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      Javier was pounding out the kilometers on a treadmill when she arrived. Moved into his peripheral vision, then circled around front where he could see her.

      Bethany Marie Durbin. Bryce Academy, Class of ’79. Not quite young enough to be his daughter. Not far from it, either.

      The Unbloomed Rose. Except that she no longer fit that description. Dorn Hetzel had hung it on her, back in the day when Javier had been looking for a research specialist. A Librarian, turned out. Able to gather massive amounts of information and synthesize it into a form that Suvi could digest and understand, so that she turned into a better person.

      Javier was at a jog. Not hard. Not a walk. Pounding out those kilometers.

      “Emergency?” he asked her, trying to gauge Bethany’s body language.

      “Only if you can’t run and talk at the same time,” she replied with a grin. “Bubble gum and straight lines, if you will.”

      He grinned. Old joke about being able to do both without falling over. There were days.

      “Talk,” he said.

      Only a couple of kilometers left, then time for a shower and dinner. Being on a starship left you a lot fewer opportunities to stay in shape, so you had to approach it with a bit of a militant mindset.

      Or grow slack.

      Unacceptable outcome these days, considering what he had planned.

      And who he planned on doing it to.

      “The Embassy is getting close to ready,” she reminded him. “I’m still concerned about the makeup of the team.”

      “Too big?” he asked.

      “Too small,” she answered him. “Me, Kibwe, Ilan, and Vivian?”

      “And the Doctors St. Kitts,” Javier reminded her.

      “Only until we find a way to get them on a commercial liner to send them home,” Bethany retorted. “Four of us are going to take on the entire Concord?”

      “No,” he said, maintaining the grind. “Just you. The others are your support network, and I’m sending them because none of them have active warrants in Concord space.”

      “Me?”

      “The Unbloomed Rose,” he said simply. “I need you doing this. Nobody else has the knowledge to describe what I’m intending, nor the skills and temperament to talk to those asshole admirals and senators who will make the final decision.”

      She muttered something along the lines of You’re nuts, but he ignored her.

      Not like they hadn’t had this conversation before. And a few yelling matches.

      Stubborn woman. Like he liked them.

      Javier went ahead and stopped running, letting the machine roll him backwards onto solid deck before he walked around it and shut it down.

      “They’d arrest me, Zakhar, and most of the rest of us before hearing a word we said,” he reminded her. AGAIN. “They’ll listen to you, if you make them.”

      “Make them,” she repeated.

      “Yes, make them,” he stated bluntly. “Pretend like you’re trying to talk one of your hardheaded bosses out of doing something stupid. Or into it. Whatever works.”

      Her glower was a thing of beauty. He’d hit the right note, though, because it drained away after a moment. His reward was a deeply put-upon sigh. Should have gotten an eyeroll, too, but he’d take it.

      “I’m going to convince the Concord to provide you a base and repair facility?” she ground out her own words like kilometers. “And place a squadron of small warships at your disposal? And they’ll go for it?”

      “If they’ll sell or lease me the ships, I can pay for crews,” he said. “If they have hulls, I can recruit the killers I need. Not like there aren’t a lot of sailors on the beach these days, trying to figure out what to do with the rest of their lives.”

      Okay, low blow. Exactly what had happened to her. And how he’d been able to recruit such a top-notch talent for so cheap.

      The Concord was broke. No sugar-coating would deny that. Three generations of rough hegemony in the aftermath of the Great War that had left Balustrade, Neu Berne, and the Union of Man broken themselves, but all three were starting to climb back up the tree. Starting to make noises about how they should be involved in decisions with galactic consequences.

      Dorn Hetzel’s Rising Storm that was the underlying genesis of his latest book. Possibly his Magnum Opus, as he was analyzing a lot of trends and predicting that the next big war, sometime inside a generation, would burn it all down. The whole, damned galaxy.

      The Concord was overspending on the wrong things, had blown all their cash on candy and parties, and now the bills were coming due. Fleets were being gutted. Piracy was the logical outcome when authority vanished beyond major systems.

      “What if they decide you’re trying to become some sort of warlord and carve out your own kingdom?” Bethany asked, interrupting his musings.

      “Remind them that I’m some sort of Prince Consort from Altai,” he tagged her. “I seem to remember that was your idea, after all.”

