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

      Vanguard Ulysses Fortier—Uly—was already at his station, listening to his own words echo back out of the speakers with a snarl on his face that he supposed would frighten some people.

      The ones who didn’t know him. Didn’t appreciate what was about to happen today.

      Or how long it had taken him to track those people down so he could handle the job himself.

      “Drew, what’s the countdown?” Uly asked, mostly to make sure that everyone else was as locked in and focused as he was.

      He wasn’t worried about someone threatening Nubia. After all, his flagship generally qualified as a Light Devastator by mass and a Heavy one for firepower.

      It was the thought that someone might get away from him again.

      Not today.

      “Two minutes to drop, Uly,” Drew replied evenly.

      Uly nodded and looked down from the command throne he had inherited with the ship. Not how he would have organized things, but easier to accept it than trying to rebuild the space.

      Maybe later, when he got around to building himself a bigger and badder ship.

      From left to right, down a level in front of him and facing forward: Astrogator, Sensor, Archer, and Speaker. Those were the titles that had come with the ship. Drew Roscoe, Del Blakeslee, Yaqub Zobo, and Haydar Ramezani as his first team. Two Humans, a Khet, and a Mazhin, which kind of said everything that needed saying about the crew he’d built, with Emro, Thogin, Ononguli, and many others serving somewhere.

      “Haydar?” Uly asked.

      “I’ll be jamming everything as soon as we drop,” the Mazhin gentleman pirate nodded at him with head and tentacles. “We’re really not taking prisoners?”

      “They have had years to surrender, Haydar,” Uly growled back. “Instead, they fled as deep into the darkness as they thought would protect them from me, without realizing that if they stopped running long enough, someone would be delighted to collect the bounty I put on that ship.”

      Haydar nodded again, then went back to his boards, same as the others.

      Uly didn’t blame him. He was pretty certain that his friends were seeing him at his absolute worst right now, which was saying something, considering the situations he’d faced with them over the years.

      But most of those events had been calmer. A moment of peace that turned into pitched battle when pirates suddenly unmasked and attacked somewhere. As opposed to thinking that they could raid Isann, kill innocent sailors, and then get away from him.

      The only nice thing Uly could say about the current situation was that their long and merry chase had led him to discover an entirely new subset of pirates, holed up in a system just inside Imperial Sector Thirty-Two. Out beyond the Sector Twenty-One that was a good chunk of the Ononguli Sphere. Middle of nowhere. Reminded him of Daicia in many ways.

      More importantly, it had reminded Haydar of Daicia, and that man had been born a pirate, before reforming himself into a scholar.

      Or whatever term he was using these days.

      “Yaqub?” Uly asked.

      “Loaded, locked, and all wavebolt launchers set to fist for the moment, Vanguard,” Yaqub replied without glancing up.

      Unlike every other crew member, Yaqub had a stripe of purple cloth sewn across his shoulder blades. His surname, Zobo, was derived from a plant with purple flowers, and it had become something of a superstition with the Khet sailor, to the point that he’d always had a stripe of purple tape on the back of his boarding armor in the old days, so you could recognize him from behind.

      Not a lot had changed, save that he had become Uly’s permanent Gunner on Nubia. And convinced Uly to let him keep the purple intact.

      Wavebolts came in two flavors on launch. Fist or Lance. Soft option: Knock down all your electroshields. Hard option: Punch starlight through, on the way to doing the same to the hull behind them.

      Without knowing how many ships they might encounter, or how heavy they were, Yaqub was defaulting to knocking people down and potentially unconscious with the first salvo, instead of annihilating them.

      Most of the ships they would encounter today were guilty of being pirates, as well as harboring a known and wanted fugitive vessel.

      The Zuath crew of Kulakhaov, however, were forfeit. They had attacked Isann, knowing that those folks lacked the firepower to stop them. Had stripped a dozen ships and killed several hundred Isann sailors whose only fault had been their lack of sufficient technology to resist.

      Isann hearts were as good as any Uly had known. His new fleet contained hundreds more such sailors, sailing beyond the darkness, as was their cultural touchstone.

      Today was revenge. Nothing more than that. No fancy title. No literary aspirations. Murder.

      Kulakhaov had been found, finally. Tracked down. And he was going to see it destroyed as a statement to anybody who still wasn’t listening when Uly stated that he was ending piracy in this region of space.

      However he had to do it. Whoever he had to do it to.

      “All hands, this is Drew,” the man said into the intercom. “Drop in five.”

      Uly nodded and willed his soul to battle.
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      Yaqub had been trained by Commander Huff to what that Human considered acceptable standards of Gunnery, which were three long strides better than anything Yaqub had ever encountered anywhere in Khet service.

      Nubia had the normal triple/triple firepower configuration that you usually got with big ships, though Huff had mentioned that comparable Human warships might have four or even five turrets with three barrels apiece.

      Here, nine wavebolt barrels, each 14.7dm at the bore, when NOBODY else mounted anything bigger than 12s. Just calling them 15s occasionally caused him to shudder, knowing what he could do with that much devastation at his fintips.

      Uly wanted a political statement today. The Warlord of the Spinward Reaches had come for your souls and was going to fin you, skin you, and grill you personally, because you could have surrendered at any point along the way, or abandoned ship and gone on to live quiet, meditative lives in a monastery somewhere.

      Dumbasses hadn’t listened. Hadn’t believed.

      And today, Purple-boy was the sword of the gods themselves. A little mind-boggling, but kinda awesome at the same time.

