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Thank you for picking up this collection.  I hope you enjoy it.

If you’d like to keep up-to-date on my new releases and other fun things, please subscribe to my newsletter and get a FREE book

Be a VIP Reader and have a chance to win monthly prizes, free books and up-to-date information.

Click here for your free book:  https://dl.bookfunnel.com/w9gnkxp12u
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Midnight Lady
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Maggie Flannery failed at being a pirate and then ran away from her arranged marriage with a prince. Her mother, the infamous Black Belle, disowned her.

So now Maggie serves up sangria to tourists by day, and smugglers by night from her bar in Cozumel. She hooked up with a nefarious airship captain, Quick Donner, for some wild sex and adventures, but lately, it's been more quickies and take-out tostadas.

When her ex-fiancé blows into town and tells her he has decided to run away from his scheming mother and join an airship crew, Maggie leaves her bar, her boyfriend, and the prince's bodyguards behind to find a mother who might blow her out of the sky as soon as she gets in range.



	[image: image]

	 
	[image: image]





[image: image]


The Airship Captains
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The Syndicate:

Jeremiah Maverick

Ship: The Genevieve

Drink of choice: John Jameson Irish Whiskey

Cargo: Black market items through high risk ports

St. John Preston

Ship: The Sigourney

Drink of choice: Classic martini, shaken, not stirred.

Cargo: Whatever gives him the most return on his investment

Big Sweet Glockson

Ship: The Candyman

Drink of choice: Beer, lots of it.

Cargo: Candy and other sugared treats

Niles Black

Ship: The Blackheart

Drink of choice: Rum

Cargo: ???

Quick Donner

Ship: The Quicksilver

Drink of choice: Sambuca & coffee

Cargo: Coffee & Cigars

Freelance Airship Captains

Amos Flannery

Ship: The Nicholette

Drink of choice: Wine


Cargo: Jewelry, exotics, souvenirs from other planets



Black Belle

Ship: The Belladonna

Drink of choice: Whatever is free

Cargo: Whatever the highest bidder wants
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Chapter One
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Maggie wiped the rag over the bar's shellacked surface as she regarded the five airship captains playing poker in the corner of the room.  She didn’t want to draw their attention when they’ve been drinking hard all night. Airship captain was a polite term for pirate in her neck of the woods.

There was Jeremiah Maverick, who was looking at his cards and trying hard to conceal his glee.  He was famous for losing his shirt with his outrageous tells.  But he was a genial sort and lost good naturedly as long as he had a bottle of whiskey in front of him.  But then, he ran a lot of black market items through high risk ports, so he could afford to lose.  

St. John Preston was sucking his teeth and rubbing the condensation on his glass.  He probably had a decent hand and was deciding if it was good enough to go up against Mav.  

Maggie watched as St. John throw his cards away, pursing his lips in disgust.  He more than likely ran the odds in his head and didn't like his chances.  He was a tactician, a calculating genius, and a wonder with numbers. St. John could turn a profit selling cell phones to the Amish.

"Another round, Maggie m'dear," Big Sweet Glockson said, gesturing with hands large enough to hold a watermelon like a football.  He looked like he was going to pay to see what Mav was hanging on to for dear life.

"Watch your arse,” Donna said. "Niles nearly pinched me black and blue."

"Did you sock him one?"

"Aye, it only encourages him."  Donna rolled her eyes and hurried to the cash register to take a tourist's check. Donna was her best waitress and a wiz with helping her manage all the things that came with running a bar in a port town that was also a tourist attraction.  Donna loved to play the dumb blond bombshell routine, but it was all an act to get her more tips, or to have some poor schmoe underestimate her.

Maggie loaded up a tray with a bottle of John Jameson's best for Mav, a pitcher of beer for Big Sweet, a martini a la James Bond for St. John, a rum and coke—hold the coke—for Niles, and a coffee laced heavily with Sambuca for Quick.  She carried the heavy tray two-handed to the table.  Gods, she loved these boys and what they did for her profit margin.

Laying the tray down on an empty table closest to the poker table—yet on the opposite side of Niles, Maggie cleared away the empty glasses and bowls of peanut shells.

"Too rich for me." Niles threw in his cards and leaned back in his chair.  

Maggie felt his eyes on her, following every move.  Niles Black, liked to live up to his name by being a dark, evil hearted rogue.  She couldn't prove he ran slaves.  If she did, he'd never set foot in the Midnight Lady again.  He made her skin crawl when he looked at her with his flat, shark-like gaze.  Luckily, she only saw him on poker nights, and only when all four of the other Captains were in port, which was generally only once a month.

She leaned over Quick Donner to empty his ashtray, and inhaled the spicy scent of his hand rolled cigars.  He owned a plantation in Cuba and Honduras, but preferred to peddle his cargo on the open seas and space ways of the universe. 

He flashed her his cards.  He had pocket tens with a pair of twos showing on the flop.  The boys played Texas hold 'em, like everyone else who watched TV.  Maggie kept her face neutral, even though she knew Mav had a straight. She went into the kitchen with the dirty dishes.

"I'm going downstairs to check inventory,” Maggie said, after putting the glasses and bowls in the dishwasher.  “I got a text today that we're going to have five cruise ships in on Saturday." 

"Are they nuts?"  Donna said, looking up from her phone.  She was probably texting her brother, who ran a floating dice game on slow nights.  

"It's all about the dollar," Maggie said, opening the door to the cellar.

"It's going to be all about the docking.  I don't know how they're going to fit five boats with only three parking spaces."

Unlike the airships, the cruises were ocean liners coming in from ports from around the world.  They had a special dock at the other end of town, which only fit three ships at a time.

"They'll tender the people from the other two ships in.  It's a win-win."

"Hmmmm," Donna said, her fingers flying.  Donna had an uncle with some boats. Maggie figured she'd be busy trying to arrange something between him and the cruise liners—for a 15% fee, of course.

Maggie poked her head out of the kitchen to check on the captains' table. They all seemed happy with their fresh drinks and game. Satisfied that she wouldn’t be needed for a bit, she slipped down to the wine cellar.  It was built deep down and felt like a cave.  It was the coolest spot without air conditioning on the island of Cozumel and she had it all to herself, most of the time.

Part of her missed the airship life.  She spent her childhood on one. Maggie would have probably still be on one, if she hadn’t screwed up.

She was a bar owner now.  And while that wasn’t as exciting as smuggling in food and supplies to a starving population under a fascist regime, she also didn’t get shot at.

Running a critical eye on the bottles lined up on the shelves, she figured she should order a few more cases of the popular stuff.  Definitely another truck of beer. Maggie tsked, not understanding why the Budweiser was so popular.  The wine casks were lovingly cared for and hardly ever touched, Maggie sighed.  No one appreciated a good vintage anymore. She trailed her fingers over them.

"Hello, my sweet."  Strong arms pulled her back into a fully aroused male body and Maggie felt the slightest bite on her neck.

"Don't you dare leave a mark.” She whirled and wrapped her arms around Quick's neck.

He was a big man, his body tanned from the sun and weathered from the elements. Because his face was wrinkled before his time, it made him appear more seasoned than his thirty-five years.  But when he smiled, her insides melted and her body reacted like he kissed her. 

“Missed you,” he said.

Maggie was pretty sure he lied, although his dark brown eyes were nearly black with desire.  She yanked his reddish brown hair out of the long ponytail he wore it in.  

Lifting her up onto the nearest cask, Quick flipped her skirt up.  "Jaysus," he groaned.  "I knew it."  Unbuckling his belt and trousers, Quick let his pants fall to his ankles.  "How could you risk not wearing underwear with Niles in the room?"