      It was fun, making her blush. Harder to do these days, but not impossible.

      He paused and took a breath. Committed his soul to the fires.

      “Remind them that I’m also Eutropio Navarre,” he proclaimed. “And that I’m going to annihilate piracy in as wide a corridor as I can manage between here and home. All they have to do it help a little. A small investment today will yield planetary budget savings and improvements later.”

      “Funding your war?” she asked, but all the sass had vanished from her tones.

      “Making the galaxy a better place,” he replied, watching her shudder.

      Because Navarre and Aritza would, regardless of the number of bodies he had to pile up to manage it.

      That was his promise to eternity.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PART II

          

        

      

    

    
      Bethany sat in her quarters and stewed.

      She was packed. Processed.

      Stripped down to the absolute minimum for travel, at least for her. Rainier and Emma had packed up everything they had, because Javier had promised to get them home but wasn’t headed that direction anytime soon.

      It was on her.

      A lot of things were on her.

      She sighed.

      “If he didn’t think you could do it, he’d have gone himself and tried to pull a fast one,” Suvi said, materializing an image by the main hatch and smiling.

      Of course, she was monitoring. She was always there. Every room. Every minute.

      Occasionally, she made her presence felt. Like when she figured somebody needed a kind word. Or a kick in the ass.

      Bethany nodded and looked inward.

      Why was she so nervous?

      Because she was about to return to the Concord. Those who had put her on the shore and ignored her, because they had too many trained librarians and not enough fund or billets to keep them all busy.

      Plus—and Javier had pointed it out—some fool had looked at Sentient systems again and decided that they were good enough to handle the task.

      Certainly cheaper than hiring several librarians, but Zakhar had a lovely acronym for things like that.

      GIGO

      Garbage In, Garbage Out.

      A Sentience was only as smart as the people programming it. And most of them turned out utterly linear. Utterly.

      To quote Piet, they didn’t even understand jazz, so there was no way for them to commit it.

      You needed organic craziness. Bethany had that.

      “I’m worried that I’ll fail them,” she finally admitted.

      “That’s only a problem if we have to break you out of jail afterwards,” Suvi laughed.

      Yeah, she supposed so. And they would. Somehow. Probably involving a Bollywood song and dance routine, because it was Javier.

      Enough said.

      She rose. Grabbed the satchel that held a dramatically overpowered clamshell computer. One that Suvi had shimmed a shard of herself into, in order to provide a fifth crew member, once she got the Doctors St. Kitts headed on their way and presumably safe enough from Concord retribution.

      “Is Mission-Suvi fully up to date?” Bethany asked.

      “Been dumping files on the shuttle with Del,” Ship-Suvi replied. “Those will get compacted and loaded when you board, then wiped when you depart.”

      Bethany nodded. She was probably about the only crew member—no, Afia, too—who could really track having multiple shards—distinct instances—of one Sentience running around, and understand how they interacted. Weird, but made perfect sense.

      At least to a nerd like her.

      “Let everyone know I’m in route?” she said as she reached her hatch.

      “Waking Del up now,” Suvi laughed.

      Knowing Del, he was probably spoofing Suvi. Feet up, eyes closed. Pretending to nap.

      Luring in the unwary, because he was like that.

      Bethany figured that she needed to develop something like that before this was done.

      Javier and Zakhar called it the War of the Pirate Clans, Volume Two.

      In her mind, Bethany had taken to called it The Extermination.

      But then, she understood the kinds of personalities involved.
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      Del looked around his flight deck with a pleased smile. Interior was right up there with the best Merankorr brothels, because he’d found the same distributor for the pink fur on the walls and the paint everywhere else.

      He’d even showered and put on pressed cargo pants and his best Hawaiian shirt today. The blue one with the pink flamingos.

      A man headed to his execution should look his best. This wasn’t an execution, but he wanted to approach it seriously enough.

      For once.

      Wasn’t like he needed to strafe and bomb the local truck stop outside the rear bay.

      Probably.

      Man should always be prepared anyway.

      He had passengers and cargo aboard. Boxes in the bay. Bodies in the passenger compartment, being casual and waiting for their boss. Maybe his boss, because she had all the makings of a good officer.

      And he liked the woman. At least as good as any of his grandkids, and better than most of them. Even the non-criminal ones.