      “And DROP!” Drew called, but Yaqub already had ship-sign appearing on his scanners as fast as those ancient supercomputers could process data.

      And as fast as Haydar could type.

      Yaqub didn’t try to identify any target. He simply assigned each scanner image a priority number and let his gun teams fire. Reload. Fire again.

      A metronomic death by 15dm wavebolt.

      Yucky. For you.

      “Haydar, is that a station?” Yaqub asked, highlighting the biggest scanner return on his screen.

      “Stand by,” the Mazhin next to him muttered. “Negative. Big freighter built on a scale with Watchtower back home. Possibly the same ship model, or an earlier edition, decommissioned and sold or stolen.”

      Yaqub nodded. Made sense. Instead of trying to build any sort of permanent base, your slightly wiser pirate might just set up a floating hotel, warehouse, and R&R facility that folks could meet up with if they were trusted enough for those coordinates.

      Or had been smart enough to sell Uly the location then run like hell the other direction.

      “Uly, you want me to kill that freighter?” Yaqub asked over his shoulder.

      Right now, he was shooting anything that moved. Anything that might move. Anybody that got his attention. Everybody.

      But Uly had a rep for stealing big cargo vessels and using them better than the bad guys ever did. Plus, they had brought a LOT of extra crew and boarding parties with them on this mission, because nobody had been certain what to expect and Uly had decided to carry the biggest hammer he could.

      Moment of pause, but Yaqub wasn’t surprised there, either. Sterling Huff would already have a plan, but it would probably involve switching to lance and annihilating that freighter like a torch. Uly usually came up with wickedly more fun plans. And had all the political stuff, too.

      “Put one across his bow, Mr. Zobo,” Uly ordered sternly.

      By now, that term even made sense, but it had taken some getting used to Humanisms. Not even a fin kill. Uly wanted a warning harpoon waved under their nose as a statement.

      “Coming up,” Yaqub said. “Drew, he might try to run anyway.”

      “He might try,” Drew offered in that mad, cackling tone he did when that boy could sail a ship this size through a gap with less than four meters total clearance, not touching anywhere.

      Yaqub nodded and targeted a special shot for his A-turret, then went back to killing pirate ships.

      One wavebolt, sailing through a mass of about twenty ships, passed like an errant harpoon in front of the freighter and detonated right off the bow. Yaqub was rather pleased with that. Took a bit of programming to get that timing right, but Mr. Huff demanded the best.

      “Yaqub, I have Kulakhaov located,” Haydar said quietly, highlighting a small dot over on the far side of things. “Drew, I think we need to dive in a bit deeper, just in case.”

      “Coming up,” Drew replied.

      Yaqub still had to pause occasionally and compare how this bridge worked to the average pirate he’d been, once upon a stupidity ago. Uly had given them orders, then expected his officers to think for themselves when executing them, rather than him having to micromanage everything.

      So, Yaqub lined up Kulakhaov and sent two wavebolts after it. Everybody else got one. And one 15 was usually enough to splatter anything down in the Seeker scale if they didn’t have shields up, Neutron Omnipulsars live, and maybe a handful of 1 and 2dm wavebolts to fire defensively.

      Two ’bolts was just being mean.

      Or making a statement, which was what Uly was up to.

      The Warlord of the Spinward Reaches was done with your shit.

      Kulakhaov had been caught asleep. Or something. Yaqub watched them finally open with a pair of 1dm turrets defensively. And a single Omnipulsar turret.

      Wasn’t going to be nearly enough.

      And Uly wasn’t about to show any kind of mercy. Not that Yaqub minded. He had a lot of new Isann friends these days.

      Uly had had to thin crews down again to staff Serene Naddoddur after they’d captured it at Zhoralong. The Chief of Chiefs had recruited a lot of willing Isann sailors to step in and serve on all of Uly’s warships. Some of them were here with him in spirit as Yaqub brought them a measure of revenge for friends and family lost.

      Yaqub glanced over at Haydar next to him as the wavebolts got close to impacting.

      “Anybody trying to surrender?” Yaqub asked, mostly idle curiosity.

      “I wouldn’t know,” Haydar smiled back. “Busy jamming all possible communications with as much overload and random signal as the generators aft can give me.”

      Knowing how much power Nubia generated, Yaqub whistled. Nodded. Shrugged. Nobody was punching a signal through that mess.

      Kulakhaov imploded. One/Two. Done.

      Squished entirely. Retribution executed. Float to the top of the tank, belly-up.

      Yaqub studied his plot. Nubia had come out right on top of everyone, then left their Variable Pulse Spatial Generator on, so anybody wanting to run had to get far enough away from them to get outside of range.

      And Drew was herding them. No other way to describe it, unless the image of a shark circling a school of tuna translated into Human.

      Yaqub wanted to look back and see if Uly had had enough, but the man hadn’t said anything, so he went back to his targeting list and updated it. Six not hit so far. Given what Haydar had been doing with available signals intelligence, the six least dangerous of the mess. Farthest away. Least likely to be able to do something defensively, ninety-nine times out of one hundred.

      Nubia really was a one-percent outcome.

      And Uly was making a point.

      “Mr. Zobo, what is your status?” Uly finally asked.

      “Last round of targets to engage, sir,” he replied, face and fins forward, headcrest down, gills as flat as he could hold them.

      Uly could read the same board. Probably better than Yaqub did, but Humans were a far more militantly dangerous species, as a rule. At least according to the Humans he knew.

      And he could testify to that.

