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Chapter One
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“I don’t like the idea of you going on this voyage to the New World,” Philippina said as she picked at her dress. She looked so much like a girl when she wore gowns, and that was rarely true of his Philla. Alex smiled at his sister and leaned in to kiss her cheek.

“I know, but this is the best way to make sure the captain isn’t going to lose another cargo.” Alex played with the little clockwork spider Aster had made him. It lived on a chain, and when Alex wound it, the legs would send the small creature scrambling around his riding coat. He gave the knob a twist, and the spider jerked to life for a moment before settling. Alex had frightened a number of well-bred ladies and proper men with his sister’s lifelike toy. Luckily neither of his sisters was particularly... He couldn’t say they weren’t well-bred because they were descendants of the great Margrave of Mergau. However, they were not proper.

Philla looked up at him. She was the eldest of the three of them, but she was a girl, and that left her trapped by dresses and lace. It might be the 1890s, but society said she could no more strap on a sword and a Borchardt and stride into battle than he could put on a dress.

Not that he wanted to wear a dress.

And not that Philla was incapable of pinning her hair up under a bowler and putting on a pair of breeches.

Still, propriety constrained them, even if there was little of their march left other than a crumbling fortress and their trading ships. The soldiers in their barracks and grand warhorses were all gone. Today’s world relied on war machines and flying contraptions, and Alex’s grandfather had failed to foresee change coming. While other lords and dukes and margraves sold their warhorses and armor to hire men of science, the elder margrave had insisted machines were a fashion that would soon end, and he continued to breed his grand horses. They were beautiful animals that stood twenty hands tall, and now their descendants grazed the land around the march as feral as the ponies. Alex’s father had said it was better for the horses to feed themselves than it was for the family to starve. But every time one fell to the wolves, Alex could feel his heart breaking.

“I should go with you,” Philla said. She ran her hand over the back of a drawing-room chair. The lack of certain pieces of furniture spoke of their inability to pay a craftsman to repair what had broken.

“That would not go over well with the captain.”

“I am sure that Captain Rinesburg is equally unhappy to have you aboard.”

“Yes,” Alex agreed, “but if you were aboard, he would insist we had to lay in a stock of silk sheets and fine wines.”

Philla rolled her eyes and threw herself onto the window seat. “I wish...,” she said, but she let her voice trail off.

Alex could finish that thought well enough. There was enough to wish for.

“I must go,” Alex said softly.

Philla crossed her legs in a most unladylike manner. “I don’t like this, but if we lose another ship of tobacco, I don’t know how we’ll pay the tax.”

“We won’t,” Alex said. It was as simple as that. Aster could easily find a husband in the sciences, someone who would happily claim her inventions as his own and market them, but she had no interest in sharing a man’s bed. Philla had every interest in a man’s bed, but tying herself to one man posed a problem. And while Alex respected his sisters and never had believed, as his father had, that they should bow to some man, he was at a loss as to what to do.

As much as he admired the writings of Christine de Pisan, he could not give his sisters a world where they would walk equal to a man, and he feared he was not man enough to provide the protection they needed. If the family were rendered homeless, Philla could bind her chest and likely take hire as a guardsman or immigrate to the New World. But Aster was not nearly as strong.

Philla looked at him. “Pirates will not care about your title.”

“Yes, they will. They will take me, and instead of gutting me over the side of the deck, they will hold me for ransom.”

“A ransom I cannot pay,” Philla said.

Alex knew that too. “It does no good to worry. Besides, our captain worries me more than any pirates.”

Philla nodded. She looked less than pleased, but she agreed.

“So, why have you brought out mother’s dresses?” Alex asked as he looked at the flowing blue fabric and the elaborate sleeves. Of course Philla being Philla, she had incorporated a detailed leather belt nearly as wide as a man’s hand outstretched. It was cream and elaborately carved and, Alex suspected, able to hide a number of weapons.

“Lord Hendrik Drager wants to come and make his case. I am playing Queen Elizabeth, accessible to all, attainable by none.”

“Just don’t let Lord Hendrik hear you say that,” Alex warned.

She smiled at him. “I shall not.”

* * * *
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THAT CONVERSATION WAS on Alex’s mind as he listened to the shouts of the men on deck as the Meili tried to outrun the pirates. They were too far from shore to hope for rescue.

The planking groaned as the helmsman attempted to force wood and mortise joints to function in a way they were not designed. Alex lost his footing as he ran down a narrow corridor toward the main hold. The ship bucked, and he crashed into a support beam, clinging to it for a second before he scrambled for the hatch down into the cargo bay. The Meili was not designed for this sort of abuse, but she was a good ship. Alex only had to reach his goal.

With the exception of the captain and navigator, the men on this ship had worked for his family for generations. Alex would not sacrifice them or the Meili. If they lost this cargo, they would suffer, but if they lost the ship, he saw no path for the family’s survival. Right now he had to save the ship and crew. Philla could rebuild as long as the losses were not too great. Perhaps she would take Lord Hendrik up on his offer. He was stupid enough that he might be easily led by the dick. Regardless of how Philla managed her affairs, Alex had to preserve her position as much as possible. That meant saving what he could.

And he feared he was not a piece that could be saved.

That made ice run through his veins, but it was truth. Alex would not hide from it. One more lurch from the great ship, and Alex dropped through the hatch and down into near darkness. After much of their stock had vanished, Aster had found a way to use dense metal mesh to make the crates nearly impenetrable. Captain Rinesburg had a key; however, he did not understand the genius of Alex’s sister. The locks could be easily reset, their pins realigned by anyone who possessed a working key.

