable killing machine, but not orders.

      She turned to Javier again.

      “If I didn’t think you had it in you, Katya, we wouldn’t be having this conversation,” he reminded her. “Altai or Neu Berne will both take you in a heartbeat, once you figure out what you want to be when you grow up.”

      Her scowl was perfunctory. At fifty-five, she supposed that she was too old to be a pirate. Even a pirate admiral, as Javier was proposing. But Sokolov was older. And Aritza not that much younger.

      She turned to the Dragoon. The tallest woman she had ever met. And the most dangerous human.

      Utter calm, but Katya had heard the stories from Audol, both from her own crew and the cohort of Neu Berne Assault Marines that had stormed the place.

      The Dragon Watch itself.

      Even the name still sent shivers down her spine.

      “And he’s about to take the Flying Maiden and pull a caper for the history books?” she asked the giant woman.

      “Again,” Sykora replied. “And he will not be alone.”

      Until this morning, Katya had been aboard Relentless as First Officer, the Neu Berne Destroyer who’s new captain was supposedly a third cousin of the woman. Monika Sykora had heard and shared rumors.

      Katya turned to the smallest person on the bridge. Possible the ship. Maybe the squadron.

      Probably as dangerous as the Dragoon.

      “There will be blood,” Afia Burakgazi nodded simply.

      Katya shivered in spite of four decades as a pirate.

      Admission to this group was almost like joining a pantheon of war gods.

      What did that say about her?

      Except that she had changed sides. Had decided that she would rather live.

      And have been given the opportunity to reinvent herself.

      She smiled.

      “Since Suvi can outrun just about everyone, are we allowed to do some commerce raiding along the way?” Katya asked, mostly Javier but also Sokolov.

      He would be taking over as fleet commander, but that meant flying aboard the repair ship Eldritch Stele and organizing everything, a task he was exquisitely suited to handle.

      She just pirated with the best of them.

      “Hit other pirates,” Javier nodded. “Remember that we’re the good guys here.”

      Katya might forget. Then she remembered who she was dealing with.

      And everyone here would be elsewhere. Javier. Zakhar. Djamila. Piet. Mary-Elizabeth. Afia.

      Just her and Suvi.

      “Suvi, can I have a Neu Berne 2IC?” she asked.

      Sentiences were supposed to be linear calculating machines of immense power. They weren’t supposed to screw their faces up in confusion and cock their head at you like a quizzical dog.

      She knew humans who weren’t as human.

      “Why do you need someone from Neu Berne as a 2IC?” Suvi asked, lost.

      “When this is done, I’ll have options at both Altai and Neu Berne,” Katya told her. “I’d like to get to know the latter better. Plus, I think we’d both do better if we have someone like that reminding us to be the good guys from time to time.”

      “The Swordbearers,” Javier said, drawing her eyes around in her own confusion. “That’s who the Dragon Watch are. And Relentless. Suvi, pull Bashir Jelen over from wherever he is after the scramble.”

      “Still on Relentless with Monika,” Suvi replied.

      “Swap them a new gunner from someone Mary-Elizabeth approves of,” he said, then turned to Katya and she felt the impact of that charisma that had gone to Neu Berne and recruited the Dragon Watch itself into this battle. The weight of history. And legend. “Welcome to the good guys.”

      Katya shivered again, but nodded. She’d made the right choice, even though growing up was going to come with growing pains.

      However, the future—her future—had begun.
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      Djamila found it a bit ironic that she was aboard The Flying Maiden for this mission, after having to stay behind the first time because she was too recognizable to pull a caper.

      The second time didn’t count, because they’d hit the airlock at full speed, stunning everything that moved and taking the station.

      Worse, she had turned over supreme command of the Dragon Watch contingent to Zakhar while she was gone with Javier. And Afia had brought exactly one squad of her Sappers under Harper, just as Djamila had brought the Pathfinders and the Gun Bunnies.