He didn't let her answer as his mouth covered hers.  He was a great kisser.  Maggie locked her legs around his waist to pull him closer, feeling him hot and hard against her.  Quick groaned, and lifted his head up to kiss over her chest as his fingers fumbled with the corset.

"You're going to be the death of me with these strings.  My hands are itching for my knife."

Maggie leaned back, her legs pulling him with her.  She moved her hips to encourage him.  "I need to be back up there before Sweet drains that pitcher, so you can't cut them off me now.  Later, perhaps."

"There's never enough time." He smiled at her, running his thumb over her bottom lip.  "If only you weren't so concerned for secrecy."  He kissed her again, flicking his tongue over her lips.  "You taste so sweet."

"Yeah, like all I need is to fend off passes from horny pirates." Maggie ran her fingers through his thick hair.

"I'd only have to shoot the first one.  The rest would get the picture."

"When you were around." Maggie sighed.  "Oh, for god’s sake, Donner." She undid the knots with a few quick twists of her fingers and sighed as her breasts spilled out of the corset.

Quick made a strangled noise deep in his throat and dove for her nipple.  Maggie squirmed and bucked as he sucked it, running his tongue over the peak.

"Oh," she whispered.  "Yes, just like that."  Her fingers reached between them to guide him inside her.

Lifting his head up, Quick gasped, "Not yet."

"Now," Maggie said and thrust against him.

Quick went wild.  He drove into her deep and hard. "So wet.  So good."  

Maggie grabbed his head and brought them back down to her breasts.  "We'll have time to do this more slowly later.  But for now, I just want to feel you inside of me."

Quick slid his hands under her and held on to her ass as he pounded into her eager body. She had to grasp the stone walls to avoid being tossed from the wine cask.  Throwing back her head, she laughed from sheer pleasure. If she closed her eyes, she could almost pretend they were on an airship flying towards adventure.

Reaching between them, he slid his thumb inside her. Quick rubbed her clit in circles as he moved in and out of her.  Sparks jetted all along her nerve engines and her breath caught in a half scream. Maggie clutched his shoulders as she came.

"Yes," she panted in his ear.

He wrapped his arms around her and kissed her as he continued to fuck her with short, hard thrusts. Stretching like a cat underneath him, she enjoyed the sensation of his body loving hers. Maggie bit his earlobe, knowing how it would affect him.  He shuddered. She felt him fill her as his body seized them spasmed.  

“Fuck, Maggie.” He sighed.

As he slid out of her, he lifted her off the barrel to hold her tight against him.

"I'm shipping out tonight."

"You bastard," Maggie whispered and laid her head on his chest.

He set her on his feet and tried to right her stays, but she slapped his hands away.  He was hopeless at it. 

"I was going to tell you first, but then I saw you.  And you looked so beautiful in..."

"The bare bulb's glow?"  Maggie pointed up at the swaying lightbulb.  

He cocked a smile at her for stopping his bullshit in its tracks. "Something like that." Quick gave her his rogue's grin that got him past where the others got shut out.

Maggie knew better to ask when he would be back.  He'd be back when he got there, and that was all there was to it.  She was disappointed.  She had been hoping that they could steal a few days together. Maybe go across the way to Playa del Carmen and pretend to be tourists while getting drunk on happy hour well drinks and making love nonstop.  But that wasn't to be.  Shrugging, Maggie set her clothes to rights and checked him over critically.

"What was your excuse to get away from the table?"

"I told them I had to take a piss."

"Charming," Maggie said.

"I'm really sorry," he said.  "I'll make it up to you."

"Yes," she said.  "You will."  She leaned up and kissed him.  "You go on up first."

He grabbed her again and kissed her until she was tingling all over.  Damn, but that man had game.

"Think of me?"  he said.

Maggie gave him a half shrug.  "If I've got nothing better to do." She watched him creep back up the steps to the kitchen.

Knowing Quick, he'd sneak out the kitchen door and then go down the walled corridor to the back rooms.  No one would be able to tell that he wasn't returning from the men's room.  Maggie eased back up onto the wine cask.  

"Well, shit," she said to no one in particular.
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Chapter Two
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It was Donna's turn to lock up the bar, so Maggie made sure she left before the captains’ table finished for the evening.  All liquored up and then throw money in the mix, sometimes they let their inner pirates come out.  And while it might have brought some brief satisfaction to flirt with one of the other captains to torque off Quick, it wasn't in Maggie's nature to be a tease.  Or to encourage the captains that there might be a chance with her.

She actually liked her arrangement with Quick.  They didn't have each other's cell phone numbers or e-mail addresses.  Maggie wasn't even sure Quick used a computer.  When he was in port, which was more than once a month, they could enjoy each other without all the baggage about being in a relationship.  He knew where to find her and if occasionally that led him to take advantage, well he was a pirate at heart, what did she expect?

The tropical morning air was brisk.  It was just after four a.m., mid-week.  Strolling along the airship docks, she could see Big Sweet's ship, The Candyman, hovering above the ground. 

It was a beauty.  One of the biggest ships docked, it was wide and fat, broad in beam.  It was built to carry thousands of pounds of cargo.  It had four enormous propellers that probably burned through energy crystals like Sweet went through beer.

It had four side cannons and a gunner’s port for air to ground fighting—not that The Candyman was known for shooting its way out of ports. Still, it never hurt to be prepared for any local unrest.

Maggie should ask him to get her some of Brakavian licorice, but her thighs really didn't need an entire case.  

That was the problem of importing from another galaxy.  You really had to buy in bulk.  There wasn't a candy store around either where she could get a quick fix.  Cozumel's hot markets were jewelry, cigars and alien artifacts— in that order.  Well, that was the legal stuff.  There was gambling, prostitution and scuba diving, if you wanted to sketch the lines of the law.

Scuba diving used to be legal, until the tsunami wiped out most of the Mayan Rivera.  However, unearthed in its place was the Mayan complex that had sunk thousands of years ago.  Some said it was Atlantis, but Maggie was pretty sure Atlantis was somewhere in the Mediterranean.

Most believed that this is where the Aztec's fled when Cortez' diseases and gold lust brought in their genocide.  But whether their mystics adapted them with fins or if they perished under the sea, the marine biologists and archeologists didn't know.  And until they could get a handle on what was down there, it was forbidden to scuba dive along the Mexican peninsula. And those that went down there anyway, never returned.

Maggie was curious, but not enough to risk arrest and the possible loss of her liquor permit.  She was proud of her bar, The Midnight Lady.  Even prouder still that she managed to capture the cruise lines’ eyes with her pirate themed adventures.  

Sure, she knew historically, the pirates visited the Caymans, the Tortolas, and more along Grenada.  But with the recent movies and interest, the average tourist didn't seem to care.

Of course, the dress code could get a little interesting. Maggie smiled and adjusted her corset.  The dress uniforms of the bar were about as stereotypical pirate wench as you could get.  The males on the staff wore what she liked to call swabby uniforms and tended to fade in the background when the actors she hired to portray the "real" pirates came in.  

For a modest sixty-dollar fee, the tourist got all they could swallow well drinks, and mingle with dashing pirates and perky young lasses.  Oh, it may seem a bit steep, but Maggie had to pay the actors.  Some of them were really good story tellers.  

They ended the night with a treasure hunt aboard Donna's family's boat and a barbecue down by the local beach.  What happened on the beach, was between the tourists and the actors.  All Maggie had to do was to make sure they were all present and accounted for when the bus came to pick them up and bring them back to the ship.