And Alex did.

Rinesburg might sell out the cargo for the price of his own skin, but he was going to learn the foolishness of assuming that a Mergau could be discounted. Even with the bucking ship, Alex was able to use his own key to open the locks and then separate the two halves of the lock. After that, it was the work of a second to press a new form to the lock to reset the pins. The oddly bent leg of his spider provided an easy template, and now no key would work save the bent leg of Alex’s spider. The captain couldn’t trade away what he didn’t own. Alex closed the mechanics to complete the resetting of the internal lock pins. He repeated the process with all twelve crates, which left him little time to help fight off the pirates.

Not that Alex believed he had any great skill in that arena. However, he would fight to the end to protect what was his. He headed for the narrow stairs that led back up the hatch. Only then Captain Rinesburg appeared, sliding down the stairs using the railing. It was a rather dashing move.

“There you are, Margrave Alexander. We must get you off this ship. There is a launch ready to flee.”

“No, I can’t leave,” Alex protested.

“Pity,” a voice at the top of the hatch replied. Alex pulled his Borchardt and fired at the shadow before diving for the safety of one of the crates. The heavy blast of a revolver answered. The enemy had the high ground at the hatch.

“Come out, little lord, or I will come in after you,” an amused voice warned him.

“Come in, and we will test the color of your blood,” Alex answered.

“Huxton?” The voice called.

Before Alex could even properly consider the ramifications of a pirate calling the captain by his first name, he found a gun pressed to the back of his neck.

“You are not your brother, Margrave. Surrender your weapon, or you will die right here.” Captain Rinesburg had the nerve to sound amused. Alex knew when he could not win a fight. He’d seen the losing end of one or two hundred matches in his life. He loosened his hold on his weapon and carefully set it on the floor.

“Stand up,” Rinesburg ordered.

“You will pay,” Alex said. He doubted he would be in any position to claim retribution, but he had been no more than six when he’d finally figured out that Philla was brutal in her reprisals.

“Doubt it,” Rinesburg said. “Here is your lordling,” he said, and Alex got his first look at the pirate that now held him captive. He was a broad-shouldered, dark man with black hair that seemed to hang in unfashionably long ropes and an unwrinkled face that suggested either youth or a lack of experience as a pirate. Most generally the weather aged seamen considerably.

“Other than a lordling, what have you brought me this time?”

“Tobacco from Virginia,” Rinesburg offered.

Alex clenched his fists as he realized his wealth—his sister’s wealth—would be stolen literally out from under his hands.
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Chapter Two
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Rinesburg quickly relieved Alex of any obvious weapons. Although a few of Aster’s more creative inventions were still hidden about his person.

Then Rinesburg yanked him out from behind the crates and shoved him in the middle of the hold, right in front of the pirate.

“Common thief,” Alex accused the man. He was rewarded with a backhand across the face that dizzied him badly enough that he fell. He hit the ladder and had to hang on to avoid crumpling to the floor.

“Not common,” the man said. “Open them.” He gestured toward the crates, and Rinesburg pulled a key out of his pocket. Alex looked up the stairs, and suddenly the pirate grabbed him by his throat and held a pirate’s knife a scant inch from his face. “This is not my first time claiming a cargo. I have taken care to minimize the damage to your crew, but if they learn of my man’s true loyalty, I will slaughter them all. Clear?”

“Clear,” Alex agreed. He wasn’t sure he had much of a choice with a knife so near his eye, but if this pirate had taken the ship already, Alex’s crew could not help him. Moreover, they wouldn’t help him. Mostly pirates claimed a crew or murdered it, so if the crew of the Meili had found the rare pirate that would offer them quarter, they wouldn’t destroy their sole chance of surviving for some faint hope of helping him.

“It’s not working,” Rinesburg said. He jiggled the lock and tried to force the key. It amused Alex to see Rinesburg’s increasingly frantic attempts to unlock the cargo. Alex’s amusement vanished when his captor grabbed him by the neck and pinned him to one of the rails of the ladder.

“What did you do?”

“I reset the pins on the lock. Only I know how to open them now,” he said.

The knife was back, pressing to the underside of Alex’s jaw. “Then open them.”

“No.” Alex braced himself, prepared to feel the sting of the blade cutting into his skin. The underside of the jaw was such a vulnerable place that it would not take long for his life to end. However, instead of ending him, the pirate pulled back.

“Excuse me?”

Alex lifted his chin. If the pirate was going to kill him, so be it. Captain Rinesburg might spin another story of his own innocence, but if Alex were lost, Philla would not hire him again. She would not have a viper in her midst. And as a bonus, Alex would truly aggravate this pirate. Alex might be a petty man, but he embraced his own pettiness, which made it a virtue of sorts. “No,” he said again.

The pirate raised his eyebrow and considered Alex with some amusement as he took a step back. He still had his knife in hand, but at least it wasn’t pressed up against Alex’s throat. “Well, this is interesting at least. Huxton, who have you brought me?”

“Alexander, Margrave of Mergau, the second son of Frederich.”

“And where is Frederich’s first son?”

“Dead,” Alex said, hoping to cut the discussion short.

“So, I have the lord and not a lordling,” the pirate said with a smile. He gave an elaborate bow clearly intended to mock. “So, milord, how are we to solve this? Because I have taken casualties, and I will not leave this ship without a profit.”

