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      Ndidi paused as she stood up and looked around her office, noting the shelf with knickknacks, the two chairs for people to sit on the other side of her desk, even the art painted directly onto the wall that had been there for however long it had been since the ship was built or rebuilt.

      Her office.

      Hers.

      Ndidi Zikora, Speaker for the Anndaing Battlemaster MorningStar.

      How much had changed. It had been nearly a year since the Sept had captured Tavle Jocia. Time spent for Crence Miray to catch up with them in Upynth space. Then back to Ogrorspoxu and the Merchants Bank. Negotiations for a new warship and crew. Training. Preparation. Even the time to sail across the darkness of K'bari space to get here today.

      An object on a shelf caught Ndidi’s eye. A small pink cube small enough to fit in her palm.

      Tavle Jocia. She’d found it on that TradeStation a lifetime ago it seemed.

      Nobody had been able to identify what it was then. Later, they had at least figured out that it was made of some sort of heavy polymer that acted like a metal alloy.

      She stepped close and lifted the heavy coolness into her hand. Weighed it against the tonnage of her soul.

      The faces were all featureless, save for a button on one side that she pressed.

      The cube leapt out of her hands and hovered in the air rather than falling to the deck. Like always, it glowed faintly. The lights in her office were dim enough that the device could calculate refraction and displayed three thousand five hundred stars in relative proximity and motion to one another in a sphere about two meters across, not counting where she stood.

      Someone’s homeworld sat at the exact center of it, and the tool provided the galactic navigation parameters for someone traveling within that area. Not all that far across as a region of space.

      Not even Daniel’s ghosts had been able to identify things from the night sky that would be visible at the center.

      Ndidi had considered handing it off to an astronomer somewhere on Ogrorspoxu to investigate. None of the charts she had checked covered the space, but presumably an expert would be able to guess where the tool had come from originally.

      She did know that it was about a thousand human years old, give or take, but nobody had been able to even guess how something like that might have ended up at Tavle Jocia, short of the sorts of random, interstellar tides that carried everything forward.

      Ndidi captured it in her hand and powered it down.

      For a moment, she almost put it back on the shelf, but slipped it into a thigh pouch instead. Ndidi couldn’t even tell herself why, but it seemed like today was the day she should ask her Pilot to run the data inside the cube against MorningStar’s astrogation computer.

      If nothing else it would give her Pilot something to do on the long sail pending.

      Her Pilot. Ndidi’s.

      Speaker for the Ovanii Battlemaster MorningStar, currently in Mbaysey service and leased from the Anndaing Merchants Bank.

      Ndidi pulled at her jacket to smooth things. She wore the pants of the Comitatus, a flame orange Daniel had called tangerine, tucked into tall brown boots. Black T-shirt. Turquoise jacket that buttoned on the front like something the Sept Empire might have cut.

      The ship was even kept colder than a Mbaysey vessel would be, just because the officers should appear in uniforms that connoted seriousness of purpose.

      Ndidi glanced at a small mirror she kept on another shelf, just enough to show her face and the seriousness of purpose there, as well.

      She still woke from the dead of night occasionally panicked that she was in over her head and about to get everyone killed, but Ife and Kathra had both told her they felt the same way from time to time.

      If those two women could overcome such feelings, Ndidi could, too.

      Because they believed in her.

      Many people believed in her. She had a responsibility to bring them home safe. At least as many as she could.

      It might not be all of them, she considered as she opened the door to her office and strode out onto the bridge deck of MorningStar.

      She had a war to fight.
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      Daniel was in his accustomed space on the bridge of the big war machine, over on the left out of everyone’s way. He had thought that SwiftStar was a large vessel, until he got aboard MorningStar and came to understand what huge really was.

      It was not the size of a Septagon, those Sept Empire battleships that waddled around space with a deadly lance and three hundred thousand human crew members. Instead, it was more compact, if still enormous. A full crew might only be five thousand, if they had loaded everyone they could.

      This bridge reflected hugeness, though. SwiftStar had only a single Sword controlling the various gun turrets on that Ovanii Dueler. Here, she was in charge of a team of eight, each with responsibility for an arc of coverage and a class of weapons.

      Ovanii Battlemaster. Anchor point for an entire battle fleet. Worse, Daniel had studied an ancient battle where eight of them had formed a line and attacked a K'bari formation made up of smaller ships, more of the class of the Ovanii Assailant.

      And annihilated them.

      He looked around the bridge again, still feeling like an outsider. There was no equivalent role in the Ovanii or Anndaing charts for what he did. Or human ones, either.

      Acqueir Chanthraphone, the Anic sensors officer from SwiftStar had transferred over as part of the acquisition of this vessel. Daniel supposed that his job was closest to hers. She listened for other ships while he listened for other minds.

      There was only one that mattered. Two, he supposed. Hadi Rostami had been transformed by the Ishtan into something like Daniel, only weaker. Amirin Pasdar was the man who had been the naupati of the Septagon Vorgash, the first time Daniel ever encountered such a thing.

      He had also killed Daniel’s ship, the Star Turtle, nearly killing Daniel in the process.

      And he had led the invasion of Tavle Jocia that captured it for the Sept Empire.

      Daniel had listened closely for both men, but neither were still in the vicinity, or even still in the Free Worlds. If Daniel’s geometry was correct, both of those men were either on Earth, or at the Imperial Capital on Rhages. From here, the parallax wasn’t all that great, and he could only sense a direction, but not a distance.

      Acqueir seemed to sense his look, because she turned and smiled briefly at him.

      An Anic pair-bond was not activated by sexual relations with a human. Or she had decided that he was different enough from her kind. She still came by his cabin occasionally, on some odd watch schedule that ensured he was alone.

      Daniel supposed that the several women he occasionally entertained had worked out something amongst themselves, but had never asked. He still didn’t fully grasp why it was that he was attractive to those women.

      He was short for a human male. Slender, like an average male shrunk down to a 90% copy. His curly brown hair was coming in fully gray on the sides now, but he didn’t bother doing anything about it.

      At least he was in better shape at age forty-three than he had ever been in his life, but Daniel had no idea if that was the extra working out he had done or if the gem he wore on his sternum was burning off all the excess weight and fat he’d had when he first met the Mbaysey.

      All he had going for him was that he was a chef from Genarde who had once been awarded a Golden Diamond by Gastropode magazine, headquartered in the shadow of the ancient and rebuilt Eiffel Tower, in Paris itself.

      Not bad for a Rabic cook of Algerian descent, born several sectors away.

      His gaze turned to the ship’s Sword and he felt his breath catch a little.

      A’Alhakoth ver’Shingi. Spectre Twenty-Three in the old days when Commander Omezi kept a comitatus of women, pilots and warriors sworn into her service. Daniel had been admitted later, the only male ever awarded such a place. Ndidi and Ife had come after that. These days, Kathra’s command circle was much larger, given the vessels in her squadrons, but Daniel was still part of that innermost group. Along with A’Alhakoth and a few others.

      She was studying her boards at the moment. No more Kathra’s Ambassador to the Kaniea, the Anndaing, or the Upynth. Now she was Ndidi’s Sword. The woman in control of all the guns on this monstrous war machine.

      He turned his head some more and caught sight of Hirly, the only Anndaing officer on the bridge. Not the only one on the ship, but this woman had been good enough to be made Ndidi’s Shield, her second in command, when the Anndaing leased the vessel to the Mbaysey.

      Daniel had originally been expecting a female Anndaing warrior to be a large specimen, something like Crence Miray or Jine Riffin, but Hirly was petite. Smaller than Daniel even, when most adult Anndaing women were taller.

      In that, Daniel almost felt like a giant here at times, in spite of being a short Rabic man. Ndidi was only his height. A’Alhakoth and Hirly were smaller.

      Even Tanuss Barleyne, the Engineer who had previously served aboard SwiftStar before coming over to MorningStar, was a shade shorter than he was.

      This after living several years in the shadow of Kathra’s comitatus, where all but two of those women had been taller, all the way up to Kathra’s enormous height. Some days, it had been like standing in the middle of a valley, to be surrounded by woman like Kathra, Erin, Areen, or Joane.

      Hirly turned her hammer just enough to point her left eye in his direction and wink. She was safe ground for him, with a husband and several pups back home.

      The main door opened and Daniel felt the air in the room change as Ndidi entered. Everything became crisper, sharper.

      Electric.

      She caught his eye and he could see the bottom of her soul. If death could somehow look like chocolate brownies fresh out of the stove, that would be it. But they had already shared everything, going back to when Kathra instructed the young woman to learn the inside of his mind and to be his friend.

      She needed friends, but forgot occasionally that she had so many. All of the comitatus were her sisters. The entire Mbaysey looked up to her. Random strangers on the streets on Ogrorspoxu might know the name Ndidi Zikora, as the first person other than an Anndaing to ever command one of the great Battlemasters, going back to the Ovanii themselves.

      Daniel smiled at her and watched her relax a shade.

      Not much, but maybe no longer feeling like she had the weight of the universe on her shoulders.

      All the other women perked up. Daniel always found it amusing that he was the only male officer on this ship. And the ratio on the crew was close to the eighty-five percent female that the Mbaysey maintained across the entire tribe.

      The Anndaing were more binary, but there had been sufficient women to fill the slots, when Kathra laid down her recruiting rules. A few Kaniea had answered the call, but weren’t officers, beyond A’Alhakoth. A few more Anic and Wisp, like Acqueir and Tanuss.

      And one human male. Chef and bloodhound.

      Secret weapon, he supposed, but the Sept knew who he was. At least one of them even knew what he was.

      Ndidi took her spot at the center of the bridge, with most of the other women in front of her but generally facing inward towards her. She took a deep breath and did her own quick inventory of the room, but everyone was poised.

      “Open a line to SwiftStar and the squadron,” Ndidi said simply. Quietly. Forcefully.

      “All vessels on the line, Speaker,” Acqueir replied a moment later, like she had already set things up and was just waiting.

      Always staying ahead of the woman in command. Professional.

      But the women on this bridge were also angry. It was an underlying flavor, like adding a dash of salt to something sweet, and letting the mouth pick it up last as that lingering surprise on your tongue.

      Most of them had never been to Tazo, the homeworld the Mbaysey had abandoned when they became a Star Tribe. Ndidi had not even been born there, but enough of the older women of the Mbaysey remembered.

      They had gathered the officers and crew of MorningStar together a week before sailing, human and alien alike. Had told them of the history of the tribe that they were now associated with. Some might even choose to join later.

      Grandma Ezinne had been there, a spry, ninety-year-old woman unbowed by the weight of her life. She had spoken about the tattoo on her left cheek, the one she had chosen to keep, sixty years on. The barcode put there by a Sept aristocrat of the Vuzurgan rank. The Grand Nobles of the Sept Empire.

      She had spoken slowly and carefully, pausing to answer questions with a mind still sharp.

      Grandma Ezinne had told these women what it meant to be a slave. To be property. Her granddaughter, Erin Uduik, Spectre Two, Kathra’s Second-In-Command wore an identical mark. This was was so that Erin’s daughter, Kwento, would grow up in a world where nobody ever had that happen to them again.

      It had been a forceful speech, however quiet and prim the woman with the sparkling, laughing eyes had been while giving it.

      The entire Mbaysey combat squadron had heard her speak.

      Watching her, he could see Ndidi draw on that now, eyes slightly unfocused. Or perhaps seeing something measured in light-centuries, going back to Tazo. To Rhages. To Earth.

      “We know why we are here,” Ndidi said simply. “You have trained. Studied. Practiced. We who have been there before have taught you everything we know. Shared with you our dreams, our fears, and our blood. Commander Omezi has her comitatus. Once, they numbered twenty-three, but that was the past. Those were the ones she trusted to protect the rest of the tribe. Today, she relies on all of us. We protect not just the Mbaysey, not just the Anndaing, but everyone, everywhere, from an evil that must be denied, must be repulsed. Must be destroyed. We protect the future. That is why Kathra chose us. Why she put us here. Why we must face these costs.”

      Daniel forgot to breathe as he listened. His lungs reminded him, and he was not alone from the sounds around him. He wondered how many other people had hung too sharply on the young woman’s words. He had twelve thousand years of ghosts to draw on in his memory, and had encountered few speeches with similar power, especially delivered by such a woman.

      “Mbaysey Tribal Squadron, come to readiness,” Ndidi ordered. “All vessels jump.”
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      A’Alhakoth had been raised on various forms of martial glory. Kaniea history until four generations ago had been decidedly Iron Age, stable and productive, but still wrapped up in pre-electricity tales of beautiful princesses and questing knights.

      Both of her parents had been Jarls, the lowest of the aristocratic ranks. She herself had been the youngest child and second daughter, so Father had been able to spoil her somewhat rotten. At the same time, he had trained her up like a fifth son, expert in all manner of combat skills and fluent in Anndaing to the point that she spoke like one of them.

      And then the old witch had sent her off…

      Out from Kanus on a Se’uh’pal ship, clear across the vast darkness and around behind what maps still called K'bari space, in spite of them being gone for a millennia. Into the human sphere, where she met Erin.

      And Daniel.

      A’Alhakoth ver’Shingi wasn’t sure where her life had gone so far off track from her childhood dreams, but here she was, poised on the edge of the Tavle Jocia system where her adventures had really begun, for all the craziness she had faced just getting this far from home.

      At least her childhood had given her the right mindset to be in this chair today. She had wondered if Ngozi should have been promoted from the bridge of SwiftStar, but that woman was happier staying with Ife. Ife had been adamant that Ndidi take MorningStar and leave her the smaller escort.

      That left a Kaniea warrior princess, or whatever she might qualify as at this point. Spectre Twenty-Three, when Kathra had still numbered her women warriors.

      Today, she had eight gun commanders serving her. That term was as close as the Ovanii title translated over into the Anndaing that was the working language of the ship. Heavy guns and light. Dorsal and Ventral. Forward batteries and aft, sliced along a vague line she had picked almost at random, with the assumption that at least two thirds of the turrets were likely to be firing forward at any given instant, if not all of them.

      A’Alhakoth’s job, unlike Ngozi, was not to lay the guns themselves, to use the ancient term, but to tell her people who to go after and in what order.

      Regardless, she would still be the person responsible for most of the deaths today. At least as many as Daniel, who had gotten them here. Or Ndidi, who was in command.

      Or Kathra, who had decided to accept this alien girl into her inner circle and make her someone.

      “All Arc-cannons, conform to this line,” A’Alhakoth drew a vector on her screen and watched it appear on the eight stations around the outer edge of the bridge. “Ram Cannons set to engage defensive targets.”

      Ram cannons as a defensive weapon. Frightening, really. They weren’t the exact same thing, but were a close enough approximation for tactical considerations.

      The Ovanii had used them defensively. That thought always took her breath away because most warships used the Ram Cannon as offensive weapons. The Arc-cannons were an order of magnitude bigger. That was how the Ovanii had fought their wars.

      “Countdown to emergence,” Acqueir called across the quiet bridge. “Zwölf seconds.”

      Anndaing had five fingers and a thumb on each hand, so they counted in twelves. The other bipeds with smaller hands had adopted it anyway.

      A’Alhakoth glanced back at Daniel.

      “Any change?” she asked, more for something to fill those last few seconds than any expectation.

      Septagon Singara held Tavle Jocia, along with a half fin of Patrols. Six, using the boring way to count. She grinned at her own joke.

      “Non,” Daniel said. “As before.”

      She could tell how nervous the man was just from how clipped his tones got. But he had been shot three times with the only weapon in the upcoming system that was a true threat to MorningStar.

      The Axial Megacannon. The star lance capable of destroying a city on the surface of a planet from orbit, if the people down there didn’t surrender.

      Or had just pissed off their Sept overlords enough.

      An Ovanii Battlemaster could not easily resist such a beam. But the Septagon only had one. And it was fixed to the bow of the ship, so the aspbad or naupati would have to pivot the entire vessel on all three axes in order to fire. And recharge every time they missed.

      MorningStar wasn’t here to slug it out with such a beast. He was a questing knight on a charging horse, riding by and swinging his terrible sword at a dragon.

      Just like in all the stories.

      A’Alhakoth’s boards came alive.

      SwiftStar had already come out of jump, faster than MorningStar even over such a short jump from the darkness at the edge of the system. BrightStar and NovaStar had joined them.

      A’Alhakoth took a moment to confirm the three other pirate vessels were where she expected, a triangle arranged in front of MorningStar, two above on her corners and one below on her beam.

      Already, they had opened fire on nearby Patrol vessels supposedly protecting this system from marauders.

      Like ancient Ovanii raised from the dead for another, terrible war on the galaxy?

      “Target locked and confirmed,” Acqueir called out sharply.

      On her board, A’Alhakoth caught the first scans with Septagon Singara centered. Her eight commanders would have the same, along with two Patrols nearby, and the massive harvest of civilian shipping that a pirate like her might have otherwise considered.

      But that wasn’t her mission today.

      “All guns engage,” A’Alhakoth said in a conversational voice.

      There wasn’t anything she could say right now that would top Ndidi’s earlier words. A’Alhakoth might not hear something even close in the remaining two centuries she would live.

      Assuming she was still alive tomorrow.

      The Sept Empire did not field a military, for all the terrible force they built. These were internal security forces. Secret police. And not so secret.

      A Septagon was an unstoppable fortress in space, a dragon with fiery breath to kill any fool of a knight challenging her. A Patrol was a team of ten armed escorts, police officers.

      Thugs with truncheons, but not warriors.

      An Ovanii Dueler like SwiftStar was a match for a single Patrol. Two might be a threat. Three would chase Ife off, or possibly damage the ship too much to recover from.

      Three Duelers were more than a match for two Patrols in close range. The other four Patrols might manage to get themselves organized into some useful formation eventually. Assuming Ndidi didn’t send her forces hunting like hounds after a fox. Daniel had shared that image with her, from some ancient book. It was silly, but it worked.

      MorningStar could annihilate all the Sept Patrols present. But she had a Septagon to defeat instead first.

      Nobody had ever defeated a Septagon, depending on how you wanted to quantify that. A’Alhakoth had once managed to force Vorgash to flee for its life.

      Even that might have been the first time in the history of the Sept Empire.

      Today, she wanted to see if she could actually kill such a leviathan with her harpoons.

      “Down, starboard, and roll high,” Ndidi ordered in the background. “Hold current speed.”

      That was why the Sword and all her gun commanders were here, so they could hear the instructions in real time and make their own adjustments.

      MorningStar had caught Singara on a flank. Ndidi was maneuvering to rush past and under the massive castle before they could turn and breathe fire.

      Nwanyiudo Gruffudd, Spectre Twenty-Two in the old days, and Pilot today, acknowledged the command.

      “Aft teams, maximum deflection,” A’Alhakoth said to her folks.

      They would joust.

      Singara had seven Ram Cannon turrets on each of those seven facings. Zwölf-two Heavy Particle Cannons that might be useful against the armor on a Dueler, but would not get through the tough hide of MorningStar with anything but luck.

      No Axial Megacannon could range right now.

      MorningStar lit up with all fourteen Arc-cannons centered on the Septagon. The massive array of Ram Cannons were either held against Patrol vessels getting too close, or were already engaging them, assisting the escorts by shattering the smaller vessels.

      Singara awoke finally. Somewhere, a gun commander on a flanking Ram Cannon probably took his career into his own hands and ordered his team to do something, as only that one weapon was responding right now.

      The Arc-cannon was a terrible thing to behold. Even the heavily armored hide of a Septagon could not resist the wrath A’Alhakoth’s people were pouring into that dragon.

      “Sensors, Daniel, what’s the environment?” Hirly called.

      A Shield was supposed to track all the other things, so the Speaker and her officers could fight.

      “Eight Patrols identified,” Acqueir called back. “Vectors identified. Two of them are way out on the edge of things and will not be able to engage. Local defensive forces also starting to awaken.”

      “Slow panic, Shield,” Daniel completed the thought. “Possibly a headless chicken.”

      Ndidi would understand the term. A’Alhakoth had had to learn what a chicken was first, but she had spent enough time around the two amazing chefs to understand the reference.

      “Gun commanders, go for their engines,” A’Alhakoth suddenly decided. Previously, she had been aiming them at various sensor and weapon stations, on the assumption that blinding the beast would be useful.

      Laming it right now might be enough to score her kill.

      MorningStar came around that flanking corner hard and tight, exposing the four big thruster vents where a Septagon pushed all that mass forward. The valence drives were above and in front of them, safe from hostile fire unless an Arc-cannon got lucky and penetrated several bulkheads that should have held against it.

      But the engines themselves had to be exposed to space.

      Fourteen guns fired off in a single salvo so intense that the lights on the bridge flickered under the power draw. Fourteen harpoons entered metal flesh like a bomb going off.

      On her screen, A’Alhakoth saw one of the engines actually go dark, from the normal white-light flame visible in the other three.

      Sept Ram Cannons replied, but weren’t going to be sufficient.

      “All batteries, rapid fire,” A’Alhakoth called. “Ram Cannons engage as well.”

      It would burn out barrels and charging mechanisms, but she could smell fear over there. And desperation, as the vessel staggered and began to slowly move.

      They weren’t even trying to pivot right now, where they might bring that terrible lance to bear, but seemingly trying to scamper for safety.

      Her gun commanders seemed to understand. A'Alhakoth began to get heat warnings on her board. Pressure warnings. Generator overload complaints. Flashing notices that she needed to override from her station, in her hands just in case one of the commanders got carried away with themselves.

      Here, it was all of them, but A’Alhakoth had trained them. Trained with them. Understood them.

      And Ndidi had brought them here, after all these women listened to Grandma Ezinne, an alien to most of these women, but one with a compelling story about good and evil.

      Right and wrong.

      Knights and dragons.

      Another mass salvo erupted, impacting Singara like birdshot entering the surface of a pond.

      Unconsciously, she tracked the Sept Patrol vessels around MorningStar. They were doomed, but unwilling to flee, so the three Duelers were wreaking a terrible carnage there as well.

      The Sept weren’t likely to ever be caught this asleep again, so Kathra had ordered them to make this first battle memorable. The Sept sailors who were going to die on the various ships around her were just the first to pay the price for the centuries that they had enslaved her sisters, back on Tazo.

      Singara disappeared. Gone in the blink of an eye, and only caught as an afterimage on sensors as the ship entered a jump portal to safety. Moments later, sensors showed the other Patrols, the ones that hadn’t just been annihilated at Mbaysey hands, also flee.

      Only the local defensive forces remained in-system, two minutes later.

      Surrenders began appearing on boards immediately.

      “All guns, stand down,” Ndidi ordered, unnecessarily, but only because A’Alhakoth was half a second slow with the same command.

      There was nothing left to shoot at.

      MorningStar held the system, with SwiftStar, BrightStar, and NovaStar hanging in orbit.

      A’Alhakoth had one gun sensor pointed in the direction of the mighty orbital factory ahead of them in orbit. The place where SeptStar and SeekerStar, Kathra’s flagship, had been born. Right here at Tavle Jocia, where so many stories had begun.

      Nothing had changed about the factory.

      But everyone had just begun a new chapter.
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      Ndidi let the tenseness flow out of her body as the results became obvious.

      Singara wounded badly. Twenty of the thirty Patrol vessels in close proximity when the battle began were now shattered. Not just hurt, but destroyed. Broken into pieces.

      Foxes loose in the henhouse.

      MorningStar looped into orbit near the main TradeStation. The one where a Free Worlds governor had lived the last time she had been through this system.

      She was close enough that beams on the station itself could hit MorningStar, if someone was feeling utterly suicidal. Anyone firing on her now would be indicating Sept loyalties.

      Collaborators.

      She would be merciful at first. At least until someone gave her a reason not to be.

      “Shield, what is our status?” Ndidi asked, glancing around the bridge.

      The battle had lasted less than sixteen minutes from the moment MorningStar had emerged. Not enough time for much, but this ship was a tool. A thing to be used up if necessary. A sword to be blunted in the cause of forcing the Sept all the way back to Rhages.

      Or Earth.

      “All systems within tolerance, Speaker,” Hirly answered a moment later. “Escorts report the same.”

      Now was when things got strange. When you had to plan a comitatus lunch in such a way that leftovers got fed into dinner and possibly breakfast without the women realizing it.

      There had been any number of plans and scenarios laid out around how this would work, but none of them mattered until the squadron was actually sitting here in orbit of Tavle Jocia, holding the field.

      If that was possible.

      Ndidi decided on her campaign. “Order SwiftStar and NovaStar into pursuit.”

      It helped that she had been able to merge with Kathra, Erin, Ife, and the two other Speakers. All of them understood the overall plan better than mere paperwork might manage.

      That would help them understand squadron Speaker Ndidi Zikora as well.

      “Scout team in motion,” Acqueir called a few moments later.

      The plan had been solid. Two of the Duelers to chase after the Sept forces until everyone was sure that they were actually leaving. And then harry them for a time. Ndidi had even left their closest supply base intact, just so they had enough food that they could retreat.

      There would be nothing worse in the galaxy than a wounded Septagon that might be desperate enough to return to Tavle Jocia.

      Plus, Crence Miray and a frenzy of other Anndaing were out there, hiding in Scout-6 and Gun-6 or Gun-12 ships. Again, they were not to attack Singara nor the base.

      At least not until Singara had begun the long march back to Sept Space and the sort of shipyard facilities that could repair the carnage MorningStar had just inflicted.

      At that point the base was fair game. Assuming that it wasn’t just wisely abandoned as indefensible.

      “Hail the TradeStation and declare martial law across the entire system in the name of Kathra Omezi and the Mbaysey Tribal Squadron,” Ndidi continued, working down a checklist in her mind.

      Well, it was more of a recipe than anything. A set of ingredients and actions that would hopefully yield a palatable result for lunch.

      Assuming it wasn’t a recipe for disaster.

      At least taking the place in Kathra’s name, instead of the Anndaing Merchants Bank, would keep the sharks from being technically responsible. After all, Kathra owned SwiftStar in fee simple. MorningStar was a long-term lease. BrightStar and NovaStar were private service vessels Kathra had hired.

      Piracy, pure and simple.

      You’ll believe that, won’t you?

      Ndidi unbuckled herself from the seat and stood up. She had spent most of her life standing and walking in a kitchen, so sitting was alien to her. She might have even considered how to redo hers and Daniel’s stations so they could stand, just so they felt more at home.

      But she needed to think like a Speaker now, and not a chef.

      “A’Alhakoth, turn your teams loose to fix half of the guns only, with the understanding that we might need them online on short notice,” Ndidi said. “Singara has fled, but we won’t know if they are truly gone for a few days. Daniel, I need to chat with you in my office. Hirly, you’re in charge.”

      She nodded to everyone and headed aft, back to her real office, and not just the one attached to the bridge where Hirly or someone might do paperwork.

      Daniel rose and followed. The other women picked up their chatter, but this was the aftermath of their first major battle as an Mbaysey Battlemaster.

      One that had chased a Septagon off after wounding it severely.

      Now came the hard part.
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      Daniel trailed Ndidi down the corridors and into her office like a remora. The image suited him, since she was as much a shark as Crence or Wyll. Maybe more so, at the end of the day. He barely recognized the young woman who had been brought up from SeekerStar’s crew kitchen to cook for the comitatus when it became clear that Daniel had other pressing concerns.

      But then, growing up was a bitch. He’d fought it until he was nearly forty. Until Kathra and Erin had required it of him.

      He sat in her office now and watched her. Saw the tired lines that had carved themselves into her cheeks. Realized how much weight she had lost from stress.

      “I need to make cinnamon rolls,” he said out of the blue, enjoying the way her eyes surged and then unfocused as she considered freshly-baked pastries coming out of the oven.

      That told him all he needed to know about her mental state right now.

      She realized it as well, but they had merged enough times over the last few years that sometimes he had to remember that they really were two people

      Ndidi nodded.

      “Yes,” she said with a sigh. “Immediately after this.”

      “Okay, so what terrible thing do we need to do to the locals first?” he asked with a grin somewhat askance.

      “The Sept held this system for more than a year,” Ndidi replied, hands flat on her desk like she was trying to push it through the deck beneath her. “There are going to be some bad apples. At the same time, there will be some good ones we might miss, because they had to work with force majeure around here.”

      “Oui,” Daniel nodded. “Kathra envisioned that.”

      “I want you to go a little farther than the Commander expected,” Ndidi said, eyes growing dark and terrible. “I intend to order you to do evil in my name, and in Kathra’s.”

      Daniel flinched. He didn’t even bother trying to conceal it from her, or deflect it somehow with his words. She knew what he considered evil. Every bit as well as he did.

      And she was going to go there.

      At least she understood that there were lines he would never willingly cross.

      It would be too easy to wake up one morning and see Hadi Rostami’s face in the mirror as he shaved.

      Daniel drew a cold breath down into his lungs and hoped it wouldn’t turn him to ice.

      “I serve,” he whispered once he got his equilibrium back, eyes coming up to meet hers finally.

      “Yes,” she nodded. “And we all love you as a sister, probably more than you’re even willing to accept, Daniel.”

      “Whose lives should I look to destroy?” he asked.

      Might as well get it out of the way up front.

      “Nobody,” she smiled, leaning back now and seemingly relaxed.

      Like she had expected him to argue.

      Him. Argue with her. When she spoke with Kathra’s voice.

      He might also have Kathra’s trust, but Daniel understood what these many women meant when they talked about agency.

      His place among the Mbaysey was to shut up and listen.

      “Oh?” he managed.

      “We’re going to meet with people, Daniel,” Ndidi said. “We’ve chased off Singara and hopefully have time before they can send something else in its place. The locals will be the problem.”

      “Oui,” Daniel agreed as a placeholder.

      “I want you to go beyond just identifying the good and bad people,” she continued, eyes growing dark and malevolent again. “I want you to start shaping them. Not much, but I want them to develop an antipathy to the Sept. To even working with the Sept. To ever talking to them again. Many will have a hatred already, I want that to come to the fore. If they like the Sept, I want them to question that. Rethink why they did it in the first place and maybe come to a different conclusion today.”

      “You want the K'bari,” he said in as flat a voice as he could, when he really wanted to snarl angrily at the woman.

      “Here, yes,” Ndidi confirmed his worst nightmare. “At Tavle Jocia. But only here. They took this system because this was a good place to hold, a base from which to build new vessels that could trade with Sept systems, as well as scout K'bari space. To break the Free Worlds in two, so they could either take all of human space under their cloak, or reach out and threaten Kanus and Ogrorspoxu.”

      “Urid-Varg modified the K'bari,” Daniel reminded her. “Twisted them at a cultural level by adjusting every person he met.”

      “Yes, and it is one of the most evil things someone with your power could do,” Ndidi’s voice softened. “But I’m not ordering them to worship you or Kathra. Only to hate the same people we hate. And only for now. In time, it will wear off. I’ve seen that in your memories. Urid-Varg didn’t understand that, so he let too many worlds wake up from his power and decide to resist.”

      “And when the locals develop a hatred of all outsiders meddling in their affairs?” Daniel sneered.

      “Then the Anndaing Merchants Bank won’t be able to slip in and take over, either, Daniel,” she replied with a hard smile. “Nobody will ever conquer Tavle Jocia again.”

      Daniel felt like she had just punched him in the stomach. All the air whooshed out of his lungs and his head suddenly rang.

      But he could hear Kathra’s voice coming out of this younger woman’s mouth.

      He must have missed several conversations, but that was normal. He was just a chef. And a bloodhound.

      Ndidi was Kathra’s Squadron Speaker. Her naupati, except they didn’t use Sept titles and the Anndaing didn’t have an equivalent. Some of his ghosts had suggested things similar to the ancient human rank of admiral, but Daniel didn’t care enough to suggest it.

      Ndidi was in charge. Kathra’s left hand clenched into a fist, even as Erin remained her right.

      “Oh,” he managed weakly.

      “Yes,” she acknowledged. “Evil in the service of all sentient life forms, Daniel. Not just humans, nor Anndaing nor anyone else. Something to cause the Free Worlds to wake up and decide to become a thing, rather than just a collection of systems that didn’t want to be Sept.”

      “How big are you two dreaming?” he asked, feeling tiny and vulnerable around such terrible titans.

      “Empires require mass, Daniel,” she replied in a hot, hard voice. “Kathra would prefer human space to fragment down into lots of little independent groups that can’t afford to field fleets of Septagons. The Merchants Bank maintains the backbone of the Armada, this ship for example, but they prefer to trade as much as they can, rather than conquer.”

      “So we’re helping the Anndaing, but over a much longer term than even they realize?” he probed.

      “Longer than anyone imagines,” she said. “Far enough down the future that Hadi Rostami is destroyed and you can be free to cast your gem into the heart of a handy star and finally escape that branleur who tried to take you.”

      Daniel was cold, but he knew that it was him and not that the temperature in this office really had suddenly gone down several degrees. Sudden spikes of mad adrenaline rushed into his stomach and out into his limbs.

      He was being asked to do the most evil thing he could imagine.

      And he would do it.

      Because he trusted these women.
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      Earth.

      Hadi Rostami had never actually visited the homeworld of humanity before this, having been born on Maragheh once upon a time. Now, he was here, in a palace owned by Amirin Pasdar’s clan, enjoying a quiet, afternoon view of green fields with interesting fences made of long white posts. Two of them, set knee and shoulder height. Hadi didn’t understand why was that sufficient to keep in the horses he could see in the distance, but it did. Rolling green and the brown of horses.

      In the ancient times, it had been a religious commandment to visit a spot in western Arabia from which the ancient religion had originated. Like many things, the allure had faded over time, but the Sept themselves had originated in the highlands northeast of there. Here on the Persian Plateau.

      Like the even-more-ancient Muslims themselves, later the Seven Clans had swept out at the head of a conquering army. But they had taken all the planet in hand quickly enough, rather than being halted in southern France, or one of the great rivers in the East.

      From there, the Sept had proclaimed their Empire. Seven for the continents on the homeworld as well as the count of clans involved.

      And then outward, a pulse of conquest and absorption that had seen more than half of all human-colonized worlds taken, along with a fair number of alien worlds and alien peoples.

      Power might reside on Rhages today, but the humans of the Sept still cast their yearning eyes Earthward.

      For Hadi, that was enough in and of itself. But he also had a secondary mission. Amirin Pasdar, of the famed Pasdar Clan of the Sept themselves, had decided to start here with his campaign to conquer the galaxy.

      It was no longer enough in Amirin’s mind to just hold all of humanity in his hands.

      No, Amirin Pasdar wanted all sentient creatures. Even the weird ones that could not possibly be mistaken for human in any light.

      Vidu. Attar. Allah help us all, even the Bhaorajj. All united under one crown.

      Hadi wondered sometimes if he had crossed over from sanity in this quest and completely lost his soul. Whether or not he was still even human, or perhaps if the power of the Ishtan, the price they had demanded of him, had been more than he could actually bear.

      Whether being bound to them mentally at the moment when their corporeal beings died, had cast them permanently into his mind and soul and erased some level of his humanity.

      Or all of it.

      Many humans lived on Earth. No aliens were allowed. Ever. That was on rule that the Sept would not bend on. It had been necessary to move even the Imperial Court lest alien feet land on holy ground.

      Should he even be allowed here?

      But Hadi saw all beings as one, and knew that it was the Ishtan taint one his soul. All Ishtan males had shared a mental bond born of hunting and the need for silent communications. The females, when they had existed, had been only egg-layers, barely intelligent enough to speak.

      Urid-Varg had ended most of the Ishtan when he killed the Ishtan Eldest and took his mindgem. The only six survivors had spent eleven thousand years in deathless pursuit.

      Outliving even Urid-Varg, only to die at the hands of Kathra Omezi’s Comitatus.

      One human remained who had been Ishtan. Another human remained who had been Urid-Varg.

      Hadi Rostami would see the entire galaxy fall before him, if that was what it took to destroy that human. Amirin Pasdar was merely the instrument of his vengeance. The Anndaing would protect the Mbaysey, so it would be necessary to destroy them. The Sept would need to be rejuvenated from their corruption and lethargy in order to wage a war large enough to break the hammerheads and all their allies.

      And anyone else that stood in his way.

      Kathra Omezi would die in battle, or she would flee into the interior, taking her precious chef with her.

      Hadi Rostami would not rest until Daniel Lémieux was dead and cast permanently into the fires of a star for purification. Until the final mind gem was gone and no other being could grasp it and use such evil.

      A footfall brought Hadi back from his musings with almost a jolt. How had someone managed to get so close to him without him realizing it?

      He blinked and ranged his power all directions to be sure he was still safe from assassins.

      Those would become a greater threat with each day, without any other humans knowing the truth about it.

      If that information ever came out, no planet would be safe for him.

      Amirin Pasdar stood at a careful distance. The two of them were on a balcony overlooking a valley. Behind him, the palace complex and city stretched, but the palace grounds with their horses had been permanently preserved by the Pasdar for its view.

      Hadi caught the hesitation about his commander, his future emperor, and nodded.

      “Your face forbade all visitors,” Amirin said with a wry grin as he took the other chair, turning to watch the view across a small table.

      Hadi relaxed the horrible rictus that had been his mien a moment ago, feeling how sore the muscles had gotten.

      He needed to not fall so far into his Ishtan self that he forgot to occasionally be human. Fortunately, the horses would not see him from there.

      “What news?” Hadi asked quietly as he recovered, as though he had just woken from a slumber measured in centuries.

      “Tavle Jocia has fallen,” Amirin glanced both ways before allowing some level of triumph to appear on his face.

      Servants in the distance also realized that they had not seen to Hadi’s needs in too long, held unconsciously at bay by his mental powers while he sat and thought. They began to circle now, drawing closer.

      Hadi would say he meditated, but it was really an intense rage.

      He had come so far, so close, and then died at the last moment.

      Except he hadn’t died. The Ishtan had. But all four of those remaining ghosts still tainted him. Probably would until his death.

      Hopefully that would end it.

      Hadi Rostami could not be sure until darkness claimed him for good, assuming Daniel Lémieux did not step up and capture him, like he had so many others.

      No, Urid-Varg did that. The Chef lacked the strength.

      Everyone hoped.

      Hadi breathed slowly and tried to be human for a while yet.

      “How have our people taken the news?” he asked.

      “The Court has responded almost exactly as badly as one would imagine,” Amirin said with a grin that vanished as a male servant stepped onto the balcony with a pitcher of lemonade over ice.

      After their first visit to Rhages, Amirin Pasdar had removed all female servants from his immediate household. They had both watched young, nubile, frequently-alien women at the Imperial Palace, and what demands the so-called Grand Nobles placed upon such innocents with no thought whatsoever besides fornication with whatever creature one might rape.

      Not slaughtering the entire Imperial Household had been one of Hadi’s great emotional victories that day.

      Only men served Pasdar now. Important visitors would have to settle for sexually assaulting their own servants when they got home.

      If they made it without some terrible accident. Hadi Rostami had a shorter fuse than he used to and a sharper knife, if he wanted to twist a victim enough that they destroyed themselves.

      A few had tasted his rage. Only a few, but enough.

      Amirin Pasdar was developing a reputation for great moral rectitude that played well with a general populace that had perhaps grown weary with debaucheries.

      Hadi thought back to the force left to protect Tavle Jocia when he and Amirin had returned to Earth in triumph.

      “Singara?” he asked simply, wondering what could capture a planet already held by a Septagon.

      “Badly damaged,” Amirin’s voice got subtle, hiding the notes of triumph. “Apparently fled one step ahead of annihilation at the hands of some massive, alien warship.”

      “Truly?” Hadi allowed his surprise to the surface.

      What existed that could threaten a Septagon? They had killed the turtle.

      Was there another one? What other allies did the Anndaing have that Omezi could call upon?

      “Truly,” Amirin confirmed. “Afterwards, Kathra Omezi declared martial law and last news from our spies was that she was cleaning out the collaborators and building Tavle Jocia up as a new center of resistance against the Sept.”

      “And how has our dread emperor taken the news?” Hadi felt his brain engage as the next steps in Amirin Pasdar’s complex plan began to move. “What punishment has he ordered for the naupati and governor that replaced you?”

      “That’s the best part,” Amirin laughed. “The fools were down on the planet in a whorehouse, along with the aspbad. All were taken alive.”
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      Ndidi had no choice but to allow the Sept scum onto her deck. It would not likely be safe for her to land on a Free Worlds TradeStation for decades.

      If ever.

      Kathra might never be safe from potential assassins, but she would probably never step off a Mbaysey deck for more than a few hours again in her life.

      At least MorningStar had a contingent of combat troops aboard, as did the Dueler squadron.

      Pirates, for whatever needs the Squadron Speaker might identify.

      Right now, tall brown women and wide blue men were escorting a dozen Sept officials, slightly worse for the wear and all wearing iron manacles that an Anndaing artist had hand-welded and distressed with rust to Ndidi’s exactly requirements.

      Nothing was too good for her guests.

      Ndidi sat behind a long conference table that had been lowered a handspan from Ovanii height to make it comfortable for her. Not everyone was Ovanii height. Only Kathra, generally.

      Daniel sat on her right. A’Alhakoth on her left. Nwanyiudo, Acqueir and a few others were here mostly to make the Sept salauds nervous.

      Hirly was with the guards accompanying Kamharida and her officers.

      But Ndidi would do the talking.

      The growls emanating from the women sounded bloodthirsty as they shoved or dragged the prisoners into the chamber. But then, many of them remembered Tazo.

      And now everyone knew Grandma Ezinne.

      Ndidi studied the two men thrust to the front. The Sept Governor of Tavle Jocia was only interesting because he was apparently a Sidiqi, one of the Grand Nobles of the Sept. The Seven Clans themselves. A Vuzurgan, formerly an Anusiya, one of the so-called Companions of the Emperor who were a poor knock-off of the comitatus.

      “Interesting,” Daniel murmured, leaning closer to her ear, rather than talking to her in the privacy of his own mind.

      Ndidi turned to the man, ignoring her prisoners.

      Let them sweat.

      “The Shah has been altered,” Daniel whispered just loud enough for her to hear. “I can see Rostami’s fingerprints on the man’s psyche, where adjustments were made with what Urid-Varg would classify as an amateur’s touch.”

      “Amateur?” Ndidi asked.

      “The welds are visible,” Daniel flashed a grin for just a moment. “Not that anyone else I am aware of could detect them.”

      “What did that violeur do?” Ndidi asked.

      Right there, she could see the evil Daniel was so afraid of committing. Just fixing someone rather than convincing them to change their ways.

      “Nothing much,” Daniel shrugged. His eyes faded for a long moment before they found hers again.

      “No, I lied,” he continued. “This one met Pasdar and Rostami at Rhages. Tried to stop the naupati from seeing the Emperor, but could not count on not being in control of his own mind at that point. They offered him this planet after it was taken, although I’m not sure why, except to perhaps gain an ally and move a potential foe out of their way.”

      “Is he more ally or more foe right now?” Ndidi asked, intrigued with the possibilities at hand.

      “He blames the fool next to him,” Daniel murmured. “The naupati who replaced Pasdar, after he conquered the planet just as he said he would. Pasdar and Rostami even suggested to someone else that this particular Sidiqi be sent to rule here. Singara failed to stop Kathra Omezi from taking it back, so his anger is focused on military ineptitude.”

      Ndidi took a deep breath and turned to the two men, Shah and Naupati. Glowered at them with a face she had borrowed from Iruoma, terrible and vindictive.

      Both men quailed for a moment before they remembered that they were supposed to represent the Sept, and that women existed only to serve them.

      Even the ones that had these salauds shackled in rusty, rattling chains.

      “I will require more evil of you,” Ndidi whispered, turning back to Daniel.

      “Bon,” he said with enough of a sigh that he had probably already seen where her mind was going to go.

      They really were closer than even twins at this point.

      “I will make it all up to you later, Daniel,” she assured him, although both of them knew that to be at least a partial lie.

      Ndidi had no idea how she might do that, short of letting him return to his kitchen forever. Or a library filled with books to translate.

      But the Sept had to be broken first. Doing so might use him up like a carving knife that has been sharpened too many times.

      And they both knew it.

      Ndidi took his hand and Daniel nodded as he quickly brought her into his mind.

      His eyes got wide and blinked too rapidly a moment later.

      “Merde,” he murmured forcefully. Then a wry smile came over his face. “That’s not even all that evil, all things considered. I like it.”

      Ndidi chuckled.

      Twist the Sidiqi a touch, until he believed that Pasdar had put him here as a sacrificial goat, which he probably had, without telling the man. And had him removed from Court as a threat to be killed off-stage, with white gloves, while no stain would accrue to Pasdar’s name.

      She smiled at the Shah with all her terrible, accumulated rage.

      “Commander Omezi offers you mercy, Sidiqi,” she said simply. “Singara has already fled for the interior, its tail tucked between hobbled legs. We are not here to conquer Tavle Jocia, unlike the Sept, merely to free it from your tyranny. You will be sent home.”

      “Just like that?” the man managed to snarl just enough to make his point, without Kamharida or one of the others bashing his skull.

      “There are two other alternatives,” she offered with a smile like a twisting knife. “One would be to turn you over to the locals and let them deal with you as they see fit.”

      The Shah flinched.

      They all flinched.

      “And the other?” he asked, much more polite now as somebody had jerked hard once on his chains when he moved too much.

      “We don’t take slaves,” Ndidi sneered. “Not like the Sept. Not like you. Many of us have been slaves in the distant past. You and your men could volunteer to serve aboard one of the ClanStars as farmers and do penance for the rest of your kind. Many of those old women still have Sept tattoos to remember you by.”

      That got a flinch so hard it might be a shiver passing through the man’s entire being.

      He blinked rapidly, like a man having a religious conversion. Or a vision suddenly appearing unbidden in his mind.

      What was it Daniel had called the place? Damascus on Old Earth? Yes, that.

      A vision on the road to Damascus.

      Except that it wasn’t their god speaking to the man. Only a mad alien named Urid-Varg, speaking through a false prophet named Daniel.

      Ndidi waited a moment for his eyes to clear, wondering at all the things Daniel had done. He would show her later, but she had given him her needs now.

      “So, Companion to your Emperor, what will be