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Distracted, Blake stuck her index finger into the bullet hole. It was loose. She pulled it out and stuck in her thumb. It was still loose. Normally, her body would have healed the wound down to a snug fit on the smaller finger. She left her thumb in the hole punched by a large caliber slug. Her fingers weakly gripped the shoulder she now couldn’t feel. The thumb would slow the oozing. Blake flexed the thumb around in the shoulder—the shattered chunks of bone moved roughly. She knew this body was dying. 

She looked out across the ocean. The great raft of catamarans was a torn mess.

Nine of the ships drifted—partially cut loose and ablaze. The guns had long gone silent and given quarter to the ringing clash of swords. The two warring navies and marines were awash across the vast field of burning decks, bombed out bridges, and shattered masts. 

In the distance, a dark mass squatted low in the water, as if silently watching the carnage. A pall of black smoke pouring from the mast and five open covers on the long deck of the nuclear sub—now a funeral pyre. Scattered about on the ocean, as far as the eye could see, were burning hulks, bellies of boats long turtled, and ships making last churnings before diving to the ocean floor—forty minutes away. 

In centuries gone by, ships of the line or pirate ships burned to the waterline. The air reeked of burning tar, boiling blood, and roasting flesh. Mixed, it clawed the back of one’s throat in an acrid burn from the cordite and black powder. The oak of the decks could smolder for days. The smoke was a poisonous stew of sulfur dioxide creeping across the water. The nose would burn as the sulfur turned to acid, eating the lungs until pirate or Navy coughed out his guts. The lungs wept pus and blood in an oozing goo from one’s own body killing them. 

The modern world isn’t as kind. Through the blood-matted strings of red hair, Blake could see the three catamarans drifting north were void of life. The bodies lay crumpled where they had stood when the carbon fiber ribbing started to burn. The high-tech ingredient used in making the rib cage of the large catamarans was also the most deadly. The chemicals giving the beams super strength yet flexibility when burned created a clear, deadly gas.

The results on a body were similar to tear gas—but only until the flesh-peeling nature of mustard gas. Long before the flesh peeled in large sheets, the chlorine and arsenic had finished their work. Modern sailors fear a boat fire more than a hurricane or tsunami. 

The blood in the red hair flew as tiny droplets as the woman spun around. She stumbled. Her sense of balance continued to spin. She could feel the deck was losing its grip on her special boots. The slurry of blood mixed with oil and seawater kept breaking the special bond. Soon, her boots would become more of a threat than useful. She needed to take them off.

The crushing thump of a large explosion deep in the bowels of one of the ships caused Blake to spin. Three catamarans over, she watched as the guts of the gold refinery erupted and then fell back into the center of the boat. She knew the molten mass would drag the center down and thus draw the rest of the catamaran down also. 

She watched it—stupefied. 

Her lungs were battling with their own problems. Her body was losing its last fight. The butt of the titanium spear protruded from just below her left breast. The expanded point splayed tight against her back where she had pulled it to so it would be out of the way. She hadn’t found anyone to pull it out of her back. The spear only went one way.

She leaned against the capstan to pull off her boots. The red boot came up, but the right hand only hung—useless. Three small rivulets of blood coursed their way to her fingertips and off. It was as if her lifeblood was running away. The last sword fight had bitten deep, severing tendons, muscle, and nerves. At least the arm had stopped aching from the morning’s bullet wound. 

Blake leaned back. There was nothing left to do. Ever Kind or not, eventually, a body can only take on so many holes, lose so much blood, suffer so many insults. Eventually, there is a final note played in the symphony of life.

She coughed. She didn’t even try to cover her mouth. She could feel the blood running down her chin. She spat a wad of red onto the already red deck—it didn’t show. The calm came. Her one good eye, rimmed with blood, twitched as it swept the sky. The columns of black clawed their way into what had started as a dark gray dawn. It never reached blue by the time the smoke of the battle had smeared the canopy of heaven from horizon to horizon. 

Under the canopy, only hell reigned. 

The surface effect boats had started arriving before dawn—guided by a beacon set by a traitor in their midst. The beacon had been a three-cycle marker. Fifteen seconds and its work was done—the damage complete. Over three hundred ships and boats had the dead reckoning GPS coordinates of the gold smelter in the center of the raft of eighty commercial-sized catamarans rafted in the middle of the ocean. 