      Yaqub kept up the firing sequence, lacking orders to the contrary.

      “I think they’ve had enough,” Uly finally announced. “Mr. Zobo, detonate this round of wavebolts early. Mr. Ramezani, ask the moorage if the rest of them wish to die in battle today.”

      Haydar’s tentacles didn’t flinch when Yaqub glanced over, but they’d flown this mission knowing that Uly was angry. Almost as angry as Mr. Huff had been.

      Almost.

      Sterling would have blown every hull to hell, then sailed off and let the survivors perish when their life support failed, but that one took his job seriously.

      And had taught a reformed Khet pirate what it meant to protect the innocent from predators.

      Yaqub confirmed that all wavebolts ceased tracking and imploded, then secured the turrets, with one barrel dead centered on that big whale in the middle, just in case he needed to be properly harpooned anyway.

      “All weapons secured, Vanguard,” Yaqub announced.

      He’d done his part. Now, Uly got to deal with the survivors.

      Or maybe Dan, since Haydar was indicating that folks were now happy to surrender once they realized that the Corsac Fox had arrived.

      He sat back and smiled.
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      Dan figured that she’d have to give up these sorts of operations, one of these days. The Chief of Staff to the Corsac Fox and Speaker for the Congress of Wives really shouldn’t be boarding pirate warships in armor. At the same time, Uly should have sent Sterling or Aibek to handle this mission, rather than doing it himself.

      This one had, however, needed the personal touch. And she’d watched on screens from the flight bay with her reinforced assault battalion as Uly had crushed his target, while hammering the others.

      Normally, she had one hundred and fifty troopers, the best she’d been able to recruit from five hundred candidates, with most of the rest available as security troops under Solomon Wyndham or simply crew in various capacities. It was always useful when someone from the quartermaster’s office or a barber could sudden throw on boarding armor and charge into battle.

      Today, she had everybody. And had brought more from Bastion when she was certain where they were going. What they were doing.

      “Dan, it’s Uly,” he said in her helmet comm. “I think they’ve had enough. There is another Watchtower-sized ship here that I want you to take. The little ones are about half destroyed and half wounded. I’ll need you to sort those out later. Blow the ones not worth repairing, then let me know what you need for crews to get the rest to Saari from here. Daicia might be closer, but I’d rather not put temptation in front of newly reformed pirates. Plus, Eskil needs better firepower more than Kadyr does at the moment.”

      “Understood,” Dan replied, turning to take in her Combat Team.

      Even Halyna had grown into the role over the last six months, much more confident that her martial skills were comparable to her impressive political ones. It let Dan keep eight combat groups, but pull herself out and let her focus on overall command, instead of shooting things. For this mission, though, they’d let Anari stay home with Sterling while Dan had taken over her group.

      “Mount up!” she called, watching the group pivot in lockstep and jog to the various shuttles with a sound like a dinosaur-sized woodpecker hunting bugs. Bang. Bang. Bang.

      They didn’t board quickly, but that was all the extra bodies today. She would need that to capture everything. Somebody might decide to run, but if she had more troopers than any ship over there had crew, she doubted they would get far in such thinking.

      Nasrin joined her last, her tentacles expressing a seriousness today that was usually at odds with the youngest of Dan’s Combat Team. Longest with her, still youngest relative to overall lifespan, even compared to Yanouk.

      “We stealing another Wren?” Nasrin asked as they closed up the lock and found seats.

      Dan smiled.

      “The easiest way to defeat piracy is to eliminate the network supplying them with consumables and buyers for stolen goods,” she replied. “I’ve got more than decade expertise at that sort of thing, all the way back to Batyr. Without those folks, you have a junkyard and a lot of desperation.”

      Nasrin nodded. Young, she might be, but she’d been the daughter of Mazhin merchant/pirates before Danumash had captured her. Then assigned to a Mazhin research project as a Social, which was the polite term Danumash used for prostitutes, because they had no other understanding of what else a young, pretty, female Mazhin might be. None of the Mazhin men had touched her. Ever. Considered her a niece or daughter, but Danumash were punks. Specists.

      Dumbasses.

      And Uly had taken his time with all of his new wives, letting them set whatever pace they were comfortable with. Dan had been First Wife there, and Den Mother to the rest. It had been her idea in the first place, with Uly accepting her fait accompli when presented.

      She trusted Uly as she did nobody else in the galaxy.

      “Commander, we’re cleared to launch,” came over the speaker. “Free flight in ten seconds.”

      Dan ignored the woman. They were just as expert at their facet of things as the rest of her force, or they wouldn’t be here.

      She settled in as gravity fell away and the shuttle rocketed across the void to their first target.
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      Nasrin felt like a grizzled veteran, a point that her various uncles and cousins took great pleasure in teasing her about, whenever they thought they could get away with it.

      Today was not that day. All the Mazhin on this shuttle had their mouths shut and their tentacles still.

      She might be younger than any of them. Nasrin Monfared was still in charge.

      Shit, any time they encountered a roaming Mazhin trader, those folks expected her or Omid to Speak. Omid was too shy and introverted, most of the time. Nasrin had Uly to Speak for everyone.

      Usually took strangers a few days to climb down off their high horses and understand. About the time Uly turned on the charm.

      Around them, the sounds of the shuttle docking with the large freighter. Gravity faintly reaching out and establishing a down.

      Dan rose first, with Nasrin immediately after her, one hand back to bring her Omnibow into position, the other hand pulling a Firesphere from her bandoleer and loading it.