“And I will not leave my family to be preyed upon by this traitor,” Alex said as he looked at the captain.

“Then we have reached an impasse. I could simply break open the crates.” The pirate leaned against one of the crates and ran his finger over the mesh, no doubt to test the strength. Alex didn’t doubt the wood would splinter and ruin the tobacco long before this idiot could break Aster’s metals. She made her own alloys, and they were far more durable than anything Alex could buy on the open market. He had attempted to interest some businessmen to invest in a wide-scale production facility, but they had shown no desire for something produced by a woman, and it was well known that Alex did not have the capacity for engineering. No one would believe the process was his.

“The force required would damage the goods,” Alex pointed out. “On the other hand, we could reach a bargain by which you take a certain number of crates and your man, and I could tell you how to open them.”

“Search him for a key,” the pirate ordered Rinesburg.

Alex gritted his teeth, but he didn’t comment as the captain became very personal in his search.

Above, someone opened the heavy cargo doors, and light spilled down into the hold. Now Alex could more properly see the pirate. What Alex had thought were shadows were actually three dark vertical stripes across each cheek. Other than that, his face was strong but unremarkable. He had a long, straight nose that flared out at the bottom and a square jaw in need of shaving, although not heavily bearded.

“The Yemaja is ready for cargo,” someone called down.

“Keep your engines cool. We’re negotiating,” the pirate called back, and that seemed to quiet his compatriots.

Rinesburg had confiscated Alex’s ring of keys, and Alex watched as Rinesburg tried key after key in the locks. Of course none of them worked. Alex was feeling rather smug about that.

The pirate looked at Rinesburg and then back at Alex. “I guess you weren’t going to make it that easy.”

“No, not that you would notice.”

“Then let us discuss this offer of yours. We take the crates, and exactly when would you give me the key?” the pirate asked. He raised his eyebrow even farther, and Alex sighed. That was a problem. He had not thought that out. The pirate smiled as he said, “I have a new offer for you. I take the crates, my man, and you, and I allow your ship to go on its way.”

“One quarter of the crates.”

“What? Aren’t you going to bargain for your freedom, milord?” The pirate glided closer with a twist of his body, and Alex jerked away from the strange mannerisms. They made him uncomfortable in ways Alex could not describe. The pirate laughed.

“One third of the crates,” the pirate then offered.

Alex considered the deal. He would not survive, not only because the pirate would wish to keep Rinesburg’s secret but also because pirates did not release captives. Sometimes they ransomed a lord or count, but Alex’s sisters could not afford that cost. They could not afford to lose their last male relative either, but they were clever women. They would find their way.

“Deal,” Alex said. His stomach was threatening to rebel, but he refused to let his weakness show. Instead he watched as the pirate called to someone on deck. Long, curved metal arms, the likes of which Alex had never seen, lowered through the hull at the end of chains.

The contraption came down, and the pirate used various cranks to bend the joints until the long legs became claws that could capture the entire crate like very large spider’s legs. Only then did he leap lightly to the top of the crate and work the main crank. The whole contraption tightened around the crate.

“Lift away!” the pirate called before he leaped down. The chains tightened, and then the machine pulled the crate up.

Alex was forced to watch as the pirates took his trade goods. Worse, the pirate captain walked over and slung an arm over Alex’s shoulders as though they were friends. When the pirates learned that no ransom would be coming, Alex had no illusions about what they would do. Some pirates made a regular feature of killing all aboard, so one death should be a small price, but Alex feared paying it.

Then again, Alex had no way yet to judge the truth of this particular pirate. He could well still betray them.

When the pirate had claimed his crates, someone threw the cargo doors closed again, and the pirate captain gestured toward the ladder with another of his grand bows. “After you, milord,” he said. He went to slap Alex on the shoulder, and then laughed when Alex flinched.

He hadn’t expected a slap on the back. Now a knife in the back he was prepared for. He expected no better of pirates. Alex climbed the ladder and nearly walked right into the gun of a tall, lanky man who held the barrel pointed right at Alex’s head. Alex stopped, which caused some cursing behind him.

“Move yourself, or I’ll find a way to move ya,” the pirate captain complained as he gave Alex a good shove forward. “Let the boy through.”

The lanky man moved the gun to one side without giving much ground, but another push from below convinced Alex to continue climbing. When Alex reached the deck, the new pirate swung the butt of his long gun into Alex’s head.

Now this was what Alex expected of pirates. He found himself crumpled to the floor, his ears ringing, and his head hot where he’d been struck. He reached up to touch his scalp, searching for blood, but there was none. He only felt as if he were dying.

“You should probably wait until he gives us the key before doing any damage to his head,” the pirate remarked as he stepped over Alex.

Alex closed his eyes and tried to regain control over the fear that was blossoming in his chest. He could feel someone move closer, and he put his hand on the wall and pushed himself up. He would meet his enemies on his feet...at least until they knocked him down again. The lanky man was coming at him again, but surprisingly the pirate captain grabbed his arm and shoved him back.

“I told you not to damage the goods,” the captain said, moving in front of Alex.

“I don’t need your protection,” Alex snapped.

The pirate looked at him with that same amused expression. “You need someone’s, lad, or this is going to be a very difficult trip.” He grabbed the shoulder of Alex’s traveling coat and hauled him down the corridor and toward the narrow stairs that led out to the deck.