Of course, the real pirates never were in port on the weekend.  Aside from the docking issue, all the prices were jacked up, and the port authorities paid a bit more attention to identification, cargo and shipping manifests at that time.  

Maggie walked around the town square to make sure no one was following her, and then headed down to the beach to watch dawn break over the water.  She thought of Quick again, and squinted up to see if she could see his sails on the horizon.  His boat was The Quicksilver. 

Unlike Sweet’s ship, The Quicksilver was sleek.  You didn’t need much cargo space when you were running smokes.  He had twice as many cannons, though, and front and rear missile ports.  Quick’s cargo, tobacco and other substances, were often contraband on other worlds.

She’d worry about Quick, but it would be a waste of time. He was good at what he did and had the instincts that even rivalled her mother’s.  Maybe one of these days, she’d tell him about Black Belle.  If they ever stopped fucking long enough to have a real conversation.

It had been three years and it hadn’t happened yet, though.

Sitting on the stone breakwater, she was careful to tuck her flouncy skirt underneath her.  There was a vague feeling of disappointment, and the tiniest bit of doubt that maybe she was being used.  Then again, wasn’t she using him as well?  

She’d probably see Quick in a few weeks, maybe they’d have an adult conversation in between the wild sex.  Then again, maybe not.  Maggie had thought she liked their arrangement.  No strings attached, no call backs or voicemail or—until today— hurt feelings when one of them was too busy.  

Rubbing her head, she wondered what was wrong with her?  It had been exciting at first, having a secret lover.  But now, it seemed a little old shoe or maybe she was just tired.

“Read your fortune?”  Alarna said, coming up silently behind her.

“You’re up early.” Maggie obligingly offered her palm.

Alarna nodded, her black matted dreads bobbing into her face as she grasped Maggie’s hands with her dry, raspy ones.  Alarna was about fifteen going on eighty.  

As far as Maggie could tell, she had grown up on the streets of Cozumel.  She had the native’s bronzed skin, but her eyes were the same cerulean blue of the ocean.  And when you looked in them, you forgot she was only a child.    

Alarna made her way telling fortunes and prophecies for tips.  The other children shunned her and every attempt at making her go to school or live with a foster family, ended up with her running away and disappearing for a few weeks.  Eventually, everyone stopped trying and Alarna spent most of her days around adults. When she wasn’t wandering around selling fortunes, she worked with a local fisherman named Uncle Raul.

“You’re going on a journey.”

Maggie grinned. “Save me the tourist rap. Next, you’re going to tell me there’s a tall, dark man in my future.”

“Well,” Alarna said.  “He’s tall, but not dark, unless you count his eyes.”

“Oh? Tell me more.”

“There will be narrow escapes and airship battles, but you will find true love.”

Maggie flushed. “I’m not looking for true love. And definitely not with an airship captain.”

“But maybe the airship captain is looking for you.” Alarna looked at the silver charm bracelet that Quick had given her. It had a mermaid charm and an airship charm dangling from it, representing The Midnight Lady and The Quicksilver.

Maybe they hadn’t been as discreet as they thought.  If word got out she had been sleeping with an airship captain, more than her reputation would be ruined.

The airships were likened to pirates, even if completely legitimate.  The captains didn’t go out of their way to help that image either. So, other businessmen tended to shy away from the exposure and the risk.  

Maggie could lose her liquor shipper, and her relationship with the cruise line.  She took a deep breath to ward off hyperventilating.  Not to mention, every horny sailor in port would think she was easy pickings.  

And the other airship captains...well she always thought that they hung around her bar over the others because she wasn’t just some port wench they could toss.  Anyway you sliced it, it was bad for business. Maggie tried to take her hand away, but Alarna had her wrist in a death grip.

“You can’t go alone on this journey.”

Maggie sighed in exasperation.  “Well, who am I going to take? Donna would need to run the bar in my absence, and there isn’t anyone else I’d want to go with.”

Certainly, not now with Quick flying off for adventure.  Maybe one of these days, he’d offer her to come with him. Not that she’d go.  Still, it would have been nice to have been asked.

Alarna raised her eyes to Maggie.  “Look to your friends and family.”  She released her wrist. “Maybe one day you’ll take me.”

“An airship is no place for a kid.”  Maggie learned that hard lesson when she was about Alarna’s age. Fumbling for her belt pouch, Maggie handed her a crumpled, beer soaked five.  “Here, get breakfast.  Don’t blow it on books,” she called after her.

Alarna smiled and her face took on an impish grin, transforming her back into the child that she was.  “A meal will feed you for a day, but a book a lifetime.”

Maggie rolled her eyes. “Go.”  She made a shooing sound and watched Alarna scamper up the breakwater and down an alley.

Her friends and her family? That could be a challenge. She wasn’t on speaking terms with her father. His airship was in port right now, and even if they weren’t estranged he wouldn’t even think of coming to see her. Amos Flannery had better things to do than have a relationship with his only daughter. 

And her mother?  She wasn’t sure Black Belle had forgiven her for not going through with her arranged marriage to a foreign prince, and more importantly costing her to pay the bride price with her two fastest warships.

As for friends, Maggie probably relied on them more than she should.  She’d be lost without Donna.

By now, the orange painted sky teamed into a pink wave, but the colors were being slowly sucked into a grey vortex.  It looked like there were some export boats porting in from parallel dimensions.  Maggie frowned because she couldn’t remember who was due in. She’d have to check the manifests when she got home.

Dusting herself off, Maggie took another circuitous route until she was back at the bar.  It had been drilled into her that she always had to protect her home base. When you slept, you were vulnerable.

She approached from the back and after a quick look around, hit a secret switch. A ladder turned out from the back wall where it had been hidden.  Climbing to the roof, she hit another button to hide the ladder.  It rolled back into place where it seamlessly fit into the back wall.

The sky was darkening as if a large storm was going to plow through the island, but the electrical bolts were centered in the greatly enlarging vortex.  It caused a whirlpool in the sky. 

Normally, Maggie would stay and watch.  It always made her gasp in awe when a ship popped out of that grey birth canal.  But she had been on her feet all night, and was still feeling out of sorts about Quick’s rendezvous.  So, she pulled up the trap door on the roof of The Midnight Lady and walked down into her attic apartment.

*** 
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MAGGIE SLEPT LIKE THE dead until two in the afternoon. But when she awoke the skies were as dark as twilight.  Getting dressed in her jeans and T-shirt, she poked her head up the trap door and cringed back down, almost letting the door hit her in the head.  

The sky was swarming with Calgarian battleships.  Grabbing the TV clicker, Maggie flicked the television set and automatically translated the panicked newscaster’s Spanish into English.

Apparently, the heir apparent of the Calgarian Empire had slipped his guards and decided on a Caribbean vacation.  Personally, Maggie thought the prince would be in a lot less danger if they hadn’t made that announcement.  But she supposed it was better than wondering what five warships were doing hovering over the town.  At least, the cruise lines weren’t due in until Friday.  By that time, the warships should be back on their own planet.  

A ruckus from the bar underneath her, made her sigh.  The commotion wasn’t really that unexpected.  Maggie opened a chest under her bed and put a thick poniard into its sheath and clipped it to the back of her jeans, tugging the T-shirt over it to hide it somewhat.  The pulse pistol, she carried openly.  It shot energy beams in various settings of hurt.  She had it set for heavy stun.

The bar was closed, so anyone making a ruckus was probably up to no good.  If she was honest with herself, Maggie lived for things like this.  It was the only excitement she ever got—unless you counted rousting drunks and stopping bar fights.  