The flip of one switch and friend had become foe. A trusted family member became a traitor in fewer than the span of twenty heartbeats. It had taken less time than a loving hug, a lingering kiss, or a lover’s goodbye. Blake had stood in the doorway and watched as the beacon tumbled from the other’s hand, into the last cauldron of molten gold. 

The tortured rending of a bent metal door howled behind her as the door opened. Blake looked out across the ocean. She did not want to look at the woman she came to trust, shared a bed, and had fallen in love with. Thousands of lifetimes, and still, she was never prepared. But this one hurt the worst.

The hand slid lightly along her shoulder. It felt so natural there. The fit was so right... until this morning. But she didn’t move. The battle was over. All of her fight was gone. 

“I can’t get my boots off.” Blake’s voice was breathy, and the gurgle of the punctured left lung rattled wetly. 

The dark-haired woman knelt. Setting her saber on the fouled deck, she gently removed each red boot and tall sock as Blake presented them. She watched as the bare toes curled and spread on the deck, any separation from the sailing ship and its deck—now removed. She looked up at the closed eyes. Cowboys want to die with their guns blazing and their boots on. Pirates want to feel the deck. Warriors search for the blaze of glory. Pirates take in the final peace. 

She stood. “They have my daughter. I had no choice.”

The redhead was a masthead, leaned against the capstan. The brunette ran her fouled hand through her friend and lover’s blood-soaked red hair. Christine had fared well through the day. 

She knew where attacks would be coming from. So even with the one act of a traitor, she had fought for and with the family. Her wounds would eventually heal. The treacherous heart... never.

One eye squinted hard, and the blood rolled out and down the cheek. Blake opened her eye. Her green searched the depth of the dark brown of the other. Her voice croaked in a whisper as she nodded. 

“I figured as much.” She tried to make a deep sigh. “We’ll find her.”

The brunette shook out her long black hair. The two could pass for twins, except for the color of their hair and the color and heights of their boots. She stooped and took up her short saber. 

Stepping close, she leaned the point just left of her friend’s breastbone. The tip dimpled the skin between the bottom and next rib. She leaned in close. 

Blake took a long breath. “You know what will happen when you kill me.”

Christine kissed her deeply and then gently. Her tears mixed with the blood from Blake’s eyes. She pulled back only slightly. 

“Yes, but it is not what you think will happen. Focus on my daughter. Focus on Noi. Take care of my girl.”

The brunette drew back the sword slightly and then slipped the point in under the redhead’s ribs. The blade sliced the heart in half—a metaphor of a broken heart.

Blake stiffened and then leaned forward and kissed Chris one last time. “We will see you soon.”

The brunette’s body shuttered with tears as she held the body of the redhead against the capstan and then let it gently slide to the deck. Her mind roared and then calmed. The searing storm hissed and then became calm. With luck, she knew Blake was now with her daughter—young, healthy, and in great shape. 

Christine looked up at the angry sky. The incoming long-range helicopter could only be one person. She still had work to do. 

She shook out her black hair, so it was loose down her back. She considered the weight of the lighter saber she had always used. She moved Blake’s old heavier buccaneer saber about. She tested the balance in her hand and wrist. She smiled and rose as a tall man with long dark curls stepped out of the door and onto the deck.

He looked wistfully at the body of the redhead lying on the deck. “It was a good run.”

Christine nodded. “She would have been two hundred and forty-seven years, next month.”

Manny frowned at the brunette. “Blake?”

The dark hair shook sadly. “Still Christine in here—I sent Blake on ahead.”

Hefting the sword, she smiled evilly as she nodded toward the settling helicopter. “Now, let’s go kill us an immortal.”

As they reached the lower deck, Christine pulled the cell phone from her back pocket. She smiled and showed the text to Manny.

“Here. Bad guy’s dead. Love you. Blake & Noi.”
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01 Return to the Sea
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Days of despair are the spaces separating the times of excitement or thrilling terror. They are yards of bleached cloth on a dining table between past lovers and sworn enemies. They are the calm sea between two pirate ships becalmed off the Dry Tortugas. Running one’s knife along the cloth is no more productive than stomping one’s barefoot in the shallows. Both leave an ineffectual mark—quickly removed by movement—pulling the cloth or the next lap of water against your ankle. 

Blake’s head snapped up and scanned the knife-edge of darker blue separating the cool sea from an unruffled hot sky. Not even a bird disturbed the air. 

Muttering a curse, she stomped on the sea and sand again. “Fuck. The gods hate me.” 