Since he had no other choice, Alex stumbled along in his wake.
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Chapter Three
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The pirate rushed Alex through Alex’s own ship, where men sat on the deck under guard and gun, and over the boarding plank to the pirate’s ship. The Yemaja, Alex remembered one of the pirates calling her. The name meant nothing to him, but then there were so many pirates one rarely tried to keep names. Most went for larger ships though. Alex’s own little Meili was stuffed full of tobacco, timber, and spirits, and the whole of it would barely be enough to cover taxes and supplies for Aster’s tinkering.

Alex could see the barrels of spirits sitting on the much larger pirate ship when he stepped down onto the deck. The crates of tobacco were not to be seen, but a ship this size had holds that could hide ten times the cargo.

The pirate gave him a good shove. Alex stumbled to his knees and then scrambled back up to his feet. Several of the seamen laughed. Alex raised his chin and looked around. They might kill him, but they wouldn’t make him cower. At least not until he was in a lot more pain.

“Welcome aboard, Alexander, Margrave of Mergau.” The pirate introduced him as the crew pulled back the boarding plank. Alex frowned. Or not. They were simply standing nearby while some mechanical gear drew the wood back until it vanished under the deck.

“He’s a lord? Kill ’em,” someone called from the back.

Alex could see the anger on the faces of the crew—and quite the motley crew it was. A few seamen looked far too old for pirating, and African men stood close by those of European descent. They wore a strange assortment of clothing, almost none of which matched. One had fine boots with workman’s pants. Another wore a tailcoat with a patched shirt and bracers.

The pirate captain caught Alex by the neck and started marching him toward a hatch. “If he doesn’t give me access to my goods, you can use him for target practice or sport—crew’s choice.”

Alex’s breath caught, and for a moment he couldn’t see the ship. Panic made his heart pound so hard he swore he could hear the blood moving through his veins.

“Move, boy,” a voice snapped, and then Alex was tumbling down narrow stairs, grabbing for a rail he couldn’t seem to catch hold off. He ended up at the bottom in a heap. This time he was slower to recover and struggle back up to his feet.

“Monster,” Alex snapped. “That’s all pirates are...monsters. You’ve given up all inheritance of man to act like beasts out here on the seas.” The ship creaked and tilted, so someone had put out the sails. They were moving away from the Meili, which meant safety for that ship and death for Alex. He had read once that in the Orient men would kill themselves by plunging a sword deep into their own stomachs. At the time, Alex had been horrified, but now he wondered if that was a possibility here. The one problem with his plan was he had no sword.

“Is that what you think?” The pirate had the audacity to be amused. Bastard. Likely he was literally a bastard since these people thought so little of marriage.

Someone called out, and for a second Alex could not even understand what he was saying. The person repeated it louder, a word that sounded like besh.

The pirate sighed and looked down the corridor, using a single hand to pin Alex against the wall. “Fabrice,” he said with a poorly feigned patience.

“Beche, you cannot mean to take this arrogant, totty, one-lung on this voyage.” The man who was speaking had a receding hairline and close-cut hair with an equally close-cut beard shot with gray.

“Excuse me?” Alex demanded in his most offended voice. He was neither weak of the lungs nor arrogant, although he was not as accustomed to physical labor as some. For instance, he couldn’t have shaken off the pirate’s hand, which remained quite firmly against Alex’s chest.

“The men will resent this,” Fabrice said. Either he was a close friend or a very forward seaman.

“They won’t when we get our ransom,” the pirate said.

“Look what happened last time we tried to collect a ransom. It’s better to toss him over the side.”

Alex was beginning to dislike this Fabrice, which didn’t make sense since Alex wanted to find a way to die, preferably one that didn’t involve being sport for the crew. Alex’s stomach knotted again, and he tried to shove the pirate away.

“Quiet, boy.”

“I am no boy,” Alex snapped.

The pirate finally gave Alex all his attention. His dark eyes seemed to catch Alex in their net. “You are not yet old enough to shave more than once a week, so you are a boy, and you will not interrupt your betters.”

“How dare—”

“Or I will gag you,” the pirate said. He lifted an eyebrow, which seemed to be a dare for Alex to challenge him on this. Alex toyed with the idea. Gagged, he was in no worse position than he was now, but he didn’t want to inspire this man to any new levels of cruelty.

“Beche,” Fabrice said, and the word finally clicked with Alex. A spade. This pirate was named after a common farm tool. That amused him. “What are you thinking?”

The pirate stared at Alex for a long time, no doubt waiting for some excuse to threaten him with more torture, but Beche finally turned to his friend. “I’m thinking that I am bored, and the lordling is interesting.”

“God help us. You’re bored.”

“I’m bored,” Beche said. “Maybe I can amuse myself by testing the quality of this lord’s tobacco. I’m sure the men have already tested the spirits.”

“And found them mediocre,” Fabrice said. “Could you not have taken the ship when it was full of metals and processed goods at least?”

“We prey on what appears in front of us.” Beche grabbed Alex by the neck and shoved him down the narrow corridor. Alex stumbled past Fabrice.

“How do you know it’s really tobacco in those crates? It could be a trap. The merchants have been pressing the government ships to be rid of us.”

“So what? They send a lord out with a booby-trapped crate of tobacco?” Beche laughed. “That is such a terrible plan that even I wouldn’t try that. And I am known for trying some improbable plans.”

“In the space of that crate, I could make a bomb large enough to take this entire ship down.”

“You could do that in a space one-eighth the size of that crate, but I am not worried. After all, Alexander is here, and you do not think that one of the landed class would volunteer to blow himself up with us, do you?”