Pulling back the throw rug that covered the stairs leading down to the stock room, she winced at the creaking of the ladder as it extended down. Maggie wound up pinching her fingers as she tried to keep it from banging on the floor below.  As quietly as she could, she climbed down it and left it sitting there to keep the noise to a minimum.  

Easing the door that led into the kitchen open, she looked around, frowning at the glasses in the sink that still needed to be done.  Donna had been slacking off.  And when Maggie nearly tripped over a size fifteen boot, she knew why. 

She heard arguing voices in the bar itself, but the thick wood muffled the actual words, so Maggie barreled her way inside.  Behind the bar was Big Sweet.  He had one hand holding his breeches up and the other hand trying to keep Donna behind him. Donna, naked and uncaring, held the pirate’s pulse pistol at the intruder.

“I said, we’re closed.”

The intruder was dressed in all white with the red Calgarian sun painted like a bullseye on his chest—which in fact, it was.  Calgarian insides weren’t in the same place that humans had them.  The uniform had won them more than a few fights when they first ported to Earth.  Aside from that, the Calgarians looked human.  This one had short, spiky blond hair and was openly ogling Donna.

“Are you even registering, she’s pointing a gun at you, Kreeger?”  Maggie said, looking askance at the alarm system.  “And you owe me a new door.”

The Calgarian’s eyes flicked off Donna briefly to rest on Maggie.  “Where’s Ephraim?”


“I haven’t seen him.  Have you tried Cancun?  That’s 



more his style.”  Maggie moved out from behind the bar.  She pushed Donna’s hands down so they were no longer pointing the pistol at Kreeger.

“Hi Sweet,” Maggie said, giving him a once over.  “Why don’t the two of you get dressed?  And do the dishes.”  She gave Donna a significant look.  “And I’ll handle the diplomatic relations.”

With a final glare at Kreeger, Donna kicked her wench outfit in front of her to the kitchen.  Sweet followed, his neck beet red from embarrassment.

“Earth women are so lovely,” Kreeger smiled and turned his full attention on Maggie.

“It’s the boobs,” she said, rolling her eyes at him.  Calgarian women didn’t have mammary glands and men all over the universe were exactly the same.

“Are you telling me the truth about Ephraim?”  He twinkled his fingers until a gold bubble appeared before them.  Maggie looked at the truth globe with distaste.

“Yes. I haven’t seen him since the last time you lost him.  I can only imagine your queen is ready to replace his Captain of the Guard with someone less careless.”

Kreeger’s nostrils flared, but Maggie didn’t care if he was insulted.  Pulling down a globe without prior consent was almost an act of war on his planet.  And it hurt that he didn’t trust her.  A long time ago, they had been friends.

“We’ve looked in all of Earth’s pleasure ports and have come up empty.  He has to be here.  And if he’s here, he’s eventually going to come and see you.”

Maggie shrugged.  “That was over a long time ago.  I broke the arranged marriage.  The queen has threatened my life if I set foot in Calgaria.  I caused a huge scandal, embarrassed the royal family, and probably hurt Ephraim terribly.  Why would he come here?”

“For answers.  Why did you do it?  You could have been queen someday.  That’s more than a daughter of a pirate could ever hope for.”

“That’s why I did it,” Maggie shot back.  There were other reasons.  Reasons that were secret between her and Ephraim.  “If it makes you feel any better, my mother’s wrath made your queen’s look like a spring shower.”

Kreeger grimaced.  “Black Belle is not a woman to be trifled with.”

The golden globe hovered between them, still bright yellow and solid.  No one had lied.

“I would like you to leave.  Should I see Ephraim...” Maggie looked at the globe.  “I’ll tell him you were here.”

“But you won’t contact me?”

“No.”

“Then, I will remain here.”

Maggie shrugged.  “Suit yourself.  Once we open, you’re going to have to order something.  I’ve got a business to run.  Until then, stay and guard the bar.  I will be sending your queen the bill for my new door.”

Kreeger tossed her a stone the size of a domino.  “That should make us even.”

Maggie rubbed her fingers over the slab and nodded.  “All you’re buying is the door and I’m not giving you any change.”

Kreeger bowed.  “Maggie, he’s going to be married.  We can’t have another scandal.  We need the alliance with Zuna.”

“Is the Princess pretty?”

“Exquisite.” Kreeger nodded.  “If a little naive in the way of the world.”

“She’s stupid?”

Kreeger looked embarrassed.  “She won’t win any degrees of knowledge.”

“No wonder he ran,” Maggie said.  “Try not to scare away any customers.”  She left him there.  

Going back to her room, she passed Donna and Big Sweet.  They were doing the dishes and deliberately not looking at her.  

“Well, well, well,” Maggie thought smugly, but then a nasty little voice inside her thought, “At least Sweet stayed the night.” And that wiped the smirk from her face.  

Climbing up the ladder to her apartment, she frowned.  Now that Sweet knew where she lived, it would become common knowledge to the rest of the airship captains.  They were like gossipy old ladies. She would have to use the stone that Kreeger gave her to shore up her defenses.  One never could be too careful.

“You sold me out.”  

Maggie got her arm up just in time to block the kick that came her way.

“I did not, you idiot.”  She closed in to jab at his face.

He ducked and wheeled away.  “You have a blade stone.  What did he buy?”

“Me not billing your mother for the door.”

Ephraim dropped his hands.  “You’d do that?  You don’t have the balls.”

“I might.  Kreeger’s downstairs looking for you.”

“I know,” he said, and waved his hand as if it meant nothing to him.

“If you told your mother of your preferences, she’d arrange a man for you to marry,” Maggie said.

“I did,” Ephraim said glumly. “She wants a legitimate heir.  She doesn’t care if I’m a faithful husband after that.”

Maggie grimaced.  “That sucks.”

He nodded and flopped himself down on the couch.  His legs and arms were gangly, despite how quickly he could fight.  He had on mirrored shades to protect his sensitive eyes.  But sprawled out on the couch, he looked like a college student on winter break.  He even had the Hollister T-shirt and a UConn cap.  Grinning up at her, he reminded Maggie of a Muppet with his ragged hair and goofy smile. “I brought you some licorice.”  

“What do you want?”  She practically tore the bag from his hand.

“To marry you?” 

“Hell no,” Maggie said, knowing the stuff would turn her teeth black, but not caring.

“Then, I want to stay here and be a pirate.”

“I’m not a pirate, or an airship captain.” She finger quoted the last two words. She hadn’t even stepped foot on one in years.

“Your mother is.  You’re sleeping with one.  It’s practically the same thing.”

Ephraim was the only one she told about Quick.  There had never been anything romantically between her and Ephraim, but after the betrothal ceremony they found that they had the same sense of humor and had become close friends.  It was his idea for her to break off the engagement when they found they liked each other too much to have sex.  That and they had the same taste in men.

“What?”  Ephraim asked when he saw the look on her face.  “He didn’t break your heart, did he?  I can kill him for you.”

“Let’s not have an international incident.  Speaking of which, if you wanted to become a pirate why didn’t you go to my mother? Oh wait, let me guess, she would have started you out swabbing the decks and that would have been too much like work.”

“Well, there’s that,” he admitted.  “But your mother hasn’t been seen for a long time.”

“And I thought she was just ignoring me.”

“Really, Maggie.  It’s been almost a year.  I think you should be worried.”

Maggie scowled.  She didn’t keep dibs on her mother, and her mother was nice enough to return the favor. 

Granted, Black Belle had been pissed when it cost her two of her fastest ships to soothe the Calgarians rage over the broken engagement.  But she could hardly hold Maggie’s wandering spirit against her.  Look who she got it from.  

“She’s probably running a shipment to the Great Seas.”