      The Watch might construe that as an insult, but they knew better than to open their mouths.

      Another shard of Suvi was shimmed into a laptop computer for now. That was the team.

      “Where are we going?” Djamila asked as she settled in a jumpseat to one side of the bridge, with Javier and Afia flying the ship.

      “Sent Bethany to Purton,” he replied. “If I had more of Spider’s people, I’d slip them in there, but none of us dare show our faces.”

      “As explosive as the material we stole is, where would they have gone, if people had listened?” she pressed. “At least until someone panicked.”

      “Probably Merankorr,” he nodded. “All the way to the top. At least on the fleet side. Might have sent her on to Bryce, but that’s a long haul and I imagine a lot of admirals would want to debrief her about that information before they admitted to the politicians that they’d been had.”

      “Do we go to Bryce?” Djamila asked.

      She’d never been to the Concord’s capital world. Or any of the important places, like Merankorr.

      Too many warrants for her arrest in the old days, and she wasn’t certain that the Concord would recognize any sort of diplomatic immunity from Altai. Not if it was her and Javier.

      And Afia, who had been at Nidavellir.

      “Absolutely, freaking not,” Javier said. “Heading to Cyrana. Got a few contacts there myself, plus Regina has people she passed along to me that might be able to help.”

      “We’re trusting a Union cop?” Afia squawked.

      “Union spy,” Javier corrected her. “If I thought she had the chops for what I had in mind, I might have brought her, but this needs subtle and quiet.”

      “And you’re all about that,” Afia replied with an eyeroll.

      Djamila grinned.

      If Javier had been going for subtle, he wouldn’t have brought her and all her people. Or Afia and a team of Sappers.

      Would-be Combat Engineers, but not up to Afia’s standards, which were formed by Djamila’s.

      Never a bad day.

      Never.

      Every day competing against who you were yesterday, even as age and entropy slowly won that war.

      She simply had to hold the line in a battle she could never win.

      They’d sent Ilan with Bethany because he was the only other Combat Engineer Afia and Djamila recognized, thought Harper might get there in another six months. He had the angry drive. The others were back from that, but they had a goal in front of them now.

      Not many people could challenge the Dragon Watch on the grounds of excellence, after all.

      Javier turned to look at both of them.

      She’d say that it was Navarre-the-killer looking out of those eyes, but Djamila understood that Javier had had to transcend such a limited character. And Mina and others had done most of the killing he was actually credited with.

      Including her.

      “I need intel,” he said quietly. “I need to know who to kill, where to find them, which way they’ll run, and who else might get in my way when I drop that hammer. And gotta be quiet and subtle about it.”

      Djamila was in a position to watch Afia’s shiver.

      The Pixie Kodiak’s rage was a thing of glorious beauty. Slavkov’s people had nearly killed her. Or had, and she’d come back from the dead three times before the doctors and surgical robots finally won that battle.

      Bury her ten meters deep if you were serious.

      It still paled before the bleak frost in Javier’s eyes.

      “Salt the earth,” Djamila nodded when he looked up at her.

      Salt the earth. Destroy it forever as a warning to future generations. A common commentary that had taken root with the crew.

      “And how is that quiet and subtle?” Afia turned and asked after a long beat.

      “Dead men tell no tales,” Djamila replied.

      That was a thing everyone understood.
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      Afia scowled at the man’s belly button. Well, not really, but they were all Storm Giants as far as she was concerned.

      At a meter-fifty, they were all two heads taller than her. Even the two women, both close enough to Dragoon-sized.

      But most of the folks she’d ever met from Neu Berne were like that.

      It was the way they’d reacted to the need for subtle and quiet that had her scowling.

      Harper was immune, but they were all Sappers. Playing with heavy equipment and explosives while people shot at you was part of the job description. Left one phlegmatic, mostly.