Fabrice gave Alex a vicious look. “I think he is likely not who he claims.”

Alex felt himself redden with indignation, but then they were at another hatch, and Alex hurried to climb down before he could be bodily thrown. He was just lucky he had not landed on his clockwork spider and broken all the legs. Then there would be no way for him to open the crates. He had no doubt that under those circumstances his death would be long and painful.

At the bottom of the steps he was met with yet another pirate, this one with his sword drawn. He pressed the tip of it to Alex’s stomach, and Alex backed up against the side of the steps and raised his hands in surrender.

“Stop trying to gut our guests,” Beche said. “Alexander, this is Armstrong. Armstrong, this is Alexander, Margrave of Mergau. He promises to get us into the cargo crates, assuming you haven’t already made a mess of the tobacco by trying to get to it.”

Armstrong was a heavy man with a gray beard and a disheveled and crude appearance. He also held his sword very steadily. “I haven’t, Captain,” he finally said. After taking a long look at Alex, he sheathed his sword. “I think I will go to the deck. The stench in here is suddenly overwhelming.”

Instead of going up the steep stair where Beche stood, he headed down the hall.

“Armstrong’s right about that,” Fabrice said. He pushed past Beche with not even a by your leave and followed Armstrong.

Beche came down the last few steps and draped an arm over Alex’s shoulders. “It strikes me that you are not popular.”

“If the opinion of monsters and brutes mattered to me, I would be crushed by the weight of disappointment,” Alex said.

“Be careful, boy. If you keep calling me a monster, I may feel a need to show you the actions of a real monster so you can judge the difference.” All the humor was gone from Beche’s voice, and the fact that he was still touching Alex made shivers of dread go through his body.

“I am not a boy. I am six and twenty.”

Beche looked surprised. “You do not look as old as that. No doubt the lack of any beard makes you appear younger.”

“I’ll be sure to let my mother’s family know that you disapprove of their hereditary traits.”

“Fabrice is wrong. You are a lord, and your arrogance proves it definitively,” Beche said as he turned them toward the opposite direction as the others disappeared. They went down another deck before Beche gave Alex a good shove toward a heavy door reinforced with metal filigree. Alex fumbled with the handle for a moment and then opened it.

The pirate hold was the height of two decks and nearly full. Wire racks held dried greens and level after level of potatoes. Along the walls, crates with the markings and seals of dozens of different countries’ merchants lined the walls. In most places, someone had used a wax pencil to write notes on the front of each: dates, names, and codes that Alex could not decipher. Their quartermaster was well organized.

“Here you are,” Beche said, gesturing toward Alex’s crates. Someone had already marked the date on them. Once Alex opened these crates, he was of no further use to the pirate. But if he did not, there was a chance they would be angry enough to go back to the ship and attack it.

“I would rather wait.”

“Wait?”

“For the distance between the Meili and us to increase.” Alex raised his chin defiantly. He used to anger his father doing this. Then Pieter would make some comment to distract their father, and it would usually work. Pieter would wear the stripes that Alex had earned through his disrespect. But Pieter was no longer here, and Alex had pirates to thank for that.

Beche grabbed him by the neck and slammed him to the side of the shelf hard enough that Alex knew he would bruise badly. “I have treated you with more kindness than any lord ever treated me. So you will believe me when I say I have no interest in going back for your ship, and you will believe me when I say that if you give me any more grief, I will track down your ship, tie every member of your crew to the rail, and then set it afire. I will then tie you to the mainsail so you can hear their screams. Are we clear?”

Alex could not breathe. The hand around his neck was not tight enough to restrict the motion, but the fear stopped his lungs from drawing the air they needed.

“Clear?” Beche demanded louder.

“Clear,” Alex agreed. The spell was broken, and suddenly his body remembered how to draw breath.

Beche smiled as though they were old friends. “Good. Now open my crates.”

Alex nodded. He would die, but he would not bring others down with him. He would die as bravely as Pieter. Hopefully. Alex did not like to think of any alternative futures where he survived as the prisoner of a pirate.
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Chapter Four
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Beche watched the young lord take a pin from his jacket. When Beche leaned closer, the man cupped a hand around it protectively. Ah, so that is what he had used to secure the cargo. This Alex might be unschooled in the ways of the real world, but he did have a few clever thoughts in that surly head of his. Beche had a bad habit of becoming bored, and Alex was far more interesting than Beche would like to admit. He was brave to the point of stupidity one moment and trembling and white with fear the next. Generally, people were either craven or brave—not both.

“I’m trusting your word,” Alex said as he walked to the crates. Beche rather thought Alex trusted that Beche would kill him if he did not comply, but he didn’t comment as Alex slipped the edge of his pin into the lock and it sprang open.

“How will your men get the other crates open?” Beche asked. He wondered if this was one more way in which Alex had failed to think through his actions.

“My sister designed the locks. She can open them, and the Meili’s first mate knows it.”

“Your sister? It’s unusual for a woman to pursue contriving.”

Alex turned around, clearly angry, so his emotional pendulum had swung again. Alex would be a lifelong cure for boredom if he did not find some middle ground. “She’s brilliant.”

“No doubt another hereditary trait, along with a lack of hair,” Beche teased. Alex’s cheeks reddened so much it was evident even in the low light of the cargo hold. The ship was not moving quickly in the sluggish wind, so the arc lights produced only a flickering glow as the electricity jumped from one carbon rod to the other. Alex didn’t answer as he opened the other crates. The mesh would likely prove more valuable than the tobacco inside, at least to Beche. He did like his toys. While other captains clung to their old ways, Beche installed steam engines and corkscrew propellers. Those who did not adapt would not survive.