      Anybody giving her grief today wasn’t getting politely knocked down to nausea and unconsciousness. That bright red ball on the end was nature’s way of telling you to shut up and listen.

      Or else.

      Scout One went through the airlock at close to a dead run when it opened. Hard, fast, ugly, terminal. Nasrin had been listening to various chatter on channels as the other shuttles got close to their respective targets, but nobody had suggested that the pirates they found would be anything less than helpful when Dan’s teams arrived to take charge.

      And they were taking command.

      Nasrin led Team One through a few seconds later, into a cargo bay about half empty and feeling like a dance hall where someone had pushed the tables and chairs back against the wall to free up space.

      Couple dozen Ugotha and Zuath lined up over there, being covered by Nasrin’s killers. Some had hands and stubby wings in the air. Others were frozen. A few rocked back and forth a bit mindlessly.

      Nobody was a threat. And every one of them flinched when the Firesphere came around and centered on them.

      “Who was in command yesterday?” she called angrily, smelling and tasting their fear and apprehension as she walked across the space.

      “Team Two, nail down Engineering and the Bridge. NOW!” Dan called behind her.

      Nasrin tracked bodies peeling away and heading both directions at a lethal run. The ship was enormous, but most of it would be storage. Possibly a few bays converted to things like bars and brothels, based on what she’d researched.

      Who knew that she would become such an expert on piracy operations and administration?

      An Ugotha stepped forward, then flinched a second time when Nasrin centered her Omnibow on the woman. The species was insectile, with a chitin shell over an endoskeleton. Two big compound eyes. Four antenna around the mouth, two up and two down. Still followed the basic erect biped with bilateral symmetry that seemed to be evolution’s answer to tool use.

      The shell was a muted orange she’d once heard called burnt umber, dressed in dark blue pants and jacket. Female, but that didn’t mean as much as it might elsewhere, as they tended to be as matriarchal as Mazhin.

      Experts at chemistry, with a sense of smell comparable to her tentacles.

      “Captain Izaro Ubiña,” the Ugotha woman said. “You really are from the Corsac Fox?”

      “He’s out there in command of Nubia,” Nasrin nodded her head back, watching the men and women behind Ubiña flinch yet again. “Your vessel is engaged in piracy and is forfeit. You have provided aid and comfort to the pirate vessel Kulakhaov, but Vanguard Fortier has decided to show mercy and capture this ship instead of destroying it and killing all of you out of hand. His mercy extends to allowing you to reform yourselves, once you are…”

      Squawks of outrage interrupted her speech, but Team One had a lot of weapons lined up and ready to kill everyone over there if anybody moved. Including a Firesphere.

      People calmed down quickly when they realized that Uly’s people would be fine killing them all and demanding that whatever deities they worshiped take responsibility for them after that.

      Nasrin snarled them to silence.

      “Your crew will be removed from this vessel and transported aboard Nubia to our next destination,” Nasrin growled at them, a tone intended to grind down any edges they thought might cut someone. “You may be allowed to enlist with friendly forces, once you have been identified. Others will be turned over to the Ononguli for imprisonment to serve out your sentences. Questions?”

      Firesphere. Centered. Probably looked as big as your head from that perspective. The safety was off on her Omnibow, and her finger was inside the trigger well, needing only about two kilograms of pressure to fire.

      She’d already woken up this morning in a bad enough mood to kill random strangers.

      Captain Ubiña considered her words carefully from the way all four antennae flickered.

      “Enlist with the Corsac Fox?” she asked delicately, then turned and snarled at a larger Zuath male behind her who had started to say something. “SHUT UP!”

      “The Corsac Fox is ending piracy in this entire region,” Nasrin replied. “The Vatazhko of the Ononguli has ordered all Ononguli vessels to prepare for war with the Auga. The Corsac Fox has come this far to eliminate the vessel and crew of Kulakhaov for their crimes at the moorage of Isann. You may choose your destiny from here, mistress.”

      Nasrin could taste Dan’s surprise at the tone and words, but Nasrin understood that dropping a ton of bricks on trouble up front would go a long ways to eliminating more later.

      Captain Ubiña actually turned her back on Nasrin to glare at the mob behind her.

      “He’ll kill you if you give him any reason,” she yelled at them. “So don’t think you can surrender today and then do something stupid tomorrow, because I will disown every one of you who does.”

      Nasrin was impressed. However, Uly’s reputation was starting to seep out across the entire galaxy. Mercy in one hand and a sledgehammer in the other.

      Captain Ubiña completed her circle.

      “Some of the pimps might prove difficult,” she said carefully.

      “As long as they have employees and not slaves,” Nasrin replied ambiguously. Or not so ambiguously.

      Even compound eyes can get big, but Captain Ubiña nodded.

      “Contractors,” she said. “How they are treated might be complicated, but I lease out sections of the ship and charge them rent.”

      “As long as we understand one another,” Nasrin said. “Let’s go have a chat with them.”

      Sex for money between consenting adults? Lovely. Capitalistic, even, though Nasrin understood from her uncles and aunt that a proper society didn’t need such things, when all you had to do was ask politely.

      But then, they were pirates, and Uly made it clear that such things represented a myriad swath of socioeconomic failures. Ones he didn’t think he’d live long enough to fix, but that wasn’t going to stop him from trying.

      Or her.
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      Haydar walked into Uly’s day office with perhaps a more jaunty stride than was entirely necessary, but at the same time, he was more than willing to admit that he was a first-class data nerd.

