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      “All hands to action stations,” the call came over the speaker.

      Captain Ulysses Fortier—Uly—was already on duty, listening to his own voice echo around his bridge as everyone hyped up to that next level.

      Combat imminent.

      For a moment, he wondered how many stories started that way. As a professional pirate hunter, a great deal of his usual workload involved quietly seeking information about pirates, long before looking for the men and women themselves.

      And only then hunting them down.

      Like today.

      As folks around him dug out emergency spacesuits and put them on, Uly supposed that he should consider it a mark of his success that those folks were getting harder and harder to find.

      Pirates, that was.

      Criminal gangs were quietly packing up and moving elsewhere. Or settling for the kinds of smuggling that Uly really didn’t care all that much about. If your people really wanted something bad enough that they were willing to turn to crime to import it, that spoke to problems of governance and culture beyond his power to fix.

      License it. Regulate it. Tax it. Humans drank ethyl alcohols in concentrations that frightened other species. At the same time, every species had some interesting chemical they ingested in order to relax, or hallucinate, or something.

      The Khet had a particular species of mushroom that they consumed in order to take fantastical hallucinatory voyages, that did nothing for anybody else. Weren’t even that good to cook with, as they tended to be too woody in taste.

      But it worked for them. And they had to import it illegally.

      And thus, crime flourished on the Khet world of Z’Gosza. Worse, the massively wealthy oligarchs complained that nobody was paying taxes on such things, which might be the single highest insult they could throw at one another.

      Somebody else getting rich by cheating.

      Unacceptable.

      Uly looked around his bridge as folks were settling. Not bad. Sixty seconds from the moment he’d been sure that they could do it.

      Now, for the dangerous parts.
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      Uly studied the plot. Because they had previously found a nice, quiet place to hide the cargo vessel Wren, he had all of his top crew with him today.

      Human teenagers who had been midshipmen on King Hewitt II when he’d captured it originally, with most of the adults aboard having been killed by the only shot that had hit the vessel. But Uly had subsequently helped shape them into the sorts of young officers that he needed. Wanted.

      Demanded, for this sort of work.

      “Sailing Master, call the cadence,” Uly said firmly.

      Drew Roscoe. Civilian, who had been training as a pilot under Mistress of Sail Hylda Hobbs, still the only officer anybody who had served on King Hewitt II missed. Or had anything nice to say about.

      “We have a track, Captain,” Drew replied. “Been following it clean, so I think we’re chasing our target to his base, but he might be about to pounce on someone else. Or maybe he’s found a place to lair while he waits.”

      “Either suits me, Roscoe,” Uly said. “Gunner, stand by your weapon systems.”

      Lieutenant Sterling Huff. Formerly a Midshipman and Astronomer’s Mate. Gifted stellar cartographer who had also discovered a great facility for understanding alien cultures.

      Both of those men had once belonged to the Combined Crowns of Danumash, the so-called Seven Kingdoms, while Uly had once been their archfoe as a member of the Institutional Republic of Batyr. Aristocracy versus meritocracy.

      Sterling hadn’t known there were aliens out there in the wider galaxy, save that King Hewitt II had been transporting a group of alien slaves when Batyr had captured the vessel and Uly had liberated them.

      And ended up with all three crews accepting him as commander. Collecting more people as they went. Heady, but disconcerting at times, to have so many alien faces looking to Uly to lead.

      “Sir, I’m studying the charts that Z’Gosza updated for us,” Huff replied. “Cultural, rather than merely geographical. I think that our target is leading us down into another place like Lacium. Not as dangerous or well-armed, but still something of a pirate den. Maybe a small station where folks can come for some quiet rest and recreation. Possibly a few fences and shops. Maybe folks who used to deal with Z’Gosza.”

      He nodded over to the only Khet on the bridge, Administrator Rabiu Khadijan, who was still technically their liaison to the Z’Goszan government, even though he had functionally changed sides to sail with Uly and the Corsac Fox.

      “A threat to the ship?” Uly asked.

      After all, they’d gone after Lacium with the help of the Z’Goszan government and a lot of military intelligence ahead of time. Plus surprise.

      And the fact that Humans tended to be militantly aggressive in ways that other species didn’t comprehend. Even in their worst nightmares.

      “Negative on threat, sir,” Huff said. “Ionization trail suggests that we’re tracking a smaller vessel. Ultra-Bomber or Armed Probe. We cannot, however, determine who will be in the moorage until we drop out. Alternatively, we could assume our destination and cut our sail short, sneaking up on them.”

      Uly considered it.

      “Roscoe, your thoughts?” he asked.