“I checked.  The Belladonna isn’t on planet.”

“Sygia’s tides are brutal this time of the year anyway,” Maggie sucked at the candy that had stuck in her teeth.

“Your stepfather wouldn’t tell me where she went.”

“He’s not my stepfather,” Maggie said automatically. “He’s the latest guy who’s boffing my mother.”

“Not for almost a year.”

Maggie threw the bag of licorice back at him. “You keep saying that.  When was the last time you talked to her?” 

The Calgarians still used Black Belle for shipping in luxury items from around the worlds.  She had the best prices, and as long as you weren’t too particular about documentation, Black Belle could get you anything.

“We were in touch when she was going to Castle Crag.”

Maggie nodded.  “Well, there you go.  It’s nearly impossible to get communications in or out of there.”

“If that’s the case, she’s been hold up there since the beginning of the year.”

“It’s almost the end of the year.”

“Exactly.”

“My mother doesn’t stay anywhere that long.”

“Exactly.”

“You don’t even know if she’s still there.”

“Neither does your...” Ephraim cut himself off.  “Neither does her lover.  Do you think she’s hiding from him?”

Maggie snorted.  “Hiding?  If she wanted him gone, he’d be gone. One way or the other.  Besides, hasn’t he gone looking for her?” She was embarrassed to say she didn’t even remember his name.  He was young, good looking, and not too bright.  Just the way her mother liked them.

“He says he doesn’t have the time.  As you pointed out, she could be anywhere.”

“Yeah, and he’d rather stuff his head down the toilet than port to Castle Crag.”

“The natives are restless.”

“You just have to know how to handle them.”

“So, you’ll go with me?”

“Where?  Back to Calgaria?  Are you nuts?”  Maggie said.  “Not for all the licorice in Brakavia.”

“Haven’t you been listening?”  Ephraim sighed dramatically.  “We’re going to be pirates.  We’re going to find your mother.  Or rescue her if she’s being held captive.”

“Okay first of all, Black Belle never needed to be rescued from anything in her life.  If she’s incommunicado, there’s a damn good reason.”

“And don’t you want to know what that is?”

“Frankly, no, and I’m happy it’s taken her attention away from me.”

“She could be dying,” Ephraim wheedled.

“You are such a drama queen.”

“Aren’t you bored of this town yet? It’s been what?  Ten years.”

“Five years, you jerk.” Maggie tilted her head. Maybe she was getting stir crazy.  That would sure explain the crazy feelings she had when Quick did a disappearing act after the wham bam thank you ma’am.  “Ephraim, I don’t want to be a pirate.  I want to run my bar.” At least she thought she still did.  “And I don’t want your parents’ fleet chasing us around the universe.”  That, she was damn sure of.

“They’ll never know.”

“Keegan’s ass is creasing a hole in my deck chair out there. Don’t you think that if I disappear, he’ll assume you and I ran off together?”

Ephraim squealed.  “That’s so romantic.”

“It’s not romantic. It’s asinine.  No.”

“Maggie,” Ephraim said softly.  “This is my only chance to escape.  No one is powerful enough to protect me from my mother, but yours.”

“Just stand up to her.  Abscond the throne or whatever it’s called. You must have a cousin who will step up.”

“Yeah, she’d make a good ruler.  Better than me, in fact.  Unfortunately, my mother hates her.”

“She can’t force you to breed.”  Maggie thought about it.  “But she can probably force you to marry Zuna princess.”

“Not if I’m not there.  Please, Maggie?  I just need you to escort me to Castle Crag.  Get me through the gates, and I’ll take it from there.  You’re the only one that won’t be attacked on sight.  In the meantime, we can have an adventure.  We don’t have to get married.”

“We’re not,” Maggie said.

“But remember when we were going to try and make it work?  We said that we’d rule by proxy and travel the universe and have adventures. It would be like that.”

“We were sixteen, Ephraim.  I would like to think in ten years, we’ve grown up some.”

“How about a vacation then?”

“To the jungles of Castle Crag?”

“You live in paradise, where do you want to go?  Antarctica?”

Maggie was having a hard time coming up with excuses not to go.  It was getting a little old, running the bar day in and day out.  It had taken all the money Ephraim gave her to buy the place and then she busted her ass for five years straight to put it on the map.  Could she trust it to Donna to keep it standing?

“What’s keeping you here?”  Ephraim asked.  “That pirate you see what once, twice a month?  Would Quick even notice if you were gone for a few weeks?  Hell, he might not even be back in that time.”

Maggie felt a dull ache inside her chest.  Would he miss me if I was gone?  More importantly, would I miss him?

“Oh fine,” Maggie said.  “I’ll do it.”

“I knew it.”  Ephraim chortled.

“But we do it my way.  We sneak out on one of the airships and go straight to Castle Crag.  I’ll get you past the defenses.  You agree to work for my mother for five years.”

“Five?”

“Five.  After that, if you can afford your own boat and no longer need protection, you’re on your own.  But you must be committed to this.  I’m not going to screw over my mother again.”

“What if she’s not there when we get there?”

Maggie thought about it. “Then we’ll find her.”
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Chapter Three
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Maggie left Ephraim curled up on the couch watching Mexican soap operas and eating his way through a tub of Ben and Jerry’s.  She climbed down the roof and wrapped a scarf around her head, trying to blend in as much as possible.  Her brown hair whipped into her face and she kept her eyes lowered and her face averted.  That was all she would need is to have one of the Calgarians start tailing her.  

The afternoon was balmy and she lost herself in the crowd of tourists who were milling from Carlos and Charlies down to Senior Frog’s bar and grill.  Her bar only opened for the night clientele during the week.  It was more profitable, and was easier on her rest rooms.

The dock section was rough, even if you spoke the language and had lived there for five years.  She heard some cat calls and a few grumbles when she looked up and recognized a few faces.  She was still armed, but because she wasn’t a greenie they would probably leave her alone.  

Probably.

Once she was convinced she didn’t have anyone following her, Maggie hailed a cab. Of the many ships in air dock, there was only one Captain, who would dare to go into Castle Crag’s dimension.  Well there were probably two, but she wanted to avoid Niles at all costs.  She wouldn’t put it past him to take their fare and then turn Ephraim and her over to the Calgarians.  

The cab let her off by port authority and she saw that The Nicholette was powering up to leave.

“Crap.”

She had to shout and wave her hands for the deck hands’ attention.

“I need to speak to Captain Flannery.”

“He’s busy below decks.  We’re about to go underway.”  One of the tinkers poked his head over the rails to eye her with his ocular.

Maggie shifted uneasily, but realized that the ocular was searching to see if she wore a wire or had any weapons on her.  “Tell him Maggie needs to talk with him before he goes.”  She tried to keep her voice down, but it didn’t seem like anyone was taking undue notice of her.

“And why should I do that, Duckie?”  the man said with a grin as he fumbled with a switch on his ocular goggles.  Maggie was sure he had it on the X-ray filter and it wasn’t her skeleton that had put the smile on his face.

“Because I’m his daughter.”

The man whipped the goggles off his head and executed an odd curtsy.  “I’ll let the Captain know.”  

Maggie smiled back even though she really shouldn’t be slinging that information around the docks.  She looked around, but no one was skulking in the shadows.  Everyone seemed to want to get the heck out of port ahead of their competitors.

Derek McMann, Amos’ second in command threw a rope ladder down to her.  “Haul your ass up.  You’ve got ten minutes or you’re taking a ride to Ferriday with us.”

Maggie scuttled up the ladder.  She could have used the docking line, but she was out of practice.  Ignoring Derek’s hand, she clambered over the rail.