She looked down the beach at the approaching figure. Even at a distance, she knew she might not recognize the dark figure coming toward her—and yet the walk was certainly familiar and distinctive. 

She ran her fingers through her deep chestnut mane. Looking over her shoulder, she considered pulling her knee-high boots back on over her leggings. At the moment—she missed her saber.

The man stopped a gentle throw of a knife away. His face was as animated as stone. With his whole palm, he wiped his brow up into his curly hair. 

“I thought you were comfortable in the heat.”

The man ignored her stab. With a sigh, he searched how to talk to this woman. “He still wants to talk to you, Miss...”

Her eyes rolled low. “I should have killed him when I had the chance.” Blake’s shoulders relaxed as she looked back down the other way to make sure they were alone on the beach. If this was the person she thought it was, she could trust him with her life—as she had many times in the past.

“You did, Miss. Four times... that I know of. The other seven were only almost...” He clasped his hands behind the small of his back as a small sidestep relaxed his stance. She knew he would never approach her with a hidden weapon—his position and honor would never allow it.

She looked back out to sea at the light sail on the edge. She let out a long breath and thought. “Tell me, Cole...” She turned to look at him. “It is still Cole, yes?”

He nodded slightly. His gaze passively attached to her.

She turned back to the sea as the small sailboat slipped over the horizon. “How old are you this time?”

“One hundred and seventy-four—or thereabout, Miss.”

“Almost two centuries... and you still allow him to be your master.” She looked back and stepped to the tall pirate boots folded on the sand. “Why is that, Cole?”

The man shrugged. “It works.”

“So it has nothing to do with me killing you at Troy?”

He flattened his lips, noncommittal. “I was tired then. It became an easy arrangement.”

“How many times have you two switched roles?”

The man took a shallow sighing breath. His eyes calmly closed in thought. “Not counting the crap you stirred up in Egypt... about five. Battling in the Roman Empire, we kept dying and switching. At times, it was confusing just keeping track of each other. Once he had to flow into a donkey.” He knew he had overstepped as she started laughing. Finally, out of thousands of years of friendship, he allowed a thin smile. “It took us a month crossing the desert to find him a suitable human for him to flow into. He will probably never let me forget riding him for so long. Of course, a better map may have helped.”

Blake smirked as she sat on the sand and pulled on her boots. “It’s okay—he always was an ass. There was once hope for him, but then he killed his first wife and... well, you were there...” It was the first of few times Blake and Manfred were lovers or married. Few ever married another Ever Kind. They both knew there was only one way of ending the marriage... and murder was always messy—even in Mesopotamia. 

She stood and brushed off the fine sand. “So what asinine crap does he want to stir up this time?”

“Other than pirates in the Pacific...?” The man smiled and shrugged. The muffled sound of trumpets broke the silence. 

Blake snorted softly. “Why Cole, you learned to fart through a trumpet.”

The man fished the phone out of his back pocket. “Pronto?”

He listened and then held the phone out to the woman. She took it and thought a moment before raising it to her ear.

“Fuck you, Manfred—and the camel you were shit out of.” She hung up and handed the phone back.

The man with the tribal lion scars on his cheeks smiled and stowed the phone. “Where will you head now?” They both knew he would find her anyway. The fifty score of Ever Kind around the planet always sensed where the others were.

Blake thought. “I’ve been away from the sea too long. I think I’ll play around here for a while. If I see you soon, I’ll kill you near a goat.”

The man laughed at the old story from the early centuries of the Arab world. An Ever Kind died in a mantrap. The Ever Kind who dug the trap and set it had tethered a pregnant goat in the bottom of the pit. Upon dying, the Ever Kind in the trap had transferred or flowed into the nearby weakest mind—the unborn goat—and lived many years as the families favored milk goat. 

“I’ll give you a few months to become bored. I’ll find you in October at Crane Beach on Barbados. Maybe you will be ready to listen then.”

“Pirates in the twenty-first century... intriguing, but do we get to be the pirates—or hunting them?”

“I think he has in mind to hunt them by being the bait. With Manny, it is sometimes hard to understand—but I do know he has been bringing together a raft of catamarans in the Pacific.”

Her one brow dented. “Cats? How big?”

“All the ones I have seen are double mast... about forty or fifty meters.”

She thought about the unusual configuration and size. “How large is this raft he is putting together?”