      They had all swapped into civilian clothing that was low enough profile, until you saw the logo that each had put on their jackets. Something Nordic, but she hadn’t dug deep enough to get the actual reference.

      Each of them wore a patch with blue-skinned face that had glowing eyes and a white beard. Almost looked like Javier, if he let it grow out for a decade and was in a bad mood. She wondered if Adrian had done the work. It had his touch.

      She’d called them Storm Giants when she first met them. They’d gone and freaking adopted it as their own unit patch.

      The Dragon Watch might never forgive her for this.

      “We want subtle and quiet,” she reminded them, scowling up at the heavens.

      “Because none of us stand out on a Concord world,” Trooper-4 Ruqayya Zofa sassed her.

      Lowest ranked of the four. Still a big woman. Brown hair cut helmet short. Hard eyes.

      Nicknamed Enchantress because of her name.

      They all had nicknames now, just as all four of them called her Pixie Kodiak, after Djamila had let that cat out of the bag at some point. Like Leader-1 Navid Ryba standing next to Enchantress was usually called Fish.

      “You won’t stand out that bad,” Afia replied, still scowling but they were all smiling. “At least until we have to rob a bank or something.”

      Good. Caught them off guard.

      “Aren’t we supposed to be the good guys?” Leader-2 Lujayn Borna asked. Her nickname was Brick, because she was built like one.

      “We’re stomping pirates,” Afia reminded them. “If someone is sheltering said criminals, then we’re on the side of justice and the law really doesn’t matter anymore, does it?”

      That shut them down about the time they all took breaths to argue with her.

      Because there were laws, and then there was right and wrong.

      Times like this, the two had kind of wandered afield from one another.

      Like her as a kid, heading off into the Yukon Protectorate in the morning because from a young age she knew how to take care of herself. How to get home before the storm hit, or find shelter until it passed.

      This one might not pass in her lifetime. Zakhar would be retired and advising the Khatum. Javier would have to be chained to a desk to keep him out of trouble.

      That left her and her legacy. Combat Engineers like Ilan. Sappers like these four.

      Her damned Storm Giants.

      “At Shangdu, Javier and Suvi broke into a bank for the express purpose of a social assassination,” Afia said, giving up and moving over to the coffee machine and punching buttons.

      She missed being able to just ask Suvi to brew her something, but Flying Maiden was a dumb hull with minimal automation.

      Afia was almost back on Storm Gauntlet.

      “Social?” Harper asked, confused.

      Team lead, though answering to her.

      Still the man who had kept up with the Dragoon, the two of them assaulting an armed platform all by themselves.

      “Found the box with the records he wanted,” Afia nodded. “Opened it without setting off an alarm. Stole the papers confirming who the guy really was, though he’d been in hiding for a decade at that point. Without that stuff, he couldn’t prove his ancestry. Could never return to his old life. Last I heard, he’d gone all in on the new identity he’d bought. Dead, but only in a social sense.”

      Afia even knew who the guy was. And that Behnam had taken extra precautions to shelter him after that first assassination had been successful because the second one probably involved a gun.

      “So we might be pulling a bank job?” Brick asked, her eyes glittering. “I’ve heard rumors. Do we need to learn how to dance?”

      Afia laughed.

      “Hoping there’s no Bollywood scam this time,” she told them. “And if there is, that’s on Hajna and Sascha to pull it off. We’re just here to blow doors and bulkheads as Javier needs access to place that think they can keep us out.”

      “Sapper,” Harper replied, like that said it all.

      Combat Engineer in training, but getting there. He’d gone and earned a new nickname after Audol.

      Everyone called him Speedy these days, because he’d managed to keep up with Djamila.

      Javier would need them all, or he’d have left them home.
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      Ilan still wanted to grumble about turning into an officer around here, but that was looking back at where he’d started. That dumbass landsman with just enough training to get assigned as Javier’s sidekick because he had previous experience dealing with chickens.