“This should be good,” he said, and he took her elbow to escort her to the Captain’s quarters.

She gave her arm a good pull, but he held on tightly.  “I’m not going to sabotage the engine room.”

“Again,” he said.

Maggie had the grace to look embarrassed.  “That was a long time ago.”

“Oh shit,” Derek said, which made Maggie look up.

Nicholette Flannery blocked their path.  Maggie’s step-monster. She was huge.  Her muscles had muscles.  In fact, she was the only woman to take a full-on punch in the jaw from Black Belle and stare back unflinchingly.  She had been her father’s mistress while he had been married to Black Belle.  Of course to hear her tell it, Nicholette was his wife and Black Belle was the mistress.  Her father never weighed in on the matter.

“Oh look, it’s the prodigal daughter.”

The only daughter, or child, for that matter.  And that stuck in Nicholette’s craw something fierce.  It gave Black Belle’s claim of being Amos’ first wife legitimacy.

“Oh look, it’s the slut on steroids.”

They never got along.  Even if Maggie hadn’t hated her for breaking up her parents’ marriage, Nicholette never even tried for a better relationship.

Derek’s gripped tightened, but Nicholette only smiled.  “I suppose you want money, now that your mother has cut you off.”

“You know,” Maggie said.  “This was a bad idea.  Forget it.”  She tried to turn but unless she was planning on leaving her arm behind, she wasn’t going anywhere.

“Nicholette, I have orders and a ship to run.  Amos wants to see her.  Would you please let us by?”  Even though the please was gritted out, Maggie was surprised.  Derek McMann wasn’t known for his manners.

“Certainly,” Nicholette moved aside and followed them into the Captain’s quarters.  “Whatever the little bitch has to say, she can say it in front of me too.”

Derek made his getaway as soon as Maggie crossed the threshold.  Nicholette closed the door behind her and Maggie rubbed her elbow, hoping she wouldn’t have a bruise to explain to Quick.  

Amos Flannery stood with his back to the door, gazing out the front windows of the airship.  His hands were clasped behind his back and he rocked on his heels.  The Nicholette was a luxury airship, but still had enough cannons and weapons to rival a warship.

“I need to hire you,” Maggie said.

Her father turned and frowned at her clothing.  Maggie shifted uncomfortably. She was still in her jeans and T-shirt.  If she wanted to be treated more professionally, she should have dressed less casually. She gave a self-conscious tug on her neckline.

“What do you need my ship for?”

“I need to go to Castle Crag.”

Her father closed his eyes, and Nicholette gave out a bark of surprised laughter.

“We’ll be blown out of the skies as soon as we exit the wormhole,” Nicholette said.

“Not if she knows I’m onboard,” Maggie said.

“You sure about that?”  Nicholette smiled with a malicious leer.

Maggie wasn’t, but she nodded as if she was. “And if I’m not, I’ve got the entrance codes to get us by security.” If her mother hadn’t changed them.

“You could hire a dozen airships.  Why me?” Amos asked.

“It’s a trap,” Nicholette said.  “We dock and let her off, and then Black Belle tries to take our ship.”

“Amos, can I speak to you in private?”

“No,” they both said in unison.

Maggie gritted her teeth.  “I have cargo.  I don’t trust taking the cargo with me on a commercial airship.  Not that a commercial will go to the Castle anyway.”

“Is it illegal?”  Amos said, cocking his head at her. “It’s not like you to smuggle something out of Cozumel.  Have you been diving?”

She loved to dive.  She was just too chicken shit to try it out in Cozumel.  She preferred the Cayman Islands when the worst thing you had to worry about was a curious nurse shark.

“It’s not illegal,” Maggie hedged. “And I haven’t been diving.”  That she could say with enough truth in her voice to be convincing.

“Good.  I’ve seen what’s left of the divers.”

Curious despite herself, she asked.  “Sharks?”

Amos blew out a sigh.  “Nope.  Like nothing I’ve ever seen.  Stay out of those waters.”  Then, he winced.  “I know that’s usually a challenge for you to do the exact opposite, but it’s not safe.  I wouldn’t go there with Nicholette at my side in a fully loaded submergible.”

Maggie blinked.  That was saying a lot.  And yet, he was right.  The fifteen-year-old inside her now wanted nothing more than to dive into the ruins, just to show him he couldn’t dictate what she could or could not do.  But Maggie had a few more years of wisdom to draw on, so she just nodded.  

“Can you take me and my cargo?” she asked.

“Well, I’m not headed towards Castle Crag for another three ports.  You’ll have to take a ride.  It’ll be about a month.”

“Amos, you can’t be serious.” A whole month?

“Take it or leave it. And I need to know exactly what your cargo is before we leave port.”

“Deal,” Maggie said before he changed his mind. She didn’t have a choice. She couldn’t risk Ephraim.  Donna would just have to mind the bar for a whole month.

“You’ve got an hour.  If you’re not back by that time, find yourself another airship.”

“What about cost?  We’re not going to Castle Crag for free,” Nicholette said.

“That will depend on the cargo,” Amos said.  “And can be discussed once we’re underway.”

Normally, Maggie would have insisted on the price being negotiated before the airship left the dock, but in this case, she figured discretion was the better part of valor.  Amos wouldn’t renege on the deal once they were underway, and he knew she was good for the money.  Or rather Ephraim was.

“Change your clothes.”  Amos pointed a gnarled finger at her.  “I’m not killing all my airmen because they’re getting grabby with my daughter.”

Maggie turned at the doorway.  “I would prefer that no one knows about our relationship more than necessary.”

Amos flinched as if she struck him.  

Nicholette smirked.  

“Your preference is noted.”  

He went back to staring out the windows.

Hurrying to the edge of the airship, Maggie grabbed a towline and swirled herself to the dock.
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Chapter Four
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They almost made it.  It took some convincing, but Donna agreed to manage the bar for a month for a healthy cut of the profits.

Having her distract Kreeger, on the other hand, cost Maggie ten percent of any treasure or cargo she brought back from her adventures.  Since she couldn’t give up Ephraim’s secret, she told Donna that she was going to go adventuring for a month to get rid of the wanderlust she had been feeling.

Unfortunately, Kreeger wasn’t an idiot.  For all his posturing, he was still the captain of the royal guard. Even disguised, Ephraim caught his eye and within seconds Kreeger had called for backup before Maggie stunned him.  The Calgarian guards were chasing them down the streets of Cozumel and their battle ships went on high alert.

“What are we going to do?” Ephraim said, as they stopped to catch their breath behind a cement wall.  He grabbed her shoulders.  “I can’t let them catch me.”

Shaking him off, Maggie said, “Don’t freak out on me now.  All we have to do is lose them and get to The Nicholette.”

Ephraim’s eyes bugged out.  “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

“Say what you want about Amos. He’s the only one I trust with you.”

“You don’t trust Quick?”

“Quick’s not here.”  But Ephraim raised a good question.  If Quick had stuck around, would she have asked him to smuggle Ephraim out?

“If those battle cruisers think I’m on The Nicholette, they’ll shoot her out of the sky.”

“Don’t be ridiculous.  They wouldn’t risk you like that.” Maggie dragged him deeper into the residential area, zig zagging down streets and lanes. “We just have to get airborne. Then the worst thing they can do is follow us.”

She didn’t mention to Ephraim that they weren’t going straight to Castle Crag or that if the Calgarians followed them to Ferriday, they would file extradition papers and that would ground The Nicholette until they surrendered him.

They had to get to The Nicholette first before they worried about that.

“Over here,” Alarna said, peeking her head out of a doorway.