“The other day, he mentioned they were already over forty hectares.” The man’s cheeks glowed darker than his large toothy smile. Cole knew he had succeeded in sucking her in.

She pinched her mouth between her thumb and finger knuckle. It was more to prevent her from smiling and less about her doing the math. The thought of over sixty acres of ships rigged together at sea was beyond intriguing—pirates would just be frosting on the cake.

She dusted the sand off her butt and legs as she stood. She stepped to the tall black Nubian warrior and pinched his chin in her hand. They were eye to eye. “If I am not there yet—book my old residence. I want to see how these modern people can screw up a perfect set of rooms.”

He didn’t flinch. “Yes, Miss.”

She released him and started to walk away. Turning back, she looked over her shoulder at the statue of a man in waiting. “And, Cole... if you don’t bring Manny... I will find an ugly, three-legged, wether lamb to slaughter you over. Capiche?” 

“Yes, Miss... Bring Manny or bring a three-legged wether.”

“An ugly one... So ugly it hurts.”

“Yes, Miss.”

She laughed as she walked up over the sand dune to her car. Who knows... this century could show some interesting possibilities.
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The jail reeked from ages of urine, puke, and rotting bodies. The wall stones were cool and slippery as if washed with blood. Blake knew it was from the ocean—eighty-seven feet below. The storm surf pounding on the break rocks below had kept her awake most of the night. 

A heavy breaker boomed up the stone cliff and rattled the lid covering the hole for a toilet. The air pressure lifted the lid as if a hand was crawling out. The air then whistled out of the small hole of a window set high in the wall. Blake knew if she counted a dirge marching cadence, the whole would repeat on the count of seventeen. 

Three hundred years before, she was male—a free sailor. Her captain had been a gentle soul named Benjamin Hornigold. The man was fair. Some of his trials had lasted almost ten minutes while the crew argued over the man’s fate. The menu consisted of keelhauling the sailor, hang him from the yardarm, or simply make him carry two cannonballs tied at his waist off the end of a plank extended over the open sea. 

The day Blake and Hornigold had ended up in jail while suspended over the sea, the mutinying First Mate, Edward Teach, put them ashore to be arrested. Teach took the ship and crew and set about making a name for him and the Bonnie. It wasn’t long before the reports became stories and the stories became legends. 

Young Edward became the most feared Pirate roaming the Caribbean. Even children safe in their nanny’s arms in the center of jolly old England were terrorized by nightmares of being killed by the pirate Blackbeard.

Meanwhile, the now retired Hornigold and his cabin man, Blake Peele, lay about, imprisoned for unpaid taxes, stealing the mayor’s wife and daughter, raising hell when in port, and for littering. The latter was of the bodies left strewn about the docks as the pirates massed a horrific sword fight to make their escape. Mr. Teach set on creating a massive diversion, broke anchor, turned downwind and let off a full broadside of cannonballs, grapeshot, and chain. 

The city side of the banana docks had been slushed clear of standing men. Those pirates who could—rowed away. The two men left standing in the opening of the customhouse ended in the same dank room where Blake now sat watching the toilet seat once again shudder and flop.

The man who had saved them the first time was none other than the Federico Rotaño Esperanza Manfred, Viceroy of Venezuela and islands to the east of Grenada. His shoulder-shadowing campaign hat, cavalierly adorned with ostrich feathers dyed a repulsing pink, increased his stature. His velvet hat, doublet, pantaloons, and gloves countered in the color of hot blood. The ruffled blouse and stockings were pure silk from Cathay China. 

Blake would have laughed at the dandy and his refinery, but the Ever Kind in him recognized the man as his first husband. The man had killed her on the shores of the river, near the Assyrian city of Nineveh eight thousand years before.

The Viceroy paid the hefty fine, promised bribes, and turned over the key to his superb apartments in the city. The mayor had long known about the apartments overlooking the profitable docks, which were the center of the Caribbean spice trade. He also openly lusted after the twin Valkyrie from the Dark Continent. The man held hope the two women would console him in the loss of his wife and simpering daughter.

The Viceroy had stood in the open doorway and said, “Will you be lying about all day? If not, it is time to set sail, cross seas, sink ships, and win some booty.”

Hornigold was grateful for his release, but only wished to retire on Barbados. Manfred and Blake left the pirating to the wild new captivating Blackbeard. They knew there was more gold to be made by supplying ships and resupplying forts. They became an early crude form of the military-industrial complex. By the time they were powdering their wigs and drawing lines on their faces, they had their fingers on almost every ship sailing in, out, or on the Caribbean.