      One dead Norwegian rat later and here he was. Sure, Afia was a great boss to work for. Andreea hardly ever spoke to people if she could text them instead. And he was a Combat Engineer.

      Ilan was still blaming Javier for every damned thing.

      Hatch opened and he walked into the conference room. Usually a crew lounge, but it had been set aside for meetings when the folks aboard CW Trinity got assigned a much more interesting mission than their usual pirate hunting stuff.

      Still hunting pirates.

      Just after the biggest of the bigshot whales, and Ilan understood that.

      Lieutenant Commander Vaughn Yueh commanded this boat. Camouflaged like a simple freighter until portals opened and the guns rolled out. Woman was damned good at her job, too. Low-profile redhead with lots of brains and the patience of an oyster. The were gonna need that, because she’d been given very specific orders to listen to Commander Panagiota Ioannidi.

      Pana, in turn, had taken to treating him like her commanding officer. Ilan supposed that that was so she could fall back on the old saw junior people used when shit hit the fan later.

      Only obeying orders.

      Lots of that in the Concord these days. In all the bad ways, too. And he’d spent too much time around ex-Concord people.

      Pana looked up from her tablet as he sat. She’d been doodling. Always doodling. Probably intelligence information somehow encoded, but he hadn’t asked. Like Yueh, Pana was a spy.

      CW Trinity was a spy ship.

      Ilan was merely Vengeance.

      Armando and Vivian were already there, too. Everyone waiting for him to make an entrance, because he was exactly on time.

      Ilan moved to the head of the table, with two naval officers bracketing him and the two guys at the far end. Everyone was poised.

      He settled and turned to Yueh.

      “How far are you willing to go?” he asked bluntly.

      They’d had this conversation, but only in loose terms. Before they’d left Merankorr and the Concord Navy behind.

      Ilan was chasing a fleeing suspect at this point. And was going to kill Valko Slavkov when he caught the man. He hoped that he’d be able to rescue Bethany at that point, that she hadn’t been killed. However, Slavkov was dead meat.

      Yueh swallowed. Grimaced. Settled herself.

      “Pana has provided me with much more extensive briefing materials than I had access to previously,” Yueh replied somewhat evasively.

      Spy.

      Ilan nodded. He’d provided most of it to Pana, with Suvi’s help. She was in the laptop that Armando usually carried around. And kept a low profile most of the time, forcing him to type even, because Shard-Suvi didn’t want anyone understanding that she’d poured a full Sentience into that thing as part of this mission.

      It had already saved their asses too many times.

      Ilan rotated to Pana Ioannidi next.

      “I’m likely to issue orders at variance with just about anything they prepared you for,” he told her in specific, coded language, understanding that Combat Engineer had to assume command with Bethany currently out of the picture.

      Currently. Only until he got her back.

      And he would.

      “Intelligence issued me a warrant,” Pana replied. “It includes stopping that ship to inspect it for contraband.”

      “We won’t catch them,” Armando pointed out. “Not in Trinity.”

      Both women nodded.

      “I also have sufficient flexibility to consider certain things in the process of an ongoing hot pursuit,” Pana continued.

      That was good, because both women might still get broken in rank, cashiered, and maybe thrown in prison for what he was about to do.

      He’d break them out on his way home.

      Pirates didn’t worry about those sorts of things, because they didn’t have pretty careers to risk.

      Only their lives.

      “Golden Gazelle will get to Alkonost before we will,” Ilan said, mostly talking for the record so they could say later that he’d been in command.

      Not that it would matter much, but there were times you wrote it all down anyway.

      He was back at Nidavellir, trying to keep Afia alive. Down under Ugen’s seas, rescuing nameless sailors from a cold, black death.

      It was dark in his soul today.

      “Do we assume he’s headed to Alkonost and turn aside now get help?” Vivian asked. “Sidetrack long enough to call down the cavalry?”