      He wasn’t surprised when she boarded, then immediately came upstairs to his flight deck. Even took Javier’s usual spot. Not a bad role model.

      Well, no, pretty bad role model, depending. Good person to emulate in situations like this, though. Yes, better.

      She even buckled herself in like he was planning to get crazy with this flight.

      Del never planned to get crazy. It usually just happened organically. Fools making bad decisions. Challenging an old fart who was smart enough to never name a ship again.

      The gods had even taken notice and proclaimed it good.

      “Excalibur, this is Del,” he announced. “Standing by to launch.”

      “Oh, you were asking for clearance?” Suvi sassed him. Like she did.

      “Yes, please,” he countered, ignoring Bethany’s snort.

      A hatch opened and he backed out of the bay. Politely, even, but that was Rainier and Emma. Lovely people. He’d miss them, except for Emma complaining that he wasn’t eating a proper diet or getting nearly enough exercise.

      Pushing his luck and sidestepping responsibilities apparently didn’t count with the woman. Shows what she knew.

      Del turned on all of his targeting sensors and hard-pinged the shit out of everything within half a light-second. Rude, but he was departing from a war machine bad enough to crush everyone in this system without a second thought, and he wanted to remind them that the pirates from Altai were dangerous, cutthroat killers.

      And most of them were.

      Suvi was wisely not docked to the little platform. Not that those yahoos could have stormed the place under fire, but they might have been dumb enough to try some stupid stunt, necessitating a general whomping-upside-heads as a retaliation.

      Unnecessary, because he’d unlocked the turret and had it live. Just like Suvi was.

      Always easier to apologize later for rudeness.

      If he found it appropriate.

      And could find any survivors.

      He turned the bow and located the ship where he would be docking next.

      Tucana.

      Ugly little beast, but Del understood that to be intentional on the Science Officer’s part. About the same size as his Assault shuttle, but far less dangerous. More of a cargo picket, a boring, little light freighter, pretty much stock. Useful for this mission.

      He scanned it. Hard. Not cutting any corners today, because he was about to deliver Bethany and the others into the lion’s den.

      One body aboard. And only one. Fritz knew better than to pull anything stupid at this point. He’d been in the business for long enough to appreciate choosing Navarre as an enemy.

      Stoooopid.

      “Tucana, this is Del,” he announced on the comm. “Approaching your cargo airlock now. Stand by for docking.”

      He even let the autopilot handle it, lining up and locking in. Looking at his internal screens, Del did appreciate that Ilan and Vivian were standing on either side of the door with pistols. And Emma taught martial arts. Anybody rushing them right now would simply be chopped liver.

      He even smiled.

      “You ready?” Bethany asked drolly.

      “I was born ready, doll,” he drolled back, catching her eye roll as he grinned.

      She rose and headed down the stairs to the rest of her crew. And her new ship.

      And, perhaps, her destiny.

      She was up for it. He could tell.
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      Zakhar was on the bridge. Suvi could handle everything herself, as she had demonstrated at Drako III. Still, she generally felt more comfortable with her full command team here in the room and ready to offer advice. Him, Piet, Mary-Elizabeth, Tobias.

      Kibwe was going with Bethany, so Zakhar was going to have have to handle all the daily paperwork himself, but the man had generally trained Suvi in a good portion of the magic that went into accounting on an ambassadorial pirate courier, and Zakhar could handle the rest.

      Javier was here, but in his official capacity as Ambassador, most because Tobias kept growling at the man whenever he touched any sensor systems.

      Zakhar didn’t stop him.

      “Del’s on his way back,” Suvi announced.

      “Everybody else behaving?” Zakhar asked.

      “I might have locked various turrets on sketchy neighbors and gyro-stabilized them,” Suvi replied.

      Not exactly an answer. Probably still the most accurate one.

      A First-Rate Galleon like her was huge. And dinged up quite a bit from the shit at Drako, but none of the important systems had been damaged. She had privately mentioned to him that she felt she could take anything less than a Class II Warmaster right now.

      He didn’t doubt it.

      Nor, after they reviewed various logs, would a lot of other folks. Hopefully, the Concord would see that in a positive light.

      Or not, and he’d deal with it. That punk Slavkov had hired himself an entire fleet of pirate ships to come after Excalibur.

      And lost their asses in the process.