      Uly had known too many officers who assumed that they were right all the time. Then gave orders based on that assumption, blaming underlings for whatever failures inevitably occurred.

      Uly led because these folks had elected him to lead. Expected him to lead. This was no longer a military organization, save that he was building something to replace what all of them had lost along the way.

      Most of his crew had been civilians who had been swept up in his riptide. And had still chosen to remain aboard Corsac Fox when given the chance to depart.

      “I think Huff’s got it, sir,” Roscoe replied, looking up from his boards.

      Uly caught Sterling’s deep blush. Second-youngest crew member, only older than Lieutenant Solomon Wyndham, who was the Security Officer for the ship at the ripe, old age of sixteen.

      But Solomon had Dan, Uly’s Second-in-Command and Right Hand, training him. And he was learning.

      “Roscoe, go ahead and slide us a little off the target’s track and drop the ship out a few light-minutes from Huff’s predicted coordinates,” Uly ordered. “Huff, do a quick optical scan of what you can see from that distance, then we’ll either move in and pounce ourselves, or back off. Questions?”

      “Negative, sir,” both men managed in harmony.

      Uly nodded and let himself relax a little. He looked over at Dan and caught her smile.
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      Dan noted the way Uly was turning into the sort of commanding officer she’d always wished she could have had, back on Marshall Castillon. Captain Savatier had only been the most recent of them, but all had been hard, mean bastards. Didn’t help that they had all been pale Euros from good families, and she’d been the Afro-Siberian grunt from the wrong side of the starport.

      Almost all of the officers she’d ever known on Marshall Castillon had been punks.

      Almost.

      Then Uly came along and reset all her expectations of what an officer could be.

      Then the silly goose had made her his Second-in-Command. Commander Sheridan Chastain.

      Dan smiled at him when he looked over. Noted how much calmer he was these days, but they were all getting used to life as something of a police gendarme. Pirate hunters, because that was a far more ethical solution to being broke and never wanting to return to the tiny Human regions over in Auga Imperial Sector Seventeen.

      “I should go roust my boarding parties,” she said, eyes locked with Uly.

      She could see him wanting to stop her from going. Hold her back, here on the ship. But they were too thin in crew, even today, when Z’Gosza had only started to let them recruit broadly.

      That, and a few pirates who her current crew were willing to speak up for.

      The Corsac Fox—the ship and not the man everyone was now referring to by that name—could hold a lot of troopers. Pirate ship, intending to board and storm.

      Uly had rightly said that they would add crew slowly. Carefully. Vet them, then socialize them into the family, as it were.

      The results were exceptional, but none of the people she’d had were ready to lead their own assault. Not yet.

      Another year, and Solomon would be ready. Perhaps two for Nasrin Monfared—the Mazhin dancer turned scholar of violence—and Anari Supasei—Sabre School Emro that the foolish Auga had demanded must be Moss School, because she was too smart to be a mere warrior.

      Nasrin had a head start on Anari. Anari was closing the gap quickly. Both would be formidable warriors in not too long.

      “Go,” Uly said simply. “Be safe.”

      Dan nodded and keyed her general comm.

      “Boarding teams report to the arsenal for equipment,” she ordered. “Security Team, you’ll have the ship shortly.”

      Solomon Wyndham, a kid turning into a giant and a soldier.

      Gennady Travers, who’d been with her for years. Long-limbed and skinny like ancient legends of trolls. About as pretty to look at, too.

      Emil Beranger, Gennady’s short, squat sidekick whose cybernetic replacement shin wasn’t invisible, but didn’t slow him down either.

      Those three, plus a few others, would hold the ship, while Dan took her mishmash of Mazhin, Emro, Ononguli, and newly recruited Khet soldiers to see about those other pirates.

      Dan smiled once more at Uly, then locked herself into Boarding Lead mode and scowled at the universe.
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      Nasrin’s sensory tentacles let her track far more information around her than eyes and ears allowed the others. Even scent, because most of them had less than a few square centimeters of olfactory capability.

      A Mazhin had square meters.

      Everyone was keyed up. Adrenaline, or whatever their biology’s equivalent was. Emil and Gennady were checking out weapons to folks as they came through the line.

      Nasrin could have cut ahead, because Dan treated her as an officer these days, but she chose to follow the others sequentially.

      Emil handed her the omnibow without asking, adding a bandoleer of munitions for it. Painspheres and Firespheres. Psychological warfare that got your attention, fired or not.

      Nasrin added the bandoleer over her boarding armor, then stepped well off to one side. Not a lot of women with this force, though there were some. Two Emro women, Anari and Yanouk, the former being Sabre School, with the latter having a dancer’s sensibilities similar to Nasrin’s, when it came to violence.