Governments rarely hunted Beche’s ship, but when one of the great French or Belgian airships drifted above them, Beche could drop his sails and run fast enough against the wind to make them forgo their hunt. After all, the airships were much more reliant on fuel, so the use of select technologies proved very advantageous. This mesh might prove equally valuable in convincing people it was not worth it to double-cross the Yemaja.

“How do you reset the pins?” Beche asked.

Alex gave him a suspicious look, not that Beche saw any reason for suspicion. He had treated the arrogant young lord better than he probably deserved. An older lord would have been given to the crew or dropped overboard, but Beche couldn’t see this one doing anything that deserved death, and if he later proved himself equal to his peers in their disrespect for human life, Beche could kill him then.

After that moment of hesitation, Alex opened the two sides of the lock by way of a latch inside a hidden part of the mechanism. The fastener neatly opened, and all the complex machinery was laid out. If his sister had made this, she was a master contriver.

Beche pulled out his captain’s key and handed it to Alex. “Show me.”

For a second, Alex wrapped his fingers around the key and didn’t move. No doubt he was plotting some rebellion, but being unarmed in the middle of a pirate ship would make that difficult. Beche was patient. At least he was patient enough to give Alex time to realize that on his own. When Alex glowered at him, Beche could not resist smiling at such bravado.

Beche favored women, but he could understand why another man might prefer Alex. He would be beautiful laid out, all dark looks and anger. Alex would claim Beche’s very fantasies were some carnal violation.

Alex held the lock, pressing Beche’s key to the pins to force some down. He then closed the top of the lock and squeezed until the two halves joined with an audible click. Alex pulled the key out, locked the mechanism, and then used Beche’s key to unlock it.

Very useful.

“Reset them all,” Beche ordered. Alex sighed, but he didn’t protest as he moved to the next crate. If it bothered him to be on his knees on the boards at Beche’s feet, he didn’t project that unease. No, he saved his glares for when he was asked to do something perfectly reasonable. The man was an enigma.

Beche liked enigmas.

“I’m done,” Alex said. He stood and brushed off his pants as if the ship were dirty. He then looked everywhere except at Beche.

If he were being perfectly logical, Beche would give the lord to one of the crew, with orders he not get too ruffled before they could deliver a ransom demand. However, Alex’s mouth would likely get him in trouble with anyone other than old Gespe, who was too deaf to hear half the insults, and old Gespe was too old to guard a prisoner.

“Then we need to find a place to stow a young lord.”

“You can stop with the comments about my youth. I’m not young. Most men are married by my age.”

Beche raised an eyebrow. Well, if he was willing to discuss marriage beds, Beche was not going to turn down the invitation. “And are you married, Lord Alex?”

“No. And I am a margrave, not a lord, and you don’t care for titles anyway, so you can end any pretense at manners.” Alex was puffed up just like a lord now, and Beche didn’t care for it. He moved closer, watching that stubborn chin come up as Alex refused to give in to his fears.

“I care for titles. The higher the title the more likely I am to assume a man is an insolent cur whose death would improve the human race.” Beche watched as once again Alex showed off that great, surly courage of his. He looked Beche right in the eye without twitching.

“I think you have no room to discuss the value of curs,” he said coldly.

Beche grinned. “If you’re attempting to call me a cur, you need to phrase your insults more cleverly.”

And there was Alex’s anger. He was as easy to play as a tanbou. Beche grabbed his arm and gave him a shove toward the door. “I’m sure we can find you some suitable quarters, something to share with rats and fleas,” he said. A shiver went through Alex, but he didn’t comment. No doubt he expected to be thrown in some damp hole with vermin, but Beche ran a clean ship. They had fewer rats than any ship he’d served on before getting together the money for his Yemaja, but it was fun to see Alex react.

“I need to use the closed stool... The head,” Alex said, and he was already blushing for having even brought up the idea of bodily function. Beche wondered how these lords could have such delicate senses on the one hand and order such atrocities and cruelty on the other.

“Does your family have any holdings in the New World?” Beche asked. He directed Alex down another hatch and another set of stairs. This level was below the water, leaving it dark with only the flickering of the Tesla lights to provide illumination. Many of the crew would flinch from the crackling lightning when they first saw it; however, Alex passed by without a flicker of concern. The Tesla lightning reached out for him, jumping to his ear and making his hair stand on end for the moment it took him to pass, but he had clearly expected that.

Common folk were left to live and die in darkness while lords were familiar with the most advanced contraptions. Beche suspected that had been true through all history, although he was annoyed to witness one more bit of proof of the unfairness.

“No. My great-grandfather thought the New World would have little to offer, so he never launched an expedition.”

“So it wasn’t concern for the poor laborers pressed into service or the morality of stealing land from the Amerigos who have lived there for thousands of years?”

“The Amerigos? You mean the savages?” Alex had the nerve to sound honestly confused, but Beche would not have that slur on his ship. Lords had justified too much by calling their victims names. He grabbed Alex and spun him around before slamming him back into the bulkhead. Alex’s head hit hard enough to make a sizeable thunk.

“What right have you to call them savages?”

Alex’s eyes were wide, but he was still trying to put on the brave front. “They are not civilized. They are centuries behind us in technology.”

“Have you seen their great stone cities?”

“What stone cities?”