      And Javier was correct, in his assessment that Excalibur needed to go after the pirates next, if any of this crew was ever going to have any chance at a quiet retirement on Altai. Or anywhere else.

      Nobody wanted to spend the rest of their lives looking over a shoulder for an assassin that only had to get lucky once.

      And, Zakhar was willing to admit, they’d finally pissed him off, too.

      Time to make examples of a few people.

      “Excalibur, this is Tucana,” Bethany called next. “We’re completing our checklist here and will be departing shortly.”

      Code: I’m well. We’ve taken possession of the ship and Ilan has confirmed systems to his satisfaction.

      “Understood, Tucana,” Zakhar replied. “You have the complete rendezvous list. We’ll meet up with you at one of them.”

      And if Bethany wasn’t there with whoever else arrived, Suvi was to presume a trap and come out swinging. Because some crazy sumbitch pirate captain named Sokolov had only dropped Excalibur to War-Status-2 after Drako, instead of lowering her alert and control level to something sane.

      As Suvi had mentioned then, war crimes had been committed by ships at lower settings, but he trusted her. She was, at present, an entirely free agent.

      Goddess of Retribution, if you will.

      Nemesis, herself, because she was a close third on the scale of angry crew members. But only third, behind Javier and then himself.

      Zakhar watched the little picket Tucana undock from the platform and back away, turning and lighting her engines outward. None of the other ships in the vicinity chose to make themselves pests. The bridge fell to nearly perfect silence as they watched for about twenty minutes, and then Tucana vanished.

      Eventual destination: Purton.

      And the history books, if all this worked out.

      Zakhar turned to Javier.

      “It’s your ship,” Javier replied tartly.

      “And your mission,” Zakhar countered. “Your legend.”

      He watched steam come off the man’s head, but Javier nodded. Grimaced, like he’d drunk a batch of extra bitter coffee. Maybe one left on the counter too long and gone cold. Something.

      Zakhar watched him draw a deep breath.

      “Suvi, your course has been laid in,” Javier said in a formal tone that Zakhar wondered how many people might listen to in future generations. “All ahead full. Destination: Mejicana Nova.”

      “All ahead full,” Suvi replied evenly, like she felt that mad energy as well. “Course locked. Stand by to jump.”

      Zakhar nodded.

      It begins.
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      Javier studied the plot. Suvi was a galaxy-class expert at coming out at the edge of a solar system, slipping in quietly, then listening with an incredible range of sensors.

      In the old days, plotting every rock that reflected light, letting him lay down exquisitely accurate sailing records for the gazetteer. Here, sneaking up on someone.

      Rude, but effective.

      That someone had known Zakhar from the old days. The Storm Gauntlet days, though not directly affiliated with any of the major pirate clans.

      Independent owner/operator, which meant that he ran a chop shop. You needed work done on the sly, you found him and hired him. You needed a ship parted out, they could do the work.

      You had evidence of a crime on your hands, they could fence things.

      Normally, a cockroach Javier would have squished under his boot, but he supposed that a ship like Eldritch Stele also served commercial interests, however thinly, and thus had an imprimatur of legitimacy. Somewhere. At least until someone scraped it off with a thumbnail.

      Nobody he knew, but Zakhar knew the name. And contacts had gotten them coordinates.

      So, here they were.

      Mejicana Nova was a quiet place. Middle of nowhere, surrounded by more nowhere. Uninhabited system, off the usual trade routes.

      Back up in the holler, as his grandmother would have called it, but that woman was a witch, no questions asked. And probably too old to take P In crazy shit like this.

      Probably. You never knew with her. Might make Del look bad if he brought her in.

      “Anybody worth mentioning?” he asked the room.

      Tobias was handling sensors, along with Suvi. Javier was just along for the ride.

      Maybe the ship’s Commissar, keeping everyone’s nose to the grindstone, except that he would probably spent more time dragging on leashes to hold them back with this crew.

      “Couple of light ships,” Tobias replied. “Civilian, upgraded later with heavier shield installations and cut-and-weld turrets. Nothing even Storm Gauntlet’s displacement, save for the target itself.”

      “Concur,” Suvi added, which was her way of saying that Tobias was pretty good at this.

      Certainly, Javier had trained him well enough along the way.

      Javier looked up at Zakhar on his command throne, but the man just grinned evilly. And remained silent.