      Katya Zehlennko, one of five Ononguli women aboard, all of them engineers, but Katya had started to join the inner ring of advisors that the Emro Exemplar of the Arts Suka Kuri had caused to come into being around Dan. All of them female. All of them bodyguards to Uly.

      All of them dangerous.

      Nasrin had caught snippets of conversation between Suka Kuri and Dan, suggesting that they should specifically recruit some Thogin women as well as Khet, merely to drive home to a largely sexist and male chauvinist galaxy that the Corsac Fox—Uly, and not just this ship—trusted women to make decisions. Surrounded himself with them, though it was not a harem.

      Dan had never crossed that final line, though Nasrin suspected the two Humans had come close.

      And Uly was made up of charisma, boiled down and distilled. More than one of the other folks had mentioned how he could get you to believe.

      Nasrin did.

      The two Emro women stepped close, armed and ready. Katya joined them a moment later.

      Dan came through the hatch and stepped around the line of men drawing weapons, but she kept her Heavy Exoripper pistol and Icemace in her quarters.

      Nasrin preferred not complicating her personal space with violence. She was known by much of the crew as The Songbird.

      She supposed hawks also sang.

      “Update,” Dan called, her voice carrying to all corners of the large ready room. “Uly is dropping us out a little short of what might be a station or small pirate base. Scouting, then he’ll make the call to attack or withdraw.”

      Nasrin noted the spike of energy that ran through the crowd by the way their scent changed. None of the other Mazhin chose to accompany Nasrin into war. And only Haydar and Piruz served in any sort of position of authority. Not counting Vahid who was training folks to cook while feeding the officers.

      Dan stepped close and surveyed her women officers. The three Human men would stay behind and guard the ship, but Nasrin and her tribal kin had all made it a point to interview and spend time around potential recruits.

      No hint of treachery or ambiguity was allowed, and some folks had been turned away merely on her hesitation.

      The crew was solid. And getting better. Bigger, as Uly allowed more folks from Z’Gosza and Lacium to join, though they weren’t even half full yet.

      Getting there.

      In the meanwhile, the Corsac Fox was hunting down pirates and making the galaxy a better place, though she did laugh inside, when she considered what the Mazhin and Ononguli of her current family had done before meeting Uly.
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      Uly studied the scan results that Haydar had thrown onto his side screen.

      Data Officer, which meant that he could take what Sterling’s sensors could gather, and turn it into information by washing out all the garbage and such.

      Solid, actionable intelligence.

      Except that one of the ships in harbor had a star next to it that Haydar obviously wanted Uly to see. To ask about.

      He lifted his eyes to Haydar’s tentacles, noting that the man seemed to be laughing quietly from the way they maneuvered.

      “Ahmadi?” Uly asked, just because Haydar seemed intent.

      “A Mazhin vessel,” Haydar stressed, his eyes getting huge and his eyeslits snapping out before snapping back.

      Mazhin?

      Uly would say a long ways from home, but the Mazhin didn’t seem to have a home world. Most of them, according to his handy local experts, lived on board starships, traveling endlessly as merchants, tourists, and, occasionally, pirates.

      “Will that be a problem?” Uly asked.

      Haydar’s tentacles fluffed in every direction.

      “Tell them you Speak for this Convocation,” the Mazhin data nerd replied with an immense grin. “Watch them freak completely out.”

      Uly supposed so. They had elected Haydar, as the ten Mazhin on this ship had originally come from at least five different vessels.

      Then they had decided that Uly would Speak for them.

      “What about the ship we were chasing?” Uly asked, sidestepping all things Mazhin for now.

      “Ironhorn,” Haydar nodded with his entire upper half. “A weird Ononguli design. It appears to be an armed Probe, with a triple turret forward holding what look like 2dm tubes, and a single 2dm tube aft. Good for overwhelming light freighters, but not capable of going tentacle-to-tentacle with any sort of warship, to say nothing of us.”

      “And the others?” Uly asked.

      “Even smaller and less threatening,” Haydar scoffed. “Minnows that will likely scatter at the first provocation. Even the station looks harmless enough, from what I can tell from here.”

      “Excellent news,” Uly decided, then opened the general comm so all of the ship could listen, including all the engineers aft who just minded hardware. “All hands, we’re about to drop in for tea. There might be combat, but I doubt it. More likely, we’ll be taking a few hostages against good behavior while chatting. Boarding teams, stand by for orders.”

      He cut the line and turned to Drew and Sterling, looking back for the words.