Blake notched the edge of her boot in the stone wall. She lay prone on the bed, such as it was. But with a mattress, it was better than the last time. She stared at the ceiling—two-person heights above. 

The fort topped an old battery the French had built in 1600. Originally named Fort Royal, it quickly succumbed to the more common name after the capital city behind it—St. George. The jail cells perched half suspended over the boulders below needed no plumbing. The prisoners never complained. Moreover, if they did—nobody cared. There was always the second door if they did not like the accommodations. Lifting the whole seat provided a doorway of sorts to the direct drop to the rocks below. The fall took longer than a person repeating their name thrice over.

The main door to the set of three cells squealed open. Blake would have wondered about it being a little early for dinner, but then there had been no lunch served, either. 

Bored, she picked at the cuticle on her left thumb. “I wish to speak to the Viceroy of Venezuela.” She knew everyone on Grenada spoke enough English, but Viceroy was centuries outdated. She was bored.

A cane pushed at her shoulder. Blake rolled her head. She looked at the fat rubber tip and looked up the beaten and worn aluminum shaft. Seeing the old crone, she swung her legs over and sat up. She stared at the quietly waiting woman. There was something there. The old crone was Ever Kind, and yet...

The woman’s rheumy eyes with milked cataracts rolled into the closing eyelids. The small hag sighed. Her voice was more of a croak than a human sound. “Are you going to lie about all day? There are sails to hoist, seas to cross, ships to sink, and booty to be won.”

Not believing the person she was seeing, Blake rose gently. She didn’t want to shake the dream, but she wanted a different perspective.

“Manfred...?”

The woman nodded as Cole came in from the anteroom. “All is taken care of, sir. And I must say, we need to depart before they invent more buildings the young Miss may have destroyed in her drunken state.”

“I wasn’t drunk. I had merely been drinking since—”

The old woman turned in her Chanel pantsuit. “Since two days before. Yes, we know. Now hurry along, dear. Our airplane waits, and the captain is antsier than Cole here.”

Blake smiled at the sight of the medium-heeled pirate boots showing out of the bottom of the tailored suit. The block toe was the first giveaway. The sterling silver faux spurs were the second. The tiny woman was certainly Manfred. This is a story I have to hear.

She didn’t have to wait long. True to the small woman’s word, the engines were turning as the taxi pulled up beside it. One flight attendant stood in the doorway while the other waited at the bottom of the stairs. Blake took in the size of the jet. As she walked into the main cabin, she knew the area behind the separating wall of the jumbo jet would contain office space and bedrooms as well as the much-needed shower.

The small woman turned to the brunette flight attendant. “Please inform Captain Lewis he can depart when the tower allows, but we will be going to Los Angeles instead of Seattle.”

“Which airport do you prefer?”

The woman pursed her lips. “Excellent question. Long Beach or Burbank will serve our purposes.”

The flight attendant nodded and turned toward the stairs to the flight deck. Manfred turned and made her way toward the seating—and the bar. Blake watched and was almost certain the cane was more an affectation than a needed aide. The elderly woman may have been doddering before Manfred, but the effects of being the host of an Ever Kind were taking over. When they reached Los Angeles, the elderly body would be the woman she was five years ago. 

As the flight attendants rose to attend the passengers, Blake rose and headed for the living quarters in the rear of the plane. She only hoped there would be enough water for a long shower—or they might need to make a water refill in Texas.

Blake had found the room she assumed was meant for her. The small closet held five lightly starched white pirate style shirts. The drawers contained a smattering of underwear as well as a dozen black leggings. Someone had done their research.

She stood at the bar and splashed a couple of fingers of twenty-five-year-old scotch in the tumbler. She pulled an ice cube out of the bucket and swirled it twice around before throwing it in the garbage hole. She turned and evaluated the small woman sipping on a similar glass.

The woman smiled and put down her glass. “As I was crossing the street last year, I was struck by a bus. The woman I pushed to safety...” Her hands, turned up, passed down her sides. “I have found it has its upside as well. She was wealthy and well-traveled. Who else walks around San Francisco with their passport in their handbag?”

Blake snorted as she spread her arms and hands at the airplane. “Did the plane come as part of the package deal?”

“Um, no... this is mine. Or I should be more exact—ours.” Her finger swirled, pointing out all three of them. “Well, actually, there are five in the corporation. The other two will be very quiet partners.”