      Fine.

      “Boarding team, stand by for final jump,” Javier announced on the intercom, standing up and unbuckling to join them.

      Djamila and her killers. Also angry. And hungry.

      Almost as much as him.

      Almost.

      “Suvi,” Javier commended his soul to whatever gods liked him. “Take us in.”
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      Suvi had been running jump calculations to a whole another decimal point over what she’d done in the old days.

      Before Drako III.

      Too much maneuvering in tight quarters, where she was trying to put herself into a parking space in a gravity dimple on the first try. And she’d gotten pretty good at it.

      Eldritch Stele wasn’t anywhere hard to reach. Sitting in stable LaGrange point 2 of a small planet/moon combination. Nothing with an atmosphere, nor anything else electronic in orbit.

      And she’d had long enough to math it out.

      She stepped sideways and dropped out under her victim, like a shark surfacing. Unlike him, she was rotated sideways with an entire broadside of ugly teeth turrets ready to take a bite. He was a medium transport with a couple of guns added and telescoping cargo bays that could enclose a small ship for repairs. Tucana-scale, or something.

      Eldritch Stele, however, was just enough too big to actually fit into her main cargo bay, unless somebody shaved a few places.

      And she wasn’t here to steal the ship. Not exactly, anyway.

      She read a short book while waiting for the wavefront to catch up with him. Humans thought slow, and Stele wasn’t a warship, ready for instant combat.

      Not expecting a fleet of yahoos to drop out of jump and try to hump his leg.

      Like Slavkov and friends had tried to do to her.

      “Eldritch Stele, this is Excalibur,” she finally announced, adding a mug of mocha in one hand to remind herself to start friendly. “You will heave to and prepare to be boarded, or I will blow you into small pieces and leave you to deorbit.”

      Or close enough to friendly. Not immediately shooting first.

      Might as well draw that line early. Wasn’t like a human navigator could get away from her if she was prepared to chase.

      Like now.

      She dug out another book and read for a while, waiting for the publican over there to come to grips with what was about to happen to his day.

      “Excalibur, this is Glen Hohstadt,” a man replied. “Owner/operator of Eldritch Stele. What’s going on?”

      Good, a man willing to listen to force majeur and not get immediately stupid.

      Immediately, anyway.

      “We’ll be boarding you shortly,” Suvi informed him. “This vessel is in need of repair, but we’re not going to let you or either of the other vessels depart while such work is being done. In fact, we’ll be taking control of the entire system. Will that be a problem?”

      Bald. Ugly. Piratical.

      Necessary.

      Human deep-breath pause at his end.

      Oh, and I have enough firepower pointed at you at this moment to effect my threats. Don’t push me.

      “Uhm, understood, Excalibur,” Hohstadt replied carefully. “What are your orders?”

      After all, she hadn’t threatened to capture and enslave all of them. Merely keep them hostage while she stole all his repair parts, though Javier and Zakhar might offer to pay him back later.

      If he behaved.

      “Stand down,” Suvi said. “It would save the boarding parties time if you went ahead and drew everybody aboard Eldritch Stele. I can monitor all three vessels from here.”

      More pause. Probably surprise that her sensors were that good.

      After all, she had been a Probe-Cutter in her youth.

      And he had to guess the odds of taking on a First-Rate Galleon. Bad, but not everyone figured that out ahead of time.

      No way in hell any of those ships were jumping in their current configurations. Not without a lot of prep that she could also monitor.

      This is that moment when Mom finds you with a hand in the cookie jar.

      “We’ll be standing down, Excalibur,” Hohstadt finally replied.

      Suvi switched channels.

      “Del, you’re on.”
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      Djamila was in the forward turret, live and locked on, as Del’s shuttle approached one of the empty landing locks. Eldritch Stele had four bays, with two currently occupied.

      “Djamila, dear, I can handle this part,” Del said leadingly.

      And he could. She didn’t want to admit that this was more of a security blanket than anything, but Djamila also understood that she was a bit of a control freak.

      Like so many of them.

      Still, she released the grips and rose, automatically checking everything as she headed aft to where her team was waiting.

      All of her team. Everyone that had gone down to Ophiuchi, including Afia and Javier, because they brought specific expertise that she would need.