      “Take us in,” Uly ordered.
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      Uly watched the screen as Corsac Fox blinked briefly into warp, then back out. Drew Roscoe had chosen to drop them almost exactly at the center of a triangle connecting the station, Ahmadi, and Ironhorn, meaning that both ships were currently trapped here, inside the zone Corsac Fox was generating with the Variable Pulse Spatial Generator, even dialed down.

      “All vessels, this is the Z’Goszan warship Corsac Fox,” Uly announced on a common frequency. “You will surrender immediately for customs inspection. Or be destroyed. Station, you will stand down or we will open fire on you as well.”

      Not exactly sporting, since he was in a severely upgunned Interceptor, with firepower comparable to even larger ships. A light Striker-class ship, for instance.

      These were civilian ships that had a few wavebolt launchers added. Nothing that was a threat.

      And he had surprise.

      “Forward battery, I have lock on Ironhorn,” Sterling Huff announced. “Defensive gunners, you will intercept if Ahmadi fires anything. Do not wait for the order if they put wavebolts into space.”

      Uly nodded. By the book. He’d trained Sterling to that level of professionalism, back when he’d expected to turn the young man over to some future Danumash captain.

      Sterling was staying put. And growing more professional and expert with every passing day. And his confidence.

      Ironhorn was the pirate they’d been chasing. Ahmadi was a Mazhin ship that happened to be in harbor. The station was one that dealt with pirates routinely, but still enough under the table that Uly didn’t feel the need to capture it and remove the crew like he’d done at Lacium.

      “Roscoe, what’s everybody doing?” Uly asked as the message wavefront reached other vessels.

      “Probably tying their tentacles in knots,” Drew replied, drawing chuckles from Haydar as well. “The Ononguli ship might start bashing their horns on a bulkhead, but they have to move to shoot at us. I might have done that on purpose, coming in low behind them like this.”

      “And excellent flying, Drew,” Uly reminded him.

      Drew Roscoe was older. Hell, most of his crew was older than Uly, but he’d been three years out of school and a mere Ensign, before he’d been sent on what had turned into the mission of a lifetime.

      He still assumed that Captain Savatier had expected him to die or be captured in the process.

      Drew nodded and blushed the same as Sterling had. They were all growing into roles bigger than they’d ever expected.

      “Haydar, do you feel like overriding Ironhorn and letting me talk to their captain?” Uly asked, referring to the secondary communications systems that all Ononguli hulls had.

      One Haydar had reprogrammed so that nobody could do that to him again.

      Cackles greeted his question.

      “Ready when you are,” Haydar replied.

      “Ironhorn, this is Captain Ulysses Fortier, commanding Corsac Fox,” Uly said, knowing that it would echo through that ship’s bridge. “You can surrender and talk. Or fight me and die. Your choice. I have news from the Lords of the Endless Plains.”

      Captain Chayka had taught him that phrase, back before Compass Rose and Scavenger Angel had returned to the Ononguli Sphere with news of a previously unknown species of star travelers.

      Humans.

      And the Corsac Fox.

      Uly cut the line and watched the screen. All those folks would need time to react to their reaction, rethinking their immediate plans.

      An Auga Imperial Customs warship would have landed and immediately opened fire. Before demanding surrenders.

      Even Lukyan Chayka, Conductor of Compass Rose, had noted with surprise and concern how Humans were even more dangerous than the Auga.

      The galaxy was safe while Humanity was confined to a small, back corner of Imperial Sector Seventeen.

      However, Uly still intended to stop the Auga from eventually conquering the entire galaxy, as was their current, methodical plan.

      “Haydar?” Uly asked a few moments later.

      “I’m sending subtle signals to Ahmadi that there are Mazhin aboard as part of the crew,” Haydar replied. “More freak out on their part, but hey, I didn’t get up this morning and choose to be a pirate.”

      Uly grunted, rather than say anything. Different kind of pirate, maybe. Haydar had occasionally mentioned his youth, and some of the things he’d done at Uly’s age.

      Not a man given to scholarly pursuits and ascetic lifestyles then. Not until much more recently.

      “Corsac Fox, this is Conductor Illya Tkachuk, aboard Ironhorn,” a male voice came over the line. “I’m not familiar with your ship, but my systems show you as the Ononguli vessel Iron Wasp?”

      “Formerly, Ironhorn,” Uly replied evenly. “It’s my ship now and Adrian Sobol might have been traded home by the Auga by now. Do you need to satisfy your honor first?”

      “Curiosity, Corsac Fox,” Tkachuk replied. “We’re standing down.”

      Uly nodded and turned to Haydar.

      “Ahmadi, this is Haydar Ramezani, aboard Corsac Fox,” Haydar said loudly. “Stand by for the Speaker of my Convocation, the Human Ulysses Fortier.”