Blake raised an eyebrow slightly as she took another sip of her scotch. “Are they dead?”

“Oh, no, dear... they are also each one of us. They are just doing other things to help our goals.”

“And what exactly are our goals?”

Manfred stood. “You will have to excuse me. The bladder hasn’t made much effort to adjust. Cole will continue.” 

Blake turned to Cole with the same raised eyebrow. 

“He has since filled me in. If you would care to continue in the office, we can bring you up to speed.”

An hour later, Blake swung around in the desk chair. “So, the short version is... we are building a giant raft in the middle of the Pacific to mine the garbage which has been collecting there since World War II.” Manfred and Cole nodded. “So where is the pirate stuff? I didn’t live for ten thousand years to become a dolphin garbage collector.”

Manfred held up her two tiny hands. The osteoarthritis cocked her fingers severely. “Blake, Blake, Blake... If it was just a glorified garbage scow, sweeping the ocean for trash—I never would have devoted the last twenty years to developing the raft and all it can do.” She leaned forward. “Look... what are you doing for the next twenty years?”

“I don’t know...”

“How much of your life is twenty years spent on the ocean? Heck, we spent over sixty years terrorizing the Caribbean.”

Blake’s answer was muffled as she spoke into her glass. “Not much.”

“Look, come out with us. See what we are doing. Spend a few months. If you don’t find it worthwhile and maybe a little exciting—you can leave. I’ll even sweeten the pot. If at any time you want to walk away, I’ll deposit twenty million US dollars into any bank you want.” Manfred leaned back into the chair and sipped her scotch. “We part friends.”

Blake looked at Cole. “Are you in on this also?”

The man nodded. “I brought this idea to him in the beginning. It’s the right thing to do. We helped create the world that created the trash now floating in a giant swirl killing the living creatures and thus—the sea. We have a responsibility that supersedes the mortals. We alone possess the long view, and the long lives, to see the need and the balance of this kind of project.”

“But... getting back to my original question—I get the nerdy science stuff—but where does the pirate stuff come in? Why do you need me?”

The older woman rolled eyes and head toward the only man in the room. “Cole...?”

The man shrugged his eyebrows and pursed his mouth. “You like killing people.”

“Hey... I’ve only killed you two or three times. Where do you get off—”

He cut her off by pointing toward the tiny woman in the large armchair.

“Okay... but he doesn’t count. We were married three of those times...”

The woman held up her tiny hand with the thumb curled in. “Four.”

“What four?”

“We were married four times. You were so drunk on the bad date wine in Algeria, I didn’t have the heart to tell you we had gotten married.”

“Well, you didn’t have to cut the head off the camel—”

“He spit in my face.”

“He was our only ride out—”

Cole stood. “Enough.”

The two froze with their mouths open. Cole never raised his voice.

“You two need to go take naps or something. Being killed is not the point. With us, it never is. It is the same as changing your pants or taking a different car.” He turned back to Blake. “You have killed more of us than anyone else we know—except one.”

She thought. “Jun.”

Manfred and Cole nodded. “Jun.”

Blake spat. “The biggest asshole in the world.”

Cole nodded as the elderly woman rolled up on one butt cheek and farted. “The vote is unanimous.”

“But what good does it do? If we kill an Ever Kind, he just flows into another body. Jun is Jun, always an asshole. He even made Genghis Khan look almost civil until he got crazy in the end... Oh, shit.”

Manfred nodded. “Exactly, dear. Jun was a concubine and forced the Khan to kill her one night while they were in bed. After he had flowed into Genghis Khan, being the sick bastard he is, he had his sexual way with the dead body of the concubine.”

Manfred sipped some scotch as she warmed up to the argument. “During the Boxer Rebellion, he went about beheading over a thousand peasants just to watch the blood fountain from the headless necks. He loved his job building the pyramids, but cracking a whip over the heads of the slaves wasn’t enough—so he invented the flagella. It was centuries later, during the Inquisition, when he perfected it into the cat o’ nine tails.”

Blake held up her hand. “You don’t have to tell me about Hitler—I was there.”

Cole rolled his head and looked away at the ceiling. “Hmm, George should have learned a little more about building a bomb to fit in a briefcase.”

“We only had so much time...”

“Children, children... What is past is past.” Manfred sat forward. “But as you can see, Jun has that effect on all of us. Even a shark usually kills for food. But Jun is a sociopath or a psychopath—depending on how you look at it.”