“Exactly. You wrap yourself in ignorance. And the northern Amerigos have governments, treaties, art, and music.”

“They do?”

Beche laughed darkly. “No doubt you call those from Africa ‘savages’ as well.” Beche stared at Alex, daring him to say as much while being held captive by an African, but the man had some sense. He kept his mouth closed. Beche’s patience was pushed, and he knew the harm he sometimes did unintentionally, so Beche opened the nearest door, a storage closet for sailing cloth, and shoved the man inside.

Alex gave a single squawk, and then Beche slammed the door. Now the problem was that it had no lock.

“Fabrice!” he shouted, confident his second was somewhere close. Sure enough, he came around the corner and looked at Beche warily.

“You could simply give me the hostage, and then you would not have to hear his ignorance.”

“And I won’t. Get me a board long enough to brace this door,” he ordered. Fabrice vanished, and Beche was left holding the door. Such ignorance the lords clung to. If his enemies chose to target him and his people out of malice or fear, his war would be easier. Instead, most gave no thought to what their governments did. They supported kings and royals who had ravaged the world in search of gold first, and now in search of rarer metals. They gave no thought to what they harmed but—like wild beasts—ripped and tore at their prey.

And they called him a savage. Fabrice returned quickly with a four-by-four post, and Beche jammed it between the door and the bulkhead on the opposite side. That would hold the prisoner, at least until someone needed supplies to repair a sail.

“This is a mistake. If you don’t want the men to take their revenge, then toss him overboard and be done with it,” Fabrice suggested. “You could offer him a good enough quantity of rum or ale that he would not feel it.”

Beche headed toward the galley.

Fabrice followed, offering more suggestions. “Or you could strand him on a local island. If he lived or died, it would be up to the work of his own hands then.”

No doubt Fabrice expected Alex would die under those circumstances. Beche did have some doubt in the issue. “No.”

“Then the slave markets of Hispaniola. They never have cared as much for skin color or convict papers as the crowns in Europe would like to pretend. Besides, he has the dark hair and eyes.”

“And he is pretty enough to bring a nice bit of coin?” Beche turned and stared at Fabrice, daring him to say as much. Beche had killed plenty of men in his days and even a few women, but he would not sell Alex so that his body was no longer his own.

“We could leave rumor of a white lord sold into the markets. He would have a chance to be rescued, and the governments would likely shut down the illegal markets. They say they have outlawed slavery, so this could be a chance to let them send their warships and their airships to enforce their law.”

Beche frowned. That was a good plan. He could both distract the governments with some other mission and force them to clean up at least some of their mess. They had taught people a whole new form of slavery—one not based in the capture of enemy warriors but on the idea that some humans were worth less. They could invest the time and effort to enforce their new antislavery laws.

“What do you think of selling him instead to the Americas? We both know there are still places where dark skins and Amerigos are enslaved. We could sell them a lord and then spread rumors.”

Fabrice’s eyes grew large. “You want to start another war between the old world and the new?”

Beche nodded. “It would, perhaps, force the Americans to admit that their great Civil War ended slavery only on paper.”

“Or it would backfire, and both sides of the ocean would decide to target the rogue ships that carry slaves,” Fabrice warned.

That was true. The pirates lived because the masters of the world were too busy with their electric lights and steam engines and their fights to claim the richest mines for themselves while cheating everyone else. “It’s better to target Hispaniola. They don’t have the political clout to turn the anger toward us.”

“Good plan,” Beche agreed. It would cause no end of trouble to a number of different people he intensely disliked.

Fabrice let out a long, relieved sigh. “So, we will leave the lordling in Hispaniola?”

“No,” Beche said with a snort. “Lord Alex is mine for the moment. We need to find another lord, one I dislike enough to wish slavery upon him. Didn’t we hear rumor that Lord Calais was to sail?”

“Beche...no,” Fabrice said firmly.

“I think that would be poetic justice. And as you pointed out, a dark-eyed, dark-haired lord would blend in better in the markets. Lord Calais appears to fit that description.”

“You’re going to get us all killed.”

Beche grinned at him. “No, we would all be dead without missions such as these. We would have drunk ourselves stupid and fallen overboard to escape the frustration of knowing what an unfair world we live in. I am saving us all from that ignoble fate.”

“Or you’re going to get us all hanged.”

Beche shrugged. “Or that.”
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Chapter Five
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Beche walked into the galley, and Armstrong was there, pacing along the barrels and occasionally opening one to peer inside. The second he spotted Beche he stopped.

“Is that muck snipe still breathing?”

“I don’t know. What muck snipe do we have aboard?” Beche asked.

Armstrong narrowed his eyes, and Beche had the impression the man would have broken Alex’s neck in an instant if not for his fear of how Beche might react.

“He’s one of them.”

“He’s a lord,” Beche agreed. Actually, Alex was a margrave, not that Beche even knew what that meant. “Lord” was close enough. “However, he bargained for the lives of his crew first.”

“Because he sees them as resources no different from the tobacco and spirits we took.”

“Then why not bargain for his own life by trading away some crew?” Beche asked. More than one of their victims had offered up crew members to work the Yemaja. For a people who claimed to have outlawed slavery, they did seem to engage in the activity rather often.

“So what do we do?” Armstrong demanded.

“I plan to have some chuño stew.” It was a long journey to sail below the tip of the New World to get to Peru, but it was worth it. The potato chuño lasted practically forever. Beche found that most men’s temperaments were greatly improved by edible food.