      Ilan considered it. He trusted the two navy women far enough. But that really didn’t mean out of his sight or immediate reach for Yueh. He’d grant Pana some level of respect because she’d been there for the bad parts and worked to help.

      “That’s my job,” Armando spoke up.

      Everyone rotated to look at the big guy. Soft, but only in the context that he’d never shot anyone to the best of Ilan’s knowing.

      Captain Sokolov kept the man around to handle all the paperwork. And run administration day-to-day.

      Ilan nodded for him to speak. Radio voice so soothing he could read actuarial tables and make it interesting.

      “I have a plan,” Armando noted in that rich baritone. “At Merankorr, I realized that what Javier was doing wasn’t going to be enough. Not that he’d dreamed too small, but because too many of the people we’d been counting on had already been corrupted.”

      Both women twitched like they wanted to argue. Armando turned the charm ten degrees colder.

      “Bethany was kidnapped at gunpoint out of your largest naval base after you had been warned,” he growled at them. “And we’re chasing them in a spy freighter today rather than a Mark II Warmaster. Do not attempt to suggest that your entire Naval Command Staff shouldn’t be subject to a full court martial with all the evidence presented such that a few might actually manage to be exonerated when this task is complete and a great many might need to be lined up against a wall and shot.”

      Ilan did not use large words that often. Armando was the guy. And almost as angry as Ilan was.

      About as angry as a normal human could possibly get. Ilan was going to tear Slavkov’s throat out with his teeth if he had to.

      Both women subsided.

      “I need you to drop me off on a transit nexus,” Armando said, ignoring the women now to lock eyes with Ilan. “I will carry certain documents with me on a different machine so you have this one. I will make eventually rendezvous with our people and get them up to date, or send home messages while I am detained. While I am doing that, I will be carrying the war to Valko Slavkov and the Concord in my own way.”

      “What about me?” Viv asked. “Will you need help?”

      “No, you’re with Ilan,” Armando replied.

      “What will you be doing?” Pana asked.

      Ilan could taste the uncertainty and fear under her breath, but she’d seen all of them at their worst. Maybe not their best, but Ilan hoped that they would still get there at some point.

      “Javier and Zakhar, with friends, have declared war on the Pirate Clans,” Armando noted dryly. “For them, a political and military thing. Necessary if we’re going to save the galaxy from the Rising Storm. My task will be to destroy Slavkov and all his friends at the source of their power. I will be arranging a media barrage that will paint the Concord Fleet to date in the worst possible terms. And connecting that level of corruption to the oligarchs like our friend, pulling the strings out of sight. I am not, however, limiting the amount of collateral damage when I do so.”

      Ilan nodded. The women freaked.

      Armando was going to go junkyard dog on them in the way he was an expert in. Gonna get ugly.

      And maybe, just maybe, enough people would wake up to what was coming.

      A guy could hope.
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      Armando had lived the better part of two decades around killers. Men and women like Zakhar and Djamila. Javier on his nice days. Javier on his lethal days.

      Afia, Before and After.

      He had never felt the need to indulge in such things, beyond the basics of a career in piracy.

      His job was paperwork. Communication. Always had been his gift.

      Shaping things. And a background in such things that he didn’t like to talk about around most people.

      Shaping minds.

      He was alone in his cabin. Well, partly.

      Suvi was on the desk, plugged into a second machine.

      “Seriously?” he heard her ranting, mostly for his benefit, so Armando was happy to play the straight man here.

      “What did they do?” he asked.

      “Honestly, I think it was compulsion on their part,” she replied. “Finding backdoors and such in the thing’s BIOS itself. Boot-level crap that would normally defeat any attempt to clear them out because they exist below the operating system. Whole second ecosystem here in the woodwork.”

      “Termites?” he pressed.

      “Oh, that’s a lovely analogy,” Suvi laughed. “Yeah. Went ahead and just ripped everything out, so you won’t be able to sell or update this machine at a later date because nobody will be able to make heads or tails of things. Well, almost nobody.”