They sprinted inside and crouched down by the window to catch their breath.

“I told you,” Alarna sing-songed.

“Yeah,” Maggie said. “I should have believed you.” And it was just Maggie’s luck that the airship captain she was going on a journey with was her father and not her lover.

“Come out back.  Uncle Raul can take you to the air dock in his truck.”

“Thank you,” Ephraim said, pressing a domino size stone into her hand.

Alarna raised her eyebrow at Maggie.  “He’s an easy mark.”

“I know.” Maggie sighed, tossing a blanket over his head. “But he can afford it.”

Alarna kept a look out for the Calgarian guards. “Coast is clear.”

Hurrying Ephraim into the back of the truck, Maggie got under the blanket with him.

“Are we going to make it?” Ephraim’s eyes were wide, and his breath was coming in short panicky blasts.

I hope so.  “Yes,” she said. Otherwise she was about to start another interstellar incident with the Calgarians.  And her mother was fresh out of airships.

Uncle Raul took the long way around.  They were jostled over ruts and the back of the truck smelled like fish guts left out in the hot sun.  But it did the trick.  He let them out a few streets from the airship docks and drove away.

“I’m not used to all this excitement,” Ephraim said, pressing on his side.

“If you’re going to run with Black Belle, you better get used to it.”

Maggie resisted the urge to sprint to the airship.  Forcing herself to stroll calmly, arm-in-arm with Ephraim, she headed to Amos’ berth.

As they approached the line of ships waiting for the air traffic controllers to signal they were next, she felt someone watching her.  Looking up, she met Niles Black’s gaze and swallowed hard.

“Keep walking,” she muttered to Ephraim.  “Head to The Nicholette.”

“Without you?” he asked.

“Just go.”  She wanted to shove him, but for once Ephraim did what he was told.

Nodding at Niles, she approached The Blackheart.

“Out for a stroll, Maggie m’dear?” he asked, calling down from the top of his ship. The Blackheart was built for speed and hauling cargo.  It had a full battery of cannons, but its sleek design showed that Niles rather would run than fight.

“Seeing an old friend off on his voyage.”  She hoped her voice sounded light and carefree.  “I thought you’d be gone already.”

“Damned Calgarians.” He gestured with his chin.  

Maggie didn’t dare look behind her or at Ephraim.

“They’re searching all the ships for their missing prince.  I can’t leave until they scan my ship, because I’ll be Gods damned if I let them board me to do a physical search.”

Nodding, Maggie was inwardly chanting shit, shit, shit.

When a hand fell on her shoulder, she instinctively lashed out with an elbow. Derek McMann dodged it and tried to backhand her, but she jumped out of the way. Whipping her pistol out, she snarled, “What is your problem?”

She wasn’t prepared for him to kick it out of her hand, but she managed to pull the trigger before it went flying. At the sharp blast of the shot, the entire dock seemed to stop and look at them.

“Are you out of your mind?” she snarled, holding her wrist.  Maggie didn’t think it was broke, but it hurt like a bitch.

“Shut up and play along.”  He hauled her over his shoulder, and she made a sound that she was embarrassed to say was like a scream.

More pistol shots came.  This time from above them.

“What the hell?” Derek growled, as he sprinted with her to a smaller ship that had been hidden by the larger cargo ships.

Throwing down a portable staircase, he thundered up the stairs almost as fast as it could stretch out.  Leaping the last three steps, he landed on the deck of a striker airship. It was a refurbished military vessel with engines and guns and little else.

Tossing Maggie to the ground harder than he needed to, Derek sprinted for the wheelhouse. “Hold on to your ass.”

“The fuck are you doing?” she screeched.

“We don’t have time to wait in line for the Calgarians to scratch their balls.  We’re causing a distraction.”

“We are?” she said, crawling into the wheelhouse because they were taking heavy fire.

Peering through the window, she saw that both the Cozumel Navy and the Calgarians were rallying ground troops.

“Holy shit, they’re rolling in a tank.”  Maggie eased herself into the gunner’s chair and strapped in.  Her fingers trembled, but she was grinning like a lunatic.

“Hold your fire.  They’re not going to get a chance to load.”  He hit a button and the turbo boost whined the airships propellers into overdrive.

“Oh shit, you’re not.”

Derek turned to her with a crazy grin.  “We’re going to run the blockade.”

The small airship broke its tethers and zoomed out of port.  The air wake it left rocked the other airships almost on their side.  A few broke their moorings as well and gave chase, but Maggie knew they were too slow to come up to speed.

Unfortunately, the Calgarians were waiting.  “Stand down unknown craft or be destroyed.”

Derek hit another button and a grey vortex appeared directly below them.  Maggie could hear the small craft’s power crystals strain as he dove fast.  She was pressed against her restraints as they slid through before the Calgarians’ weapons primed.

Sliding through the vortex was never pleasant under planned exits.  Screaming like a demented banshee through the dimensions rattled the teeth in her head and the pressure built up so intense, she thought her eyes would burst.  Just as she started to panic, they slingshot out of the vortex and into the nethersphere.

The engines protested the speed and Derek backed off on the throttle.  Other airships popped into their rear view, having used the same vortex to escape the Calgarian envoys.

“Are they going to follow us?” she panted, realizing she was clutching the chair so hard, her knuckles were white.

“We’ll be long gone by then.”

Sure enough, The Nicholette sailed alongside and cables were attached.  Maggie hated going outside in the nethersphere.  It reminded her too much like outer space and she always panicked that she wouldn’t be able to breathe.  It’s why her mother had given up on training her to fly a ship.

“If you can’t fix your ship in the nethersphere, you’re dead in the water.”

Water, air, nethersphere, a damaged ship was ripe for boarding.

The power crystals popped and cracked, shattering.  The propellers wound to a stop and craft would have drifted if it wasn’t for the Nicholette’s cables.

“It was a nice run.”  Derek patted the ship affectionately.

“You’re a mad man.”  Maggie gritted her teeth to keep them from chattering.

“Let’s go.”

Derek grabbed her arm again—she was definitely going to have a bruise, and guided her along the mechanized walkway that attached the two ships.  

“What the hell does he want?”  Derek said.

Maggie didn’t dare look up from the walkway.  “One foot in front of the other,” she whispered.

“I believe you have something that’s not yours.”

Maggie froze.  Now she could see a drone out of the corner of her eye, but the voice that came out of it was Niles Black’s.

“I’ll be taking the girl,” Niles said via the drone.

“Shove off,” Derek said, sprinting with her in tow.

Even if she didn’t need rescuing, the last person she would want coming to her aid was Niles.  Who knew where she would wind up?

“He’s gearing up to fire,” Nicholette said, her eyes bright with the heat of battle.  She blew the little drone into smithereens as they raced to get onboard The Nicholette.

“Then he’s an idiot.” Derek said, hopping on the deck. “We have him outgunned.”

“Is E—Did my cargo make it?” Maggie asked, shaking Derek’s arm off her once they were on deck of her father’s ship.

“Your luggage and your cargo are safely on board. Your father wants to talk to you in his cabin,” Nicholette said.  “Are you going to come quietly or do you want me to drag you?”

“I’m going,” she said.  “But what about The Blackheart?”

The explosion from the small aircraft they had just exited rocked The Nicholette, and Maggie staggered.  She gaped at the The Blackheart.  Niles had blown the little ship up, and was now swinging around for a broadside shot at The Nicholette.

“Battle stations,” Derek cried. “Get her below deck. I don’t know what that asshole Black wants with her, but he’s not getting her. Fire rear cannons.”

Maggie was thrilled she still had her battle legs. When the ship shot forward and the deck rumbled, it didn’t even halt her stride.