      She double-checked, and everybody was ready. Boarding armor with faceplates open. Weapons. Packs. Outside, the airlock thunked as the ship made contact and locked on. Sascha and Hajna bracketed the hatch with pistols drawn.

      “Ladies, opening now,” Del announced, followed by a short gust of wind as pressures equalized.

      Djamila walked forward, ready to draw and fire in the blink of an eye.

      If it became necessary.

      One short man stood at the far end, in the middle of the room beyond his airlock. Dark hair, a little long and curly. Maybe one hundred and sixty-five centimeters tall. Stocky build.

      Wary eyes looking way up at her.

      He was dressed in black. Pants, boots, vest. Cream-colored shirt with three-quarter sleeves. Standing collar. Belt with no holster, as he had been warned.

      “Glen Hohstadt,” he said as she came to rest a meter away, her team spilling out to fill the rest of the chamber.

      Large space, roughly six meters square with a four meter ceiling. Storage and loading from cargo ships.

      Or thieves.

      “Djamila Sykora,” she replied. “Dragoon.”

      He nodded slowly.

      “Storm Gauntlet,” he said quietly. “Heard you folks upgraded a while back. Didn’t realize what you’d moved to.”

      She nodded back.

      “A First-Rate Galleon,” Djamila informed him.

      “Ship’s seen some trouble,” he offered, looking around to include Afia on her right and Javier on her left.

      “Valko Slavkov brought a small pirate fleet after us,” Javier said simply. “Eighteen warships, including Para Bellum and Yorrick from Belfast, Blackstone from Walvisbaai, Obsidian Hawk from H & W, and Kymni Gauntlet from Jarre. Kymni got away from me. For now.”

      Djamila appreciated the nonchalant way he shivved that last bit in. Hohstadt jolted.

      “And you’re here because?” he asked tentatively.

      “Need a dedicated yard,” Afia said. “And some trained folks. I have teams, but we’d be six months or longer with the crew and supplies at hand. Hoping we can convince your people to help. Got a Sentience aboard who can tell them exactly where to cut and weld.”

      And let the man know that Suvi would be monitoring any attempts at sabotage, which would get a great many people terminally hurt.

      Djamila would let Javier decide fates, but she already knew what would likely happen.

      Hohstadt was smart enough to lean back and study her, understanding that Djamila was the most dangerous person in the room.

      At least physically.

      Afia and Javier brought their own troubles to anyone wanting to try their luck.

      “How’s it going to play?” he finally asked, skipping over a bunch of really stupid preliminaries.

      “Can we hire you and your crew to do the work next to my people?” Javier asked bluntly. “There will also be hostages, but the faster the job gets done, the sooner everyone else goes back to their lives.”

      Hohstadt ignored Javier and focused on her.

      “Only hostages?” he asked.

      Djamila felt a moment of pure rage suffuse her soul, but she understood the question for what it was.

      In the bad old days, Storm Gauntlet had taken prisoners and sold them on as indentured laborers on mining colonies or latifundia. Before they’d learned better.

      Before Wilhelmina Teague, the Last Shepherd of the Word.

      Even Javier would have suffered such a fate, but for fast talking his way aboard the crew.

      And saving all their lives more times that anybody could count.

      “Only hostages,” Djamila accepted.

      “One thing,” Javier said sharply. “When we’re done, you’ll want to get out of the business and find something else to do with your life.”

      “Why’s that?” Hohstadt asked, his hackles coming up.

      “Because from here, I intend to annihilate the Belfast Holding Group,” Javier told him. “And H & W. And Walvisbaai. And the Jarre Foundation. And anybody else that decides to be pirates.”

      “Annihilate?” Hohstadt flinched. Not much. Enough.

      “I am ending piracy in a corridor connecting the Concord and Altai,” Javier said simply. “And anyone still involved.”

      The man blinked. Licked his lips unconsciously. Shrugged.

      He was only a chop shop, as Zakhar had called the man and the vessel. Support staff for predators, rather than one of the killers, but the pirates required this sort of thing to survive, so Javier’s unspoken threat was that he would destroy Eldritch Stele if that was what it took to do this job.

      And he would.

      Djamila would gladly help.
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      Javier had gone ahead and moved all his hostages back to Excalibur to let Zakhar manage them. And to let them have access to a proper French Bistro as a reward for good behavior, though the regular wardroom team had upped their game significantly after competing with Chay for more than a year.