      He cut the line and snickered. Must be some terrible practical joke. Hopefully, Uly would be able to get the story out of him later.

      A male Mazhin face appeared on Uly’s screen, tentacles all askew and getting worse.

      “Speaker?” the man asked, incredulous.

      “That is correct,” Uly nodded carefully. “I have several members of your species aboard my vessel. They elected me to Speak for them.”

      “Okay, I gotta hear this,” the man said. “Speaker Jamsheed Abbasi, standing by for your orders, Corsac Fox.”

      Uly nodded and muted the line.

      “What’s the station doing?” he asked.

      “Frantically trying to surrender on channel seven,” Haydar chuckled. “I told them to wait their turn. How do you wish to play this?”

      Uly smiled and considered his options.

      “Let’s put Dan and her folks on the station,” he decided. “Then every commanding officer can come aboard the station with exactly one aide, for a conference. They obviously haven’t gotten the news around here yet. We need to rectify that.”

      Several folks snickered, including Rabiu Khadijan.

      “Rabiu,” Uly said. “None of these folks were dealing with your Factor or Directors, correct?”

      “Correct,” the Khet nodded. “Somebody else, far across some distant org chart. The Factor suggested this area because of geography, rather than score-settling.”

      Uly nodded. Rampant capitalist oligarchs, controlling an entire planetary economy with a strict bureaucracy of papers and power. Uly still didn’t understand how it worked, but Ethir Ewen, the leader of his small mob of Thogin miscreants, assured him that it did, then offered insights on how to make it work for Uly.

      Rabiu had also been seduced into helping.

      And here they were.

      “Good enough,” Uly said. “Get them surrendered. Get the warships moved out of our way, and we’ll move close to the station to put Dan and hers aboard.”

      “And then, sir?” Sterling asked.

      “Then we’ll chat,” Uly nodded.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Dan had landed with a large team of armed killers, issuing orders for the station bosses to meet her in the landing bay, nobody armed but her folks.

      She’d seen some of Huff’s scans suggesting that the Fox could have annihilated this station at their leisure, were they of a mind, so she hadn’t expected any trouble. Hadn’t been any.

      Helped, having a pair of armed Emro babes on her flanks, plus a Mazhin and Ononguli. All female. The men coming up behind that had just been the hammer that drove the nail home.

      Khet bureaucrat in charge would have rolled onto his back, but they only did that when they needed to start floating. He wasn’t dead yet.

      “Your orders, Mistress?” he stammered weakly as he processed the vast number of weapons pointed at him.

      “You’ve surrendered honorably,” Dan replied. “We’re going to make sure your guns are not loaded, then all the captains and conductors around here who want to talk can meet. Lead me to your command space.”

      Not exactly polite, except by tone, but Dan didn’t really care.

      “What’s your permanent population?” she asked as the man staggered into motion, two Khet aides looking like they were ready to catch him if he fell over suddenly.  “And how much of that is staff?”

      “About one thousand, Mistress,” one of the aides replied. The sharper looking of the two, though that wasn’t saying much. “Staff and crew amount to about one hundred. Maybe a little less, depending.”

      “Anybody going to give my women trouble?” she asked.

      Dan liked the way they had to crane their heads back to look up at the two Emro women, both well over two meters tall. And broad in the shoulders like that species was. Strong. Big.

      Intimidating.

      “No, Mistress,” the boss managed.

      Dan nodded and followed.

      “One team holds the bay,” Nasrin yelled back. “Second team ready for engineering, with third for life support if it is somewhere else.”

      Eventually, Anari would give those orders as second nature, but she was still getting used to being Sabre School, when they’d made her give up those dreams and follow the Moss for engineering.

      Dipshit Auga were sexist pigs, but that was fairly common in this galaxy.

      Dan couldn’t fix everybody, but she was going to correct all the ones she met.

      Boots followed her through the first airlock. Lots of boots. Heavy tread.

      Idly, Dan wondered if the men were intentionally stomping on the deck to make the hull ring. Hell of an announcement that trouble was coming.

      She approved.

      Command Deck, when they got there, wasn’t much larger than the Fox’s bridge. Nice three-sixty view, like a conning tower, from diamond sheets curved to the space. The Corsac Fox was just visible as the closest, with two others nearby and the rest backed off.

      Most of them had decided that maybe they could stick around and learn what Uly had to say, rather than merely run for their lives and hope they escaped.

      You’d have to run a long ways to escape Uly, if you did that.

      “You sit,” she ordered the boss. Then she pointed at the dumber of the aides. “Lead this woman to the gun deck.”