“Which... is the point, Manfred. There is no way to kill him permanently.”

Manfred gently sat back into the chair as a smile grew on the old woman’s face. Blake looked at Cole. The man had a smug smile on his face, and something she had never seen him display—his eyes were twinkling.”

Her head snapped back to Manfred who was tossing back the last of her drink. “You figured out a way...”

“We’re not positive, my dear. There is no way to try it out ahead of time... but yes, we think there is a way.”

Blake looked back and forth at her two oldest friends. She knew whatever they planned—had been planned for a long time. Every detail thought out. Nothing, not a single item, was throwaway.

She swiveled a few times back and forth. With one final push of her boot on the desk, the chair made a rotation. Blake jammed both boots spread on the edge of the desk.

“And... that is why we are in the middle of the ocean.”

The other two nodded softly.

Cole stood. Grabbing the bottle, he poured a finger into each of the three glasses. The other two stood, and Blake came around the desk.

They stood facing one another. Glasses of scotch hovered an inch apart. Blake smiled and raised her glass and tipped it in toward the others. “Here is to pirates and the spirit which binds us.”

Three glasses clinked as the airplane engines slowed—preparing for the descent into Los Angeles—world’s largest pirate den.
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Blake leaned close to Cole’s ear. The beat of the music was tribal and too loud. “This is the fourth male strip joint. What the hell is she up to?”

The quiet warrior shrugged his eyes and nodded his head toward the tiny old woman with the cane. 

Blake admitted the taste in clothes was exquisite—and so—Manfred. Only he would luck into a body with exquisite taste in clothing. She may be old—with a worn out body—but still, an exquisite wardrobe. Before they had landed, the woman ditched the international look of Chanel for the younger, more hip, west coast look of Vera Wang.

The old woman stamped her cane and smiled like a gibbon monkey drunk on fermented bananas. The general appearance of the three said young couple takes crazy demented great-aunt out on the town for her to relive her burlesque days. Blake knew different—Manfred never indulged in trivial activities. Manfred was up to no good or was preparing for a very interesting evening.

Blake leaned back in her chair. Either way, she knew eight thousand years of friendship couldn’t be wrong. She was all the way in on whatever was going to happen.

She turned to look back at the bar to see if there was a waitress or waiter for a drink. The slight movement gave her pause. In the dim light with strobe laser flashes slicing the air, she had to squint to see the change. There was now a thin gap between Manfred’s back and the chair back. Blake’s head ground around to follow the small woman’s view. 

The curtains on the left stage had just parted, and a figure stood in silhouette. The stance was familiar to all three. The legs spread to shoulder distance. The hands rested on the hips. The turnover of the boots at the knees they had all worn. The hat spread out to almost the edges of the broad shoulders. A single ostrich feather flew fluffy out the back.

Blake sat up and leaned forward. If the stage lit up and the man had a full thick black beard, he would pass for Edward Teach reincarnate. 

The body swayed and swaggered forward. The movement spoke of sea legs. Three sets of eyes burned through the murky room.

A single spot hit the stripper. The baby-faced blond looked like he was a Navy recruit fresh out of boot camp with his last cheap haircut.

The old woman spat in disgust. “Bugger.” She stood and glared at the other two. “So ends the night. I need to get drunk on much better scotch than they have here.”

The livery car idled a few yards from the two large bouncers. Manfred had commented upon their arriving, “All steroids, and no brains.”

The three stepped out of the doorway and looked about. Their driver threw his cigarette into the street and opened the back door of the limousine. Silently, the three looked about on the street and then entered the car. 

The driver put up the separating glass as he started the car. Smooth as a boat leaving a dock, the car eased into traffic. 

Blake turned on the small woman brooding in the other corner. “What the hell was all that about?”

The small head ground around and weighed the redhead. “My dear... have you never gone shopping for your next body? It may be crass, but I damn sure do not plan to resort to the nearest three-legged dog humping a child’s ball in some front yard. And... I do have my standards when it comes to hair. Poof boy may look great selling butter or axle grease... but I doubt he could strike fear into an enemy or inspire a crew to defend an ethereal ideal. That, my dear, will take just the right look.”

Manny sat a bit straighter in order to look out the side window. Her voice took on a wispy flavor as she addressed the glass as much as the other occupants of the backseat. “Besides, there is always tomorrow.”
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