“What do we do with the lord?” Armstrong asked, his temper a little more evident. Beche headed away from Armstrong and into the galley where he found there was no stew. Some bastard had eaten the last and not added to the pot. Beche stared at the empty cast iron and wondered if he had patience to make any. Technically it needed only chuño and salted pork, but it would improve with the addition of other ingredients, and that would be a good way to use supplies that were in danger of rotting. Albert had even added apples once, which had tasted significantly better than any of them had anticipated. But as captain, Beche was not going to cook. Besides, he couldn’t without causing great harm to innocent food. He grabbed some hardtack and checked it for mold before adding cheese to his wooden plate.

The whole time Armstrong watched him. So much for hoping he would allow Beche to walk away.

“Right now, we do nothing,” Beche said as he took a seat at one of the long tables.

“Unless we starve him, we have to do something. We have to share our food with him,” Armstrong pointed out.

“True.”

Armstrong brought his hand down on the table. “Share food...with a lord? Of everyone aboard, you best understand they don’t deserve it.”

Beche looked at him. Sometimes he worried that Armstrong had lost too much. “If we refuse to share food, how are we different from them?”

“Don’t even start. I know how different I am from all these landed slavers. They speak of merit and a new age of science and learning and then think nothing of men locked into mines, forced to trade the labor of their hands for a few scraps of molded bread. They don’t deserve food.”

Part of Beche agreed with Armstrong. There were many lords that Beche would gut before offering them one bite; however, he didn’t assume that meant every man who wore a silk ascot deserved to die. “I doubt Alex could even conceive of such a thing. He claims he is not young, but then he opens his mouth, and his words belie the number of years he’s lived on this planet. He has not done these things.”

“No, but he’s benefited from them. He’s lived in castles and had fine foods. He’ll likely take one look at our fare and claim potatoes are for peasants and he would rather have roast turkey or almond cake.”

Beche grunted. Alex might be fool enough to ask for something like that. Beche had failed to predict Alex’s actions or his mouth more than once, so he couldn’t say whether or not Alex was smart enough to keep his opinions to himself regarding any food.

“You say he is not as degenerate as other lords—fine. Give him a quick death and toss his body overboard.”

“If I need to, I will.”

“And in the meantime, you will share our food with him, and the stench of his titles will fill this ship.”

“In the meantime, I am the captain, and you will not question my orders.” Beche looked up from his meal and gave Armstrong a calculating look. He felt a kinship with Armstrong, but the man was not a cooper or a contriver or a gunner or a carpenter. He could be left dockside to find another ship to serve on, and the Yemaja would be as strong as ever.

Armstrong stared down at him for an uncomfortably long time before he turned on his heel and strode out. Albert cleared his throat. It was less than subtle, but then Albert was sixteen. He could be forgiven for unsubtlety. When he had enough years to grow a beard, Beche would expect better manners from the runaway.

“Do you have an opinion on this?” Beche demanded.

“No, sir,” Albert quickly offered, “except that you might want to keep the lord close. Several of the men are less than enthusiastic about the thought of attempting another ransom. The last one didn’t go well.”

Beche turned and studied Albert until the boy squirmed. He was perfectly aware he did not have a good history with ransoms, and if not for the speed of the Yemaja, they all would have hanged. However, he would not have his crew openly question his judgment.

“You can tell them I will keep the man as long as I wish and use him for whatever entertainment I decide, whether that is a ransom or not.” Beche knew how the others would take that, but if Alex was seen as a toy to warm the captain’s bed, at least they wouldn’t be looking to inflict some other torture on him.

“Yes, sir.”

Beche sat up straighter. “Are you the one who ate the last of the chuño stew?” he asked as he looked in Albert’s misshapen wooden bowl.

“Uh...maybe?” Albert said, blushing as he stammered his way through the answer. With his light hair and blue eyes, he did blush easier than most, and his cheeks were practically glowing with color.

“Make more.” Beche pushed his plate toward Albert. “And do something with this. I’ve lost my appetite.”

“Yes, sir.”

Beche had thought to take some time and gain a little perspective, but now he feared Alex would be in danger unless moved. If harm came to the lord, Beche would have to discipline his crew.

As much as he would avoid punishing his men, he took his lesson from tales of his heroes. Samuel Bellamy had been a good man, willing to share his captured gold with the poor and free slaves. But he had no discipline on his ship, and Bellamy’s ship sank when no one was sober enough to work the rigging. Beche would not have his quest ended because he made such a mistake. So if he had to either keep Alex in his own quarters or toss him overboard with the trash, he would.

However, he would like to avoid treating Alex as trash unless the man proved he was no better than a common lord. And that meant he would have to give Alex the opportunity to either prove himself or prove himself perfidious.

The brace was still in front of the door when Beche returned to the storage room where he had imprisoned Alex, so hopefully that meant he was safely stowed away. That, or Beche would have to track down the crew who had thrown the lord overboard. Beche truly hoped to avoid that.

He kicked the brace free and then opened the door.

And all hell broke loose. Something huge flew at his head, and Beche threw up his arms to protect his face, only to have something tangle around him. He was blinded, his arms caught in something, but he threw himself forward, unwilling to let his prey escape without inflicting a little damage. He hit Alex, and felt the man fall back away from him. Beche pressed his advantage, throwing a heavy sailcloth off his face. What a mess. Cloth and rigging gears and rope were all tangled together, and half of it was now on Alex’s legs as he sprawled on the floor of the storage.
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