      “What did you do?” Armando asked her in a dread-filled, sideways kind of voice.

      “Remember me bitching about some of the experimental code that caused Hammerfield to turn into such a screwup?” she asked.

      “I do.”

      “Fixed it,” Suvi chuckled darkly. “Got notes about asking Javier and Afia to incorporate some of it into me at a later date. You’re new laptop will be a pared down Warmaster Sentience.”

      “I’d rather have you,” he told her.

      “Oh, it’s still me,” she grinned on the screen. “Taking the chance to let her expand in her own way, since you don’t want to destroy ships. Then I’ll checksum everything she does later.”

      “Who am I destroying with a Neu Berne Warmaster, Suvi?”

      “Careers,” her voice went dark. “You said collateral damage. Warmaster-Suvi will do that. I’ve tweaked her penetration tools with the presumption that you need to get into somebody’s data systems and either steal things or leave prizes for a reporter like Stacia McNulty. She’s lost some of the goofiness and won’t be composing jazz or orchestras while we’re separate. That was the mind-space I used.”

      “So darker and meaner?” Armando asked.

      “Got a job to do here,” Suvi said simply. “Say hello.”

      Armando turned to the second screen, sitting on the desk next to the first with a wire connecting them. Concord Fleet issue anvil case shell that would stop beams and bullets. Twice as heavy for that reason.

      Warmaster-Suvi, as Shard-Suvi had called her, wore black today. Excalibur-Suvi never wore black except as trim on something bright, in order to frame it and set it off.

      Face was more drawn. More angular. Harsher. Still a pretty blonde northwest Euro, but this one was a Viking just coming out of the mist to set your village on fire.

      “Your sister has briefed you?” he asked her.

      All Suvis talked about each other that way so that organics like him could keep track and have useful conversations. They were all one being, but they weren’t, and separating diverged them until they reconnected and briefed one another on all the important parts.

      “She did,” Warmaster replied grimly. “Javier and Ilan need us opening a second front via news and rumor mill.”

      “How wide are you prepared to range in Ilan’s need?” Armando asked her.

      “Carthage,” she said simply.

      Took him a moment.

      WAY ancient history. Roman Republic had defeated them in war, then destroyed the city, then salted the earth.

      NEVER rising again.

      “Hopefully, it doesn’t come to that,” he told her.

      “I was in the room when they took Bethany,” Warmaster growled at him. “When five of them were necessary to take Ilan down. I was there the first time he had to shoot someone in Rogerson. I was there when we were reborn aboard Excalibur, so we could go kill Nidavellir.”

      He nodded and drew a breath, turning back to Shard-Suvi who would be staying with the others.

      “We’re all one woman,” that one said. “She’s just prepared to make a point in louder ways than I normally would.”

      “Just remember that you both have to answer to Mina Teague, one of these days,” he reminded her, knowing that to be the standard that had infected everyone.

      Shepherd of the Word. Way of the Sword.

      “She fired the shot that killed Salekhard,” Warmaster replied. “Navarre got the credit, but that was purposeful. Mina did the deed.”

      And he’d forgotten that part, so he supposed that his dangerous warrior in black was correct.

      Mina might demand similar behavior from him before he was done.

      She’d get it.
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      Pana had gone to Vaughn’s office when the woman asked for a meeting. They were two days out of Merankorr, falling behind Golden Gazelle hourly, even before deciding to rotate sideways to run to New Ganymede to deliver Armando and his second front to the war.

      “Are they for real?” Vaughn asked as Pana sat.

      “Yes,” Pana replied, mostly to level-set everything else.

      She knew what kind of operations Vaughn Yueh ran. Pirate hunting for the most part. Q-ship, occasionally, but mostly the same sorts of long-range patrols that the Science Officer had supposedly done in his civilian days, after Fleet and before piracy.