      And this scenario had provided him with SO MANY NEW THINGS TO EXPLORE.

      Uly caught his mood and smiled as Haydar sat.

      “What trouble have you caused this time?” Uly asked innocently.

      Haydar had to suppress his jolt, and remind himself that Uly could read semaphore in ways that just about no other species in the galaxy could.

      “Technically, I’m just First Officer here,” he replied. “You started it.”

      “Uh huh,” Uly replied in a disbelieving tone.

      “Well, we get to be heroes,” Haydar said. “Over and above all the things we’ve already done here.”

      “Oh?”

      “That freighter at the center of things,” Haydar nodded. “The name translates out of Ugotha as Crimson Crazy, or at least close enough with a whole series of historical and cultural idioms that lose some of the flavor. Dance Hall. Hotel. Fence. Mobile chandlery. Kind of a one-stop shopping mall space station for pirates to take a vacation.”

      “Past tense,” Uly said in that way that indicated a point of honor with the man.

      Not that Haydar disagreed. The crazy shit he’d done in his youth still flavored a whole bunch of things in his life.

      “Past tense,” Haydar agreed. “Nasrin and Dan cleared it. All the usuals. Crew split down the middle in thinking that they could be reformed. Handful of them got themselves killed by the boarding teams, though I have no idea where they thought they might run to.”

      “Probably saved us the trouble of hanging them later,” Uly shrugged.

      It was the calm, assured way that Humans took deadly violence like that for granted that frightened everybody. Haydar had seen the species at first hand for more than a decade at this point, and no other species automatically defaulted to killing. Others could get themselves there, but nobody started as close.

      “Anyway,” Haydar stepped over that jolt, “one of the brothels contained a large group of Ancyn females who convinced Dan and Nasrin that they had been…”

      Uly had perked up. Killing glare was there.

      “Not slaves,” Haydar deflected quickly. “Maybe stuck in an impossible situation by some asshole who had them over a barrel, if I have the Humanism correct. Trapped and working off a debt because they preferred to stay together as a group rather than anybody departing.”

      “Ancyn?” Uly asked. “I don’t think I know the species.”

      “I had to look them up,” Haydar said. “Erect biped, evolved from land-based avians in a manner distantly similar to Zuath. Proportions are a bit weird compared to you and me, but similar enough. Feathers everywhere but the face, with browns and grays predominant.”

      “And they are interesting because?”

      “They once ruled a great empire that spanned a couple of solar systems, but were utterly conquered by the Auga, Uly,” Haydar replied. “Long, freaking time ago. Their origin is entirely a mystery these days, as even their supposed world of origin doesn’t seem to be their homeworld. There are hints that the Auga relocated all of the survivors from said homeworld, early in the Imperial Era, so they might have been a close neighbor to the Imperial capital at Ajorn. Near as I can tell, they are only found in Imperial Sectors One and Three today, in spite of the elapsed time, when most imperial subjects have some freedom to move about.”

      “How the hell did they end up in Thirty-Two?” Uly asked.

      “I haven’t had a chance to interview anyone for that information,” Haydar grinned. “Dan and Nasrin are too busy policing that vessel, while rounding up all the others. I wouldn’t have thought it possible to find them this far from home, but apparently it is. Better, I’m given to understand that the group is over thirty such individuals aboard Crimson Crazy. That alone is enough mystery for me.”

      “Any of the other ships causing troubles?” Uly asked, eyes pensive now.

      “Negative,” Haydar stated. “Yaqub did an excellent job pounding snouts. Sadeq thinks that about half will be flightworthy in a few days. I presume we’re abandoning the rest?”

      “I might ask the Paramount of the Samuur to send out repair crews,” Uly shrugged. “Or ask Maks to help them with the task, since he’s in the process of building them a modern shipyard and repairing Vauquelin for me.”

      “Do we know what we’re doing with the former Serene Naddoddur when it comes out of drydock?” Haydar asked carefully, wondering if he was about to find his tentacles in a trap.

      “It will need a commanding officer, once they finish the rehabilitation,” Uly smiled wickedly. “You haven’t changed your mind?”

      “I work better as a Science and Data Officer, Uly,” Haydar shook his head. “You know that. Plus, I need to be close to the center of wherever you are, and that ship is likely to be off doing things. Putting Sterling in command is probably safest, unless you intended to move him here.”

      He watched Uly lean back, eyes focused on some distant point.

      “I’m still a few years from being able to simply build a palace and rule this thing we’re creating,” the young Human mused. “And Batyr is a lovely ship, but a Heavy Striker like Vauquelin will be so much more, so yes, probably Sterling will need to transfer over with about half of his people. I’ll need to take a closer look, but Yuriy Kovalchuk might be ready to be Conductor and take Batyr.”

      “I tend to agree,” Haydar offered. “Your immediate staff will need to remain together. And here aboard Nubia with you, because this will be where decisions are made. What about Bastion?”

      “Everything I’ve heard suggests that Maks’s mom is another one that people vastly underestimate,” Uly laughed. “I can see where he got it. Appointing her Governor has caused a lot of Ononguli to pay closer attention to what we’re building. And the Khet Trade Factors seem a bit disturbed that Maks is willing to challenge them on their own ground, so they’ve extended tentacles over to investigate. That means more people. More trade. More development.”

      “Turning the Spinward Reaches into a place,” Haydar nodded.

      Uly’s smile was one of those things that made getting out of bed in the morning worthwhile.