      Hohstadt had remained behind, along with most of his people and about a quarter of the crews of the two ships that were going into drydock mothballs until Excalibur left again.

      Hostage was a good enough term. Don’t fuck with me, and I won’t fuck you up.

      Javier was on the command deck of Eldritch Stele. Ship had an actual cockpit in the next chamber, but this was the space where up to four ships could be repaired simultaneously and monitored, while also juggling cargo deliveries going both directions.

      Speaking of which…

      Javier turned to Hohstadt beside him and sized the man up. Shorter. Same kinds of muscles as Javier had. And enough brains to stay alive in this business for a long time.

      “How soon until your next customer?” Javier asked point blank. “Next fence run or supplies?”

      “Probably a week,” Hohstadt replied. “Day, day and a half either way on that estimate, as they’re never very precise.”

      “Suvi, get that?” he asked.

      “Did,” she replied. “Will be standing by.”

      They’d added a permanent data channel commlink back to Excalibur. Wired for now because she had docked nose-on to link a primary forward airlock to the ship, though not in a bay. Too big.

      But it let her run rampant through Hohstadt’s systems, absorbing his database and logs and adding them to her library of criminal conduct.

      And with ten minutes warning, repair techs could haul ass away from her hull if she had to back away and start shooting. Or just stay aboard and keep working.

      The command space still needed people to operate, because it wasn’t very automated. On the other hand, Eldritch Stele was a dedicated mobile repair platform, so it was designed to park in a single spot for a long stretch of time with most systems shut down.

      Javier would steal it and carry it with him if the situation were different, but he understood that he’d need to probably replace the crew to do that.

      Hopefully, Bethany could find something similar and convince the admirals back home to let him lease something similar long term.

      Because while Drako III was the most recent duel to the death. Javier doubted that it would be the last.

      A hatch opened and a woman entered.

      Little taller than Hohstadt. Long blonde hair pulled back in a pony tail. Muscles in a blocky way that went straight down from shoulders to hips. Attractive, but not beautiful.

      Stunning, perhaps.

      Blue eyes when she walked right up to form the third point of a triangle. Grease under her fingernails.

      “Regina Slayton,” she introduced herself. “Two-Eye-Cee around here.”

      Second in command. First Mate, if you will, save that she was obviously in charge of the repair teams.

      “I’m known by a lot of names,” Javier replied quietly. “The one you probably know best is Eutropio Navarre.”

      Like usual, both of them jarred back a stagger, if only emotionally.

      How’s it feel to have a stone-cold killer on your deck? The kind that makes mere pirates look like junior varsity punks?

      It was a useful legend. And a cloak he could leave by the side of the hatch when he returned to his quarters.

      Probably be a while before that happened, but it was what it was. And he’d get over it.

      Afia had followed Slayton in, sliding quietly into the background, until you realized that she had a wrench in one hand and the backs of two pirates in front of her.

      “And we’re just supposed to fix your ship?” Slayton asked.

      “Been negotiating rates with Hohstadt,” Javier replied. “Got cash. Legitimate, even, drawn on a number of banks around here. Needed labor and parts, but in a situation I could utterly control.”

      “Because you have a battleship and a lot of enemies,” she said quietly.

      “Lot fewer than I did a month ago,” he smiled at her. “When you have some time, ask my Sentience about what she did to Slavkov and all his friends. That was only a down payment. A dowry, if you will. I still intend to get ugly on those folks.”

      “And we’re just supposed to accept that and repair your ship?” she asked. Hot, but not angry. Forceful, but not demanding.

      Fine line, but she stayed on her side of it.

      “Faster you do, faster I’m gone, sooner you folks look for a new line of work,” he said, understanding that it had become something of a mantra by the fourth time he’d explained it.

      “That’s the ship that hit Nidavellir,” she noted.

      “Payback for them trying to kill me at Svalbard,” he replied, turning a little to square up on the woman, with Hohstadt falling silent “Slavkov decided to hire the Big Four and brought a fleet to kill me this last time. And failed. Almost died himself in the process. I intend to kill him. And the rest of them. All of them.”

      Afia nodded where nobody could see her. Her honor would be satisfied with nothing less.

      Javier had just wanted to go home and retire to a life of puttering in the garden with Behnam, but he knew that Le Beau Geste was necessary first.