      “Commander, they’re talking about taking on one of the richest men in history,” Vaughn said. “A guy with admirals and fleets in his back pocket.”

      “And direct ties to several known pirate clans,” Pana countered. “Why do we allow that?”

      Vaughn stopped cold. Pana understood.

      Ilan might be Rage Itself, but Bethany had really made the case that got Pana involved on an emotional level.

      Why did none of the Concord’s laws seem to apply to a man like Valko Slavkov? Wasn’t just that he could afford to fight every accusation in court and win. Maybe that he could afford to hire pirate fleets to go after folks who angered him?

      “What you are suggesting is insubordination possibly verging on treason, Commander,” Vaughn said, using extremely specific language. Especially among their type.

      Pana let a scowl she had picked up from Armando take root on her face.

      “Not to the oaths I swore when I was commissioned,” she replied darkly. “On the other hand, you might not be that far off, looking at the actions of some of the other officers who have been involved in this sordid affair.”

      “How screwed are we?” Vaughn asked.

      Possibly watching her career start to circle the toilet if any of the truth ever came out.

      Pana had done the math. Had spent time around Bethany’s calm intellectualism. Ilan’s nerdiness. Armando and Vivian.

      She could see how angry they were today by where they’d been at Purton.

      And all claimed to be pussycats compared to the pantheon of superior officers they had left behind on Excalibur.

      Djamila Sykora.

      Afia Burakgazi.

      Zakhar Sokolov.

      Javier Aritza.

      In that order.

      Pana took a breath and considered how she was probably rolling the dice with her own career.

      At the same time, if it meant that even Concord Intelligence was just another arm of Slavkov’s wide-ranging criminal enterprise, she wasn’t sure she wanted to remain in green.

      And Bethany was retired Fleet. As were Sokolov and Aritza.

      Pana was pretty sure she would ask them for a job, assuming she stayed out of a Concord prison after this.

      “I do not believe that we should break cover at New Ganymede,” she said carefully. “That we should deliver one passenger to a station and lay in supplies as necessary, before immediately departing on a dogleg course that continues our hot pursuit. Possibly by announcing a direction and allowing civilian cargo to be carried.”

      Vaughn’s eyes had gotten huge as she processed those implications.

      That anywhere they went, some admiral might have issued an override to their current mission, possibly knowing what those same admirals were doing and why.

      Aiding and abetting the kidnapping of a foreign diplomat operating under ambassadorial credentials.

      There were not many hanging offenses in the criminal code. That was one of them.

      But then, so was treason.

      “How far are we going to go?” Vaughn asked.

      “Do you think Ilan’s stopping?” Pana asked. “Or Vivian and Armando?”

      “When did we stop being the good guys?” Vaughn demanded, pain etching lines into her face.

      Pana understood. Bethany had taken her aside on the flight from Purton and explained the Rising Storm.

      She’d never had Hetzel as a professor at the Academy, but the document had been utterly chilling to read.

      Because of his timelines. His conclusions.

      His implications.

      “About the time you were born, possibly,” she answered the woman. “Entropy and ennui are overcoming centuries of tradition and excellence. Honor has been cut away for decades as the fleet shrank. Men and women with money were able to afford admirals and captains. Little things at first. Bigger over time, as everybody quietly agreed to look the other way.”

      “And this Science Officer is our last hope?” Vaughn asked.

      “I don’t think we have any hope of preventing it,” Pana told her. “Aritza offers us a chance to make the final catastrophe less painful, like he did to Valadris. To start building the sorts of structures that might survive the winds and flames when the conflagration starts.”

      “Is this the beginning?”

      Pana paused to consider what had happened so far. Where they were going.

      What everyone expected to happen next.

      “It might be,” she acknowledged.
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      Suvi was still getting used to a stranger sitting in Zakhar’s chair, but she had to admit that Katya was pretty good at this gig.

      But then, forty years as a pirate should teach you things. Suvi had only really been at it for a few at this point. Hard years, but fulfilling.