      “This way,” he said, nodding to Anari.

      Dan wanted Anari getting the most comfortable being intimidating. The other two were tough, but artists first. Sabre School meant to be a warrior. A scholar and artist of violence.

      She took a team and went. Nasrin had moved off to one side and was casually pointing a Painsphere at the room.

      That had the crew’s undivided attention.

      “Engineering?” Dan asked the sharper aide.

      “One deck below us, and then three decks of equipment,” he said carefully.

      “Yanouk, that one is yours,” Dan said.

      Again, Anari was the trained engineer, but there was a method to Dan’s madness.

      And Nasrin had her omnibow.

      A second team departed with the other Emro woman.

      “Is there going to be any trouble?” Dan asked, hand negligently resting on the butt of her pistol.

      “No, Mistress,” the boss Khet said. “None whatsoever.”

      “Good,” Dan smiled at him. “Let’s keep it that way.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            EIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      Dan had turned things over to a couple of her male leads, with instructions to shoot first then call for help. And she’d said that in front of the various Khet minding the Command Deck, watching them pale and their gill slits flap rapidly with nervousness.

      Dan didn’t figure they’d cause any troubles.

      She was back down on the flight deck as the first shuttle arrived.

      Ironhorn’s boat. Professional pilot bringing it in, then rotating in place to point the bow out as the airlocks lined up. Only needed to extend her airlock walls about two meters to get a seal.

      Dan was willing to be impressed. Even for Ononguli sailors, that was pretty sharp work. And it gave her a better understanding of the conductor aboard, one Illya Tkachuk.

      She was on the other side of a clear portal watching, with her women around her. Tkachuk emerged from the airlock when it cycled, staggering a step when he saw his welcoming committee.

      Younger-looking Ononguli, now that she’d spent enough time around them to have a feel for the species. Taller horns than most, but not by much. Darker red skin. Brighter eyes, maybe.

      He carried himself with a wary confidence, like a smaller dog intruding on somebody else’s yard, but not willing to back down from the challenge.

      “What…?” he started to say.

      “Human,” Dan replied. That was always the first question. “Commander Dan Chastain. First Officer of Corsac Fox, and your host today.”

      Sharp boy. He processed that quickly and nodded.

      “Host?” he asked carefully.

      “I’ve taken control of the station,” Dan said simply. “Everyone is under safe conduct to come hear what the Corsac Fox has to say.”

      “That’s really him?” Tkachuk asked. “All the way out here?”

      “That’s right,” she said. “This way.”

      She turned and drew the Ononguli man with her. Time to get everyone settled, then Uly would lay down a new law.

      Dan was smiling in anticipation.
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      Nasrin had taken point for the second shuttle to arrive. A Mazhin vessel, off a Mazhin ship.

      It had been years since she’d seen any cousins save the ones she lived with today.

      She wasn’t sure how she felt about it, but Dan had asked her to take charge of the strangers. Put them at ease, because Haydar had tricked them into really wanting to know how a Human came to Speak for a Convocation.

      They’d figure that out soon enough.

      Such thoughts put a smile on her tentacles as Speaker Abbasi from Ahmadi stepped through the airlock, scents and communications layered deep in ways that nobody but her and those two Mazhin could follow.

      Well, she suspected that Uly, for all he had little true sense of smell, could follow. He was like that.

      “Nasrin Monfared,” she introduced herself with words, while conveying much of the history of the last several years to the newcomers.

      “Wild Rose,” Abbasi bowed, speaking the true meaning of her name in Spacer. “You tell a most interesting tale.”

      From the way his eyes flickered to the others, Abbasi was expecting the others to be confused that he knew so much, so quickly.

      “The galaxy is even larger and stranger than one might expect,” Yanouk spoke up, defying the man’s expectations. “But you will come to believe, as well.”

      Nasrin nodded. They all believed, her included.

      All the while, subtle scents and wild tales floated back and forth. Nasrin simply turned and nodded Abbasi and his aide to follow her in silence. Utter silence, which caused the two Mazhin to grow nervous.

      They didn’t expect outsiders to understand her kind. Who did?

      The Corsac Fox. And that spoke volumes.
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      Uly stepped off the shuttle and into the airlock with Rabiu, Ethir, and Piruz. Haydar had flat refused to come, saying that the other two could convey what was needed.

      Dan smiled at him, standing alone, so presumably all the others were off guarding the outsiders. Guarding might be too strong a word, but adequate.

      Nobody in his right mind challenged a Sabre School Emro, and they would assume he had two such women handy, though Yanouk was Moss learning violence, in the manner that Sabre often learned dance.

      A useful skill in your toolbox.