      “So what about your Ancyn?” Uly abruptly changed directions. Like he did.

      “I was about to take a shuttle over and interview them,” Haydar replied. “Thought you might be interested in coming along, since they are entirely new, a long ways from home, and a possible source of social intelligence about what’s happening deeper inside the Auga Empire.”

      “Yes,” Uly said, rising. “Let’s do that.”

      Haydar rose with him. The information hadn’t seemed too good to be true, but it might represent one hell of a coup anyway.

      He just needed to figure out how to exploit it.
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      Suka Kuri had been explicitly threatened not to join Dan and the Combat Team in assaulting the enemy fleet. Not that she’d really given it much thought.

      Honest.

      Moss School, after all, was so much easier on the knees than Sabre School.

      Still, when Uly had asked her to join him on his little excursion, she’d been in motion so fast that she would have to ask someone to deal with half a pot of tea she’d left behind in her quarters. Or she’d just clean the pot herself when she got back.

      The ride across had been mundane. Dan required that her shuttle pilots be absolutely amazing, every time they flew. And Nubia utterly commanded the immediate vicinity, a new junkyard of old ships that might end up being stripped for parts by locusts, from what tidbits Uly and Haydar had mentioned.

      But then, Uly’s opinions on anti-social behavior were rather well known.

      They docked and were met by Ciah Dambe, the young Khet woman who was the smallest member of Dan’s Combat Team. Possibly the fastest, too. The Troublesome Warrior Child.

      “Any news?” Uly asked as Suka Kuri followed him deeper into the enormous vessel.

      “Couple of hard cases,” Ciah offered. “Dan wasn’t playing around and Nasrin’s in a bit of a mood.”

      Suka Kuri cringed at that term. Must have been ugly. Nasrin was usually the calmest and most rational of the team.

      However, if you got her tentacles up…

      Eventually, they found the brothels, mostly walking in silence only broken by Haydar’s boots on the deck, as the rest of them moved quieter.

      Looking around, the space had been decorated with an eye towards making it feel cheery, though she’d have to inquire with her Mazhin friends as to the overall taste of the paintwork. Visually exciting, which Suka Kuri supposed you wanted in a brothel. Lots of couches, chairs, and a pair of bars facing one another. For liquid courage, she supposed.

      All of Dan’s people that she could see in the space were female, which made a bit of sense, if you were rescuing indentured prisoners forced to prostitute themselves to survive. The crowd of civilians ran about nine to one female as well, but the males she could see weren’t bouncers or bartenders.

      More victims, though she paused and considered that for some people this might be the ultimately perfect occupation. It took all kinds, and this galaxy certainly experimented with just about every form of socially acceptable behavior.

      She followed Uly and Haydar to where Dan and Nasrin sat with a pair of Ononguli, an Emro woman, and two Ancyn.

      Suku Kuri had never met the species, but she had traveled a great deal in her decades, and studied an even wider swath. The older of the two was mostly gray in plumage with gold and black highlights in her headcrest, while the one she took as younger tended to brown.

      All the other rescued victims were seated or standing around the back of the room. Watching. They even had Emro-sized chairs, so Suka Kuri dragged one over and sat next to Nasrin where hers and Haydar’s tentacles were visible to watch.

      She didn’t speak the language, but could follow reasonably well when they weren’t limiting themselves purely to scent.

      “Galli, this is Uly Fortier,” Dan introduced the older Ancyn woman. The most interesting one in this group. “Uly, Galli Fyodon and her kinswoman, Loh-An Huang. The others are Riko Okazaki, Nina Borysov, and Kseniya Shevchenko. Ladies, Haydar Ramezani and Suka Kuri, who is Exemplar of the Arts, Moss School.”

      Suka Kuri wondered how closely related the one Ononguli woman was to Anna Shevchenko, the Vatazhko of the Ononguli, but she also knew that Ononguli clans tended to be huge.

      It was Galli Fyodon that caught her eye. Sharp. Smart. Self-contained, like a woman who could will herself to suffer just about any torture without making a noise, if necessary.

      Suka Kuri leaned in and drew all the eyes to her. It was obvious that her femininity would be useful here, when Uly and Haydar were male, and thus possibly accidentally brought bad karma into the room with them.

      And Exemplar of the Arts caused all five women to recoil a bit, which it normally did. She smiled to put them at ease.

      “While I am a great distance from my homeworld,” she began, eyes locked on Galli Fyodon, “I would believe you have come a further distance, at least socially and mentally.”

      Fyodon nodded. It was a compact thing. Big eyes compared to the size of her skull. Short beak that was basically Suka Kuri’s mouth reversed, with the teeth on the outside.

      “Given the situation, I presume that we might be rescuing you from your indenture contract,” Suka Kuri continued, because if they were slaves, Dan and Nasrin might have already executed everybody on this ship.

      Certain evils were no longer going to be allowed. Anywhere.

      “So I understand, Elder,” Fyodon replied in a musical voice, the kind that wanted to range tonally over at least one octave.

      Suka Kuri wondered what a trained Ancyn vocalist might sound like.

      “May I be so bold as to inquire how your group came to be here?” she asked, nodding to the large group of Ancyn women off to one side, socially distinct from the others by the way they organized themselves into a single cluster.

      Fyodon opened her beak, then closed it. Eyed Suka Kuri, but focused more on Uly, which was probably to be expected.

      The Warlord of the Spinward Reaches added a certain gravity to the room—to any room—though she could tell he was keeping his charisma under tight wraps right now. Letting his women talk to the other women, understanding that his maleness might prove troublesome.