      The Grand Gesture.

      Something so stupid that it made the history books.

      So be it.

      “All of them?” Slayton asked, obviously taken aback by his vehemence.

      He nodded sagely.

      Not everybody wakes up in the morning and decides to be a villain. Most folks are the heroes of their own story. It takes a mirror or an intervention for most folks to sum up all those little choices they’ve made and realize how far they’ve gotten down into evil.

      Most people thought of Navarre that way.

      And Javier would have liked to be the villain of this story, but Zakhar and Suvi had dug up a term from some ancient history book and hung it on him. And they weren’t wrong to call him a paladin.

      Defender of the faithful. Of the innocent, in this case.

      Hero.

      Whatever, man.

      “So we’re out of the pirate business after this?” she asked, glancing sidelong at Hohstadt.

      “Unless I can hire you long-term,” he replied, watching her for body language.

      Having the two of them side by side, it was evident that she was the energy and he was the brains. Both smart, but Hohstadt ran a successful business, while Slayton made it work at a technical level, supervising teams and executing repair operations.

      “For how long?” Hohstadt asked first. Tentative. Probably sanding off some of the rough edges they’d get if Slayton asked. She had that look about her.

      “I’ve sent a team to talk to the heads of the Concord Navy,” Javier replied, turning even between the two now. Facing Afia from three meters away and catching her emotions as well.

      She was the technical expert. Combat Engineer as certified by Sykora, whose standards were never allowed to have a bad day.

      “Why?” Hohstadt asked, feeling his way tentatively in the darkness.

      “Asking them to loan or lease me ships and crews that I can use to go destroy all the pirate clans,” Javier replied. “I know how to find them. And where. And I don’t have to worry about any Concord politicians trying to run interference for pirates because they operate under the table and take bribes. In fact, I’ll destroy them to, if I find any records. Leak those to news organizations instead of someone that might have a vested interest in sweeping it under the rug later.”

      “Do you have any idea what that might do?” Hohstadt asked, eyes turning harder and sharper than Slayton’s.

      “Yes,” Javier said simply. “I’ve given it a lot of thought. But I’m also working towards something bigger.”

      “Bigger?” Hohstadt asked.

      “One of my former teachers at Bryce named it The Rising Storm,” Javier nodded. “Another war coming. Bigger than the Great War. Much more destructive, because everyone is roughly balanced these days and largely unwilling to simply be happy with what they have. Gotta push.”

      “Bryce?” Slayton asked sharply.

      Javier turned back to her and studied the woman. Attractive enough. Compelling, but not classically beautiful. Mostly personality.

      And brains, if she got that he was referring to the Academy on Bryce that turned out Concord naval officers. Like him. And Zakhar. And a few others.

      “Bryce,” he agreed. “I can send you over a copy to read. Late draft, as he’s close to publishing it. I’ve been working with it as the core driver of my exploration and diplomatic mission for the last three years.”

      “Diplomatic?” Slayton pressed, giving off a whiff of something that didn’t quite fit, but he couldn’t tell what.

      “Ask Suvi about our adventures since Nidavellir,” he replied. “Ugen. Ormint. Kimmeria. Syntha. Sovereign Nakhimov. Drako. Can’t go home while Slavkov is still around being a punk. Or while he can hire more pirates and assassins to come after me.”

      “So you intend to destroy them all,” she countered, circling back. Wanted it to come out sarcastic, but failed.

      “Yes,” he repeated. “And I’m building as much of a squadron or fleet as I can manage, same as I plan on recruiting enough ground forces to storm a couple of stations so I can make sure I kill the right people instead of just blowing up some orbital platform and hoping all the appropriate bad folks are home at the time.”

      Another sidelong glance between the two. Conversation without words, but he wasn’t offended. Hell, he was doing the same with Afia out of sight on their blindside.

      And holding that wrench.

      “We’re looking at a month drydock, if you want it done right,” Slayton offered, seemingly changing the subject.

      “I’ve got time,” he replied. “The Concord won’t move quickly until they decide to help me. Or try to stop me.”

      “Try?”

      “Try.”
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      Bethany would have liked a larger crew, if only so she could pretend to be an officer and let someone else handle all the piloting duties. Suvi made it look easy, as she was faster and more precise.
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