      Uly smiled at Dan.

      “All good?”

      “Pregnant with anticipation,” she chuckled. “I almost asked if Suka Kuri wanted to act as tea master today, but thought that such a thing might be utterly rude.”

      “Worse, she might enjoy it,” Uly laughed. “You need to consider adding that team to your boarding parties, if we’re going to keep doing this.”

      “What’s the next step beyond gobsmacked?” Ethir asked in his birdlike voice, standing next to them.

      Thogin might be physically small and slight, but the man was smart. And sneaky. Arrested too many times for petty crimes, because the authorities could never pin anything heavier on him and his three cousins.

      “Beyond?” Dan asked.

      Ethir laughed loudly.

      “Ain’t nobody ever seen nothing like Uly,” he reminded them. “Gobsmacked won’t cover it soon.”

      Uly laughed with him. The Corsac Fox was a role he played, but he had to remind all of them that they were part of that legend. That he couldn’t do any of this without such a team.

      “Wait until he gets introduced as Factor Fortier,” Rabiu inserted devilishly. “Or better, Governor Fortier. That’s when things get crazy.”

      Uly rolled his eyes at the trio.

      “Let’s do this thing,” he said before they could really get going.

      Dan nodded and pivoted in place. He fell in on her flank, rather than following her.

      He was here because she had believed in him. The others had all come later.

      Uly needed Dan in ways nobody else understood. And appreciated her beyond that.

      She took him through a few short corridors to a hatch guarded by her men, who nodded crisply as the group approached, opening the door without words.

      These Khet had been troopers who had gone to Lacium with him, then hired on in a more permanent manner later, having been vetted by his experts.

      Uly nodded back and entered into an auditorium that would have held eighty easily, so the twenty-some seated rattled around a bit.

      There was a lectern down front, with rows of seats going up. It reminded him of Third Year Orbital Mathematics, which was one of those classes that washed out a quarter of the folks that had survived that long, turning them into enlisted crew with good training, instead of officers leading.

      Dan moved off to one side. Uly noted that she, Yanouk, Anari, Nasrin, and Katya were standing behind him, facing out, while all the male troopers were watching from sides and rear.

      Heavy, but a solid communication even the most foolish captain could grasp.

      And Speaker Abbasi’s tentacles were going full speed with some conversation that included both the Mazhin male next to him as well as Nasrin.

      She smiled when he made eye contact, so it must be good. Or at least noncontroversial.

      “I am the Corsac Fox,” he announced when he came to rest in front of these men.

      All of them were men. Most pirate operations tended to be eight to one male at best. Sometimes one hundred percent.

      Uly kept his growl inside and a neutral smile on his face.

      “Previously, piracy was allowed to run rampant through this region, ceasing only when Auga vessels came this far out on some unknown mission,” Uly continued, watching each of the men in turn. “That is going to change.”

      “Lacium,” Conductor Tkachuk spoke.

      “Correct,” Uly nodded. “I captured the moorage, changed the governance model of the system, and will not tolerate piracy. Z’Gosza has hired me to clean things up. And they have come to see the value of a little more law and order than they had previously intended.”

      “The more profit, maybe,” a Khet male spoke up from the back.

      One of several such captains, mostly focused more on smuggling than banditry, from the sizes of their hulls.

      “Much more profit,” Uly agreed. “And they have begun hiring former pirate vessels to assist. Vessels like Khile Heavy and Wereshark might be names you know. Sometimes, crews had a change of heart and joined as well, but I’ve simply captured a few and sold the hulls on.”

      “What happens to us?” that same Khet asked.

      “I don’t care about smugglers,” Uly announced. “If that’s your business model, try not to get caught later, but I won’t be sharing your vessel names with the authorities at Z’Gosza. And, one presumes, the folks at Lacium might already know who you are. I’m standing here to answer your questions first, before moving on to private conversations with Conductor Tkachuk and Speaker Abbasi once the rest of you have had your chance. How can I get you to see the light on this topic?”
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      Rabiu simply didn’t understand how Uly did it, but he’d seen the Human do it enough times to understand that he could do it.

      Most of the captains had accepted things at face value, promised to behave, and departed for their own ships. Two others had pressed pretty hard on Uly in ways that let Rabiu know how many outstanding warrants for arrest they faced if they ever got as far as Z’Gosza. And Uly undoubtedly saw it as well.

      Rabiu had warned his bosses—former bosses, but nobody had made anything official yet.

      Uly got shit done. Now, rather than after a quarter year of committee squabbling and chops from several departments that had to sign off on every little thing to show you how important they were.