      Yet another reason she loved the man so much, as most people didn’t reach that level of mature self-assurance until much later in life.

      If ever.

      “It is a long and involved tale, Elder,” Fyodon finally offered. “Should I summarize initially?”

      Ah, someone who understood what Moss School was, even if she didn’t appear to belong. The need to study. To learn. To dive deep, when perhaps the executive summary might be more appropriate today.

      “Let us stay shallow for now,” Suka Kuri answered. “We are not pressed for time, but I suspect that most of your comrades would appreciate being able to pack and transfer over to Nubia for transport.”

      Almost everyone reacted to that. Shock. Awe. Fear. Surprise.

      Suka Kuri understood denial.

      “Your indenture is fulfilled,” she announced to the room. “You will all be free to go, once we arrive at a place from which travel is easy.”

      She didn’t need to look at Uly for permission. His nod was sufficient.

      She focused on Fyodon. That one hadn’t woken up this morning expecting to be freed from all her past troubles, but was adapting reasonably quickly. She still required a few breaths to organize it in her head.

      “We were prisoners of the Empire,” Fyodon began, referring to the Auga by the way she stressed that term. “Political prisoners. Rounded up for various petty infractions, separated from our mates and put into work camps. When we escaped, we stole a ship and fled. Later, we were captured by pirates when our ship broke down. We were given the option of indenture, one presumes from our exoticness in Imperial Sector Nine. And our demand to stay together as a single group, rather than being separated. That was four years ago. Some of us worked in the brothel, while a few had paid off debts and graduated to other jobs on this vessel. Barmaids. Cleaning. None of us had the technical skills to accumulate enough funds to buy out the rest, but none was willing to leave individually.”

      Suka Kuri could practically taste the rage boiling off Uly. And Dan. And Nasrin. And pretty much everybody else in here, so she didn’t need to speak on the topic.

      “The pirates that took you originally,” Suka Kuri said simply. “They brought you to Fifteen? Then headed inward towards the galactic core, through Fourteen into what I am given to understand is Imperial Sector Thirty-Two?”

      Fyodon paused, doing math.

      “That sounds roughly correct, Elder,” she replied. “Our original captors were Emro, such as yourself, then our contract was sold on to a group of Zuath and Khet investors. I would say all very businesslike, but it is not the business I would have preferred to undertake.”

      “Khet?” Uly asked. Quiet but sharp. Like a knife unsheathing in the darkness.

      “So I was told,” Fyodon nodded. “That was many years past, and only gossip. Does it matter? They sold us on.”

      “Four years ago, I was turning the Khet into my allies,” Uly said. “If they withheld this sort of thing from me, knowing my opinions on the topic, it may be necessary to have a deeper discussion with certain folks, the next time I visit Z’Gosza. Nothing that matters to you, mistress, as we’ll be departing from here back into realms I control and you will be given assistance in moving on to wherever your group decides to travel next.”

      Suka Kuri caught the look between Fyodon and Huang, sitting next to her.

      “You are the Corsac Fox,” Fyodon said simply.

      “I am also the Corsac Fox, yes,” Uly agreed. “Warlord of the Spinward Reaches. This, however, is a rescue operation. Or rather, I came here to destroy the pirate vessel Kulakhaov, and remind the other pirates in the region that their time is done. They will behave, or they will be ended. Innocents such as yourselves will be freed, that you can live the sorts of fulfilling lives that were obviously interrupted by the Auga initially, and a long chain of fools since.”

      Fyodon blinked at the raw vehemence in his voice. Suka Kuri did as well, and she’d known Uly for far longer.

      “Where can we go?” Fyodon asked, eyes dancing back and forth between Suka Kuri and Uly.

      Haydar, wisely, hadn’t made even a sound, nor had the others. This was a much higher level negotiation.

      “Rimward from here is the Ononguli Sphere in Sector Twenty-One,” Uly offered. “To the right from that as you go is Sector Fourteen, which I have claimed. You are in Thirty-Two, but it is not an area that I have scouted or surveyed, and we do not intend to stay long. My immediate plans involve traveling to Saari, the homeworld of my Samuur allies. You are welcome to depart there, or travel with us to my base at Bastion. And you are not required to decide today. Today, you can travel to my flagship and leave this vessel behind, though I will be taking it with me when I leave, along with those pirate ships that can sail.”

      Suka Kuri leaned in and shifted the gravity of the room again.

      “I would be greatly interested in learning more about your people, Galli Fyodon,” she said. “How you came to be here. And how we might help you get where you need to be.”

      “Thank you,” the Ancyn woman said simply, her beak and headcrest bobbing. “I will have many questions for you, but that represents a vast ignorance we have inherited.”

      “We are here to learn from one another,” Suka Kuri smiled. “That is the promise of the Corsac Fox.”

      Uly leaned back, then, as Galli Fyodon began talking about her past. And that of this group of Ancyn women she had assembled. Had escaped from the Auga.

      Had gotten here.

      Suka Kuri wasn’t certain where they would go next, but she would help them get there.
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      Sterling normally commanded Batyr, but he understood that being promoted to Commander meant that he had political duties to attend to. At least he hadn’t had to act as Governor of the system for all that long.

      Lyra Sobol was handling that. Maks’s Mom and Uly’s aunt by marriage. Bondarenko by birth. Her and Voldomir had come out with a whole shipful of Ononguli folks. Some members of the Bondarenko, the Sobol, and the Shevchenko clans, or at least allies. Others looking to get rich in a new system.