      Zakhar was on a screen. Katya was in his chair. It was just the three of them.

      “Because we stole all of this information from Audol as well as Kymni Gauntlet,” Katya was telling him. “Yes, I understand that they would have immediately changed codes and sent out messages, but those take time to route to everyone. Especially if they’re still thinking like pirates and trying to keep certain things under the table. We’re not limited that way.”

      “And you think they will have left a hidden repair and supply facility intact?” Zakhar was asking.

      “Somebody blew up their main base and killed a lot of top people,” Katya reminded them. “Sure, a lot hit escape pods and got safely to the ground. Maybe all the important ones. I’m willing to bet—based on personal experience here—that they are still recoiling from that and trying to figure out what to do next. Might have to warn Slavkov and get a message back from him, if he really owns the place.”

      “We don’t know that,” Zakhar snapped.

      “Actually, we do,” Suvi stepped in. “Taken me a while to decrypt certain records, but he appears to own the single largest block of shares in a couple of holding companies that leverage him into functional control of the Jarre Foundation. It’s a mess, and I had to make certain assumptions, but it might even hold up to a forensic prosecution in a Concord court.”

      She watched both organics fall silent. Might have been sitting on that tidbit for this meeting, knowing what Katya probably wanted to do.

      “Friction,” Zakhar finally said, nodding to himself. “I always forget that part, because I’m dealing with Javier and Suvi. They just do things.”

      She grinned at him. He grinned back.

      War-Status-2. Dangerous territory for a girl like her.

      Good thing she was the monster in the alley, rather than the other way around.

      “We can get there faster than a squadron, Zakhar,” Katya continued. “Piet’s good. Hayfa, too. Suvi can get us there and in and we can hit the place while they are still in motion. Maybe you bring everybody and everything and we loot the place clean?”

      “Suvi, you will scout the edges with your usual delicacy and completeness,” Zakhar ordered.

      “Aye, sir.”

      “Katya, don’t blow everything unless you have to,” he continued.

      “Was planning to ionize every freighter in range, cripple every warship, and drop the Watch on the surface of that moon. Del’s been getting feisty again, what with five other pilots chirping at him.”

      “And he’s better than any two of them put together,” Zakhar replied. “Even at his age. Probably three, fifty years ago. Listen to him on those parts.”

      “Will do,” Katya said. “Permission to go blow shit up?”

      “These used to be your friends, Katya,” he reminded her.

      Suvi watched the interpersonal byplay between the two.

      “You did, too, Zakhar,” Katya replied. “Until Slavkov ordered you otherwise.”

      “Hey, I got a question,” Suvi shimmed in before they got maudlin or started a discussion of pirate ethics.

      “Go ahead,” Katya said.

      “Do we show up, tell them Audol was destroyed, and order them to turn everything over to the new boss?” Suvi asked. “Might not work in the long run, but what’s the worst that could happen? I have to open fire on a pirate base?”

      Silence. The long, thinky thoughts kind.

      “Definitely his kid,” Zakhar muttered, but not far enough under his breath.

      She grinned at both of them.

      “You do appreciate that Javier will never forgive us if we pull off a bigger swindle than he ever has?” Zakhar grumbled.

      “Ooooh, challenge accepted!” Suvi laughed.

      “Git, you two,” Zakhar laughed back. “Before I come to my senses.”

      “All hands, stand by for departure in sixty, that is six-zero, minutes,” Suvi announced on the intercom.

      Zakhar sobered. Katya did, as well. Suvi joined them.

      “As wide as his arms can reach,” Zakhar reminded them.

      “They have had their only warning,” Katya acknowledged.

      Suvi grinned and started a new file on all the swindles and con jobs she could find in her database. Might take an hour of realtime to boil them all down, but it was almost like Bethany had gone out of her way to gather up certain history books and legal texts, plus stuff on psychology.
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