      Dan had escorted the others one by one back to the flight deck and metaphorically kissed each of them on the forehead and sent them off, like guppies going to school in the morning.

      Rabiu studied the two remaining captains. One Ononguli pirate. One Mazhin merchant. Or explorer. Something.

      Didn’t help that most of their language involved smell. Khet had very little olfactory sense. Exceptional taste buds, but licking someone for information right now would probably be rude.

      Might be necessary, but the Mazhin woman seemed to have everything under control.

      And she absolutely had Uly’s back.

      “You Speak for a Convocation of Mazhin?” Abbasi asked now that everyone unimportant had left.

      “He Speaks for a Convocation of Human, Thogin, Emro, Ononguli, and Khet,” Nasrin interrupted. “And Mazhin.”

      “How is that possible?” Abbasi demanded.

      Asked sharply. One didn’t demand anything around here, without the risk of getting one’s headcrest bopped flat.

      Nasrin laughed. It chilled Rabiu, even though he understood.

      Uly got shit done.

      “He is the Corsac Fox,” Dan spoke up now. “The others have each chosen to join the crew when possible, and have remained many times when they might have opted to leave. Uly Speaks for all of us.”

      That poor Mazhin chap was out of his league, but that was a feeling Rabiu had almost a year’s head start on understanding. Didn’t get much better, but if you had to settle for second place, Uly was the best person to lose to, fins down.

      And you were going to lose.

      “And you really intend to end piracy?” the Ononguli conductor spoke up finally.

      “I have already begun,” Uly replied with that Human smile that seemed so little, yet yielded such devastating results. “Lacium has changed. This place will change, or I will come back and fix it. Ships that do not leave the region and choose to remain threats are being hunted down and ended as threats.”

      “Including Ironhorn?” Tkachuk pressed.

      Rabiu watched Uly shrug. Another devastating motion, yet so simple.

      Such complex emotions that Humans could convey non-verbally.

      “When I last spoke with Lukyan Chayka, he and Maks Sobol, cousin of the terrible Adrian Sobol who once owned my ship, were headed back to the Ononguli Sphere with a message from me to the Lords of the Endless Plains,” Uly said. “Those men demanded that my having a partial Ononguli crew, and a former Ononguli warship, meant that I was beholden to the Sphere. I am not, but that might change, depending on what those Lords decide and convey back to me later. As an Ononguli vessel, I can convey to you my strong suggestion that you move on. Or change occupations after you leave here.”

      “And we get to leave, just like that?” Tkachuk asked, obviously unbelieving.

      “That is correct,” Uly verbally harpooned the poor sod right behind his blowhole. “What you do tomorrow will be your choice from a position of knowledge, when previously you operated from ignorance. How you choose to use such knowledge is up to you.”

      “You could have blown us out of the water,” Tkachuk pointed out.

      “What would that have taught you?” Uly asked, adding a second harpoon.

      Maybe a third. It was hard to keep score. Rabiu considered counting on his fingers, but didn’t want to draw attention to himself.

      “Sir?” Conductor Tkachuk asked.

      “I could have destroyed you,” Uly agreed. “You would have learned nothing. Now, you can make better choices. Perhaps return to the Ononguli Sphere and help keep the Auga at bay. Eventually, I will take my war to them.”

      “You’re a single Interceptor, Corsac Fox,” the conductor said. “What could you do to the Empire?”

      “I was Adrian Sobol’s prisoner aboard Iron Wasp,” Uly said simply. “I escaped from the Auga and stole his ship. Now, I’m here.”

      Rabiu really wasn’t sure how many harpoons that was.

      Still, stunned silence. Better, everybody—and not just Rabiu—had to slam their mouths shut when they’d fallen open.

      Not Dan and her women, though. Or Ethir. They’d all seen it coming.

      Rabiu understood better how Uly could negotiate with Trade Factors on an even footing.

      Ononguli conductors from the middle of nowhere didn’t stand a chance.

      Rabiu had an idea so ludicrous that he snortled under his breath before he could contain it.

      Broke the spell. EVERY EYE turned his way, except the killers around the outside of the room.

      Uly looked at him expectantly.

      Rabiu stood up.

      “Perhaps Z’Gosza should open formal trade and diplomatic channels with the Ononguli Sphere, Uly?” he asked. “Should the Factors see about possibly hiring Ironhorn to transport an ambassador and a proposed trade treaty?”

      Good, everybody else got to close their own mouths for once.

      Rabiu pasted his most careful and non-threatening smile on his mouth and waited.

      That next step beyond gobsmacked? This was probably it.

      Ethir was certainly grinning. Piruz, too.

      Then Uly smiled.

      Oh, crap.
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