      Looking around the meeting room, Sterling was more excited at the wide range of faces he saw. The incredible number of species represented, which was even more of a shock whenever he paused to think how he might have turned out had he remained in Danumash service.

      Those people had a very narrow view of social acceptability, and it didn’t extend to aliens of any kind. Here, he sat with Ononguli, Emro, Thogin, Khet, Mazhin, Isann, Samuur, and Yarikh, though that last might still be close enough to Human to count. They had been Human at one point, he’d been given to understand, before Standardizing and Upgrading themselves with genetic engineering.

      Governor Sobol smiled back at him and rapped her coffee mug on the table, looking around the rest of the group.

      “Sterling, what news do you have?” she asked.

      Sterling wanted to defer. He glanced over at Anari, his research partner. And other things, though they were both a little nervous approaching certain topics. She was the one who could best translate old texts and tease out the little details. Sterling just built maps.

      But this was a mapping discussion, at the end of the day.

      “With the help of most of the people here at the table, I have been able to greatly extend my astrogation records,” he said simply, nodding to Engineer Melpomeni Michelakos, the Yarikh woman who had provided much of the most recent data. And to Rabiu Khadijan, who had apparently blackmailed someone back home on Z’Gosza into providing a whole series of old sailing and navigational records that stretched up and inward from Khet Space, including places Sterling didn’t think had ever been officially discussed. Possibly never formally surveyed.

      Pirate haven sorts of things, but the Khet of Z’Gosza were beginning to understand that Uly was capable of thwarting the most egregious pirate activities by virtue of simply killing people if they refused to behave. Smugglers, Uly didn’t mind, considering that to reflect a social failure. Sterling wasn’t sure he understood the distinction, but Uly drew a hard line and enforced it, and that was good enough.

      He nodded and clicked on the projector, bringing up a greatly expanded 3D image of Imperial Sector Fourteen, along with about half of each of the various sectors that it touched. Then he flipped a switch and started adding colors.

      “All the white stars remaining are known solely

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  


OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		Cover


      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        I. Hunter
        
          		
            Chapter 1
          


          		
            Chapter 2
          


          		
            Chapter 3
          


          		
            Chapter 4
          


          		
            Chapter 5
          


          		
            Chapter 6
          


        


      


      		
        II. Home
        
          		
            Chapter 7
          


          		
            Chapter 8
          


          		
            Chapter 9
          


          		
            Chapter 10
          


        


      


      		
        III. Saari
        
          		
            Chapter 11
          


          		
            Chapter 12
          


          		
            Chapter 13
          


          		
            Chapter 14
          


          		
            Chapter 15
          


          		
            Chapter 16
          


          		
            Chapter 17
          


          		
            Chapter 18
          


          		
            Chapter 19
          


          		
            Chapter 20
          


          		
            Chapter 21
          


          		
            Chapter 22
          


        


      


      		
        IV. Bastion
        
          		
            Chapter 23
          


          		
            Chapter 24
          


          		
            Chapter 25
          


          		
            Chapter 26
          


          		
            Chapter 27
          


          		
            Chapter 28
          


        


      


      		
        V. Vauquelin
        
          		
            Chapter 29
          


          		
            Chapter 30
          


          		
            Chapter 31
          


          		
            Chapter 32
          


          		
            Chapter 33
          


          		
            Chapter 34
          


        


      


      		
        VI. Raiders
        
          		
            Chapter 35
          


          		
            Chapter 36
          


          		
            Chapter 37
          


          		
            Chapter 38
          


          		
            Chapter 39
          


          		
            Chapter 40
          


          		
            Chapter 41
          


        


      


      		
        VII. Warlord
        
          		
            Chapter 42
          


          		
            Chapter 43
          


          		
            Chapter 44
          


          		
            Chapter 45
          


        


      


      		
        VIII. Stradosha
        
          		
            Chapter 46
          


          		
            Chapter 47
          


          		
            Chapter 48
          


          		
            Chapter 49
          


          		
            Chapter 50
          


          		
            Chapter 51
          


          		
            Chapter 52
          


          		
            Chapter 53
          


          		
            Chapter 54
          


          		
            Chapter 55
          


          		
            Chapter 56
          


          		
            Chapter 57
          


          		
            Chapter 58
          


          		
            Chapter 59
          


          		
            Chapter 60
          


          		
            Chapter 61
          


          		
            Chapter 62
          


          		
            Chapter 63
          


          		
            Chapter 64
          


          		
            Chapter 65
          


          		
            Chapter 66
          


          		
            Chapter 67
          


          		
            Chapter 68
          


          		
            Chapter 69
          


          		
            Chapter 70
          


          		
            Chapter 71
          


        


      


      		
        IX. Rayzian
        
          		
            Chapter 72
          


          		
            Chapter 73
          


          		
            Chapter 74
          


        


      


      		
        X. Free Trader Polat
        
          		
            Chapter 75
          


          		
            Chapter 76
          


          		
            Chapter 77
          


        


      


      		
        Read More
      


      		
        About the Author
      


      		
        Also by Blaze Ward
      


      		
        About Knotted Road Press
      


      		
        Copyright
      


    


  
  
    
      		Cover


      		Title Page


      		Contents


      		Beginning


      		About the Author


      		Also by Blaze Ward


      		Copyright


    


  



This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/image-06_thirdeye_ebook.jpg
[0 POk
A THIRD EYE