The Nicholette used the motion to spin broadsides and let The Blackheart have another volley from the side cannons.

“He wants a fight, then Gods damn it, he’ll get one,” Nicholette said viciously.

When the got to her father’s cabin Ephraim was gripping a tea cup in the soft leather chair.  He dropped it and flung himself into her arms.  “Are the Calgarians shooting at us?”

“No,” Nicholette said, addressing Amos.  “It’s Niles Black.  He wants your daughter.”

Amos narrowed his eyes.  “He’s going to want another ship when we’re done with him.  We can’t outrun the bastard, but we can blow him into cinders.”

“Don’t,” Maggie said. 

“Don’t?” Nicholette laughed. “Are you sure you’re Black Belle’s daughter?”

“I’m not entirely sure that he doesn’t think he’s rescuing me,” Maggie said.

“Dear, he doesn’t give a tinker’s fart about rescuing fair maidens.  If he wants you, it’s for a nefarious purpose.  That man is as dark as his name.  The universe would be a better place without him.”

But the cannons stopped firing and Maggie felt the airship accelerate.

“Are we running from the fight?” Nicholette snarled.  She tore out of the cabin to confront Derek who had control of the bridge.

Amos closed the door behind her. “I imagine we’re running before the Calgarians can squeeze those battleships through the vortex.”

“Won’t this Niles Black tell them where I am?” Ephraim asked.

“It’s possible,” Amos said. “Did you two fuckwits decide to elope?”

“No,” Maggie said.  “Ephraim wants to join Black Belle’s crew.”

Amos cursed. “Well then why didn’t you have the evil bitch pick you up on your own home planet?  She’d have had you out under their noses before they knew it.”

“No one has heard from her in over a year.”

“Really?” Amos frowned.  “Not entirely unlike her.  But that doesn’t mean she’s at Castle Crag.”

“It’s a start,” Maggie said. “That’s her last known whereabouts.  And if she’s not there, maybe some of her crew are and can point us in the right direction.”

“I always knew either your mother or you would be the death of me.”  

The airship rippled as they went into another vortex. It was a good chance that they had escaped the Calgarians.

For now.
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Chapter Five
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Quick pulled into Cozumel and it was like coming home.  He probably should have stopped by the plantations first, but he wanted to see Maggie.  He owed her big time for taking off like he had.

After he cleared customs, he took a shower and dressed in a silk shirt and leather pants, knowing that Maggie liked it when he looked the part of a gentleman pirate.  He was surprised to see The Blackheart was in dry dock getting repairs.  From the look of it, she had seen some serious battles.

A faint ping of alarm traveled up his spine.  Most of the real pirates of the nethersphere couldn’t go toe-to-toe with any of their airships.  He and his friends were known as The Syndicate.  An attack on one of them, was an attack on all of them.

The unease drifted away as soon as The Midnight Lady was in sight.  He tapped his pocket where he carried the silver necklace he bought for Maggie.  He’d tell her that was all he wanted on her to wear when he made love to her. And this time, he’d convince her to come on his airship and spend a few nights in his cabin.

Grinning, Quick pushed into the bar and got another frisson of awareness when his friends stopped their conversation and turned to look at him.

“Maggie, I’m in sore need of a coffee, luv,” he shouted out, and took a seat at the poker table.  “What are you lunkheads looking at?  And what the hell happened to your ship, Niles?”

Quick looked up, his broad smile dimming when Donna handed him his coffee.  He could smell the Sambuca in it.  Craning his head around her, Quick tried to catch a glimpse of Maggie. Was she pissed at him?  He said he’d make it up to her.

If he asked about her again, it might raise some questions.  Then he realized that Niles hadn’t answered him and the rest of the idiots were having trouble meeting his eyes.

Questions be damned. Let them wonder.

“Where’s Maggie?” he asked Donna.

When Donna blinked back tears, the frisson turned to icy fear.

Donna opened her mouth to answer, but Niles swatted her on the ass.  “Leave the grownups to their conversation, m’dear.”

“You watch your fucking hands,” Sweet growled.

Donna angrily flounced away.

“What’s going on?” Quick tried on a casual smile, but it felt like a grimace.

Niles lit a cheroot.  “Maggie was kidnapped.  Looks like Amos Flannery is behind it.”

Rage colored his vision and for a moment, he saw only blackness.  “Why?” he gritted out.

“No one knows.  We think he used the distraction of the Calgarians looking for their prince to take her.”

“Why?”

“Is he out to get you?” Niles asked, calmly blowing a smoke ring to the ceiling.

Quick stopped himself from saying why again with an effort.  “No.  I barely know the man.  Tell me what happened.”

Niles slapped a disk on the table and a holograph of the docks appeared.  He saw Maggie staring up at someone, talking.  From behind her a large man grabbed her.  Quick watched the fight on the docks and the ensuing nethersphere battle between the The Blackheart and The Nicholette.

His chair flew back when he leapt to his feet. “Where are they?”

“Sit down.”

“Damn it.”  Quick strode to the door.

“Quick, wait,” Mav said.  “It’s been three weeks.  No one knows where they are. The trail is cold.”

“Three weeks?” he said, through numb lips. She could be anywhere.

“We’ve been trying to track the bastard.  We thought we had him on Ferriday, but we missed him by hours,” Sweet said.

“Is she on Ferriday? Did he...” Quick swallowed. “Sell her?”

“From what we could find out,” St. John said, “no one with her description left the ship.”

“Gods damn it, why didn’t you send word to me?”

“Why would you care what happened to Maggie?” Niles asked coldly.

“Oh, shut the fuck up,” Mav said, kicking his chair.

Quick rubbed his hand over his face. They thought they had been so careful.  That no one knew they were together. He should have known he couldn’t keep a secret like that from his friends. And if his friends knew, it was a good bet so did his enemies.

“And say what?” Niles said, relenting. “There was nothing you could do that we weren’t already doing.”

Quick came back to the table and sat down.  “Thank you. Niles, I appreciate you giving chase.”

“I was outgunned,” he said simply, but wouldn’t meet his eyes. Quick knew Niles didn’t take defeat well.

“Were we that obvious?” Quick asked.  “Did I bring this on her?”

“You were discreet,” St John said.  “Just not when you were around us.”

“Has anyone contacted you about ransom?” Mav asked.

“No, no one.”

They sat around and drank for a bit, but Quick couldn’t hold a thought in his head.  He finally excused himself and walked through the kitchen to the back room that lead to the attic.  Climbing the stairs, he wasn’t sure what he expected to find.  Some clue maybe, some piece of her that he could use to find her.

What he wasn’t expecting was two pulse pistols aimed at his head and a striking woman dressed all in black standing in Maggie’s bedroom.

“Get up here and close the trap door,” she said in a mild voice.  “I don’t want to shoot up the place, but I will if pressed.”

Holy shit, he thought when he got a good look at her. She was in her late fifties, with an athletic build.  Her face was handsome, rather than attractive.  But her eyes were her most striking feature.  They were familiar, but that could be because he’d seen them staring out at him from various wanted posters.

“I know who you are,” Quick said, as he did what she wanted.  “You’re Black Belle.”

“I’m afraid, you have me at a disadvantage.”

“Not from my point of view,” Quick said.  “Mind if I smoke?”

“Tell me what you’re doing here first.”

“I’m looking for Maggie.”

Black Belle snorted.  “She ain’t here.”

“She was kidnapped.”

“I doubt that.”

“What are you doing here?” Quick gingerly took a cigar from his pocket and then his lighter.  He lit it and then offered it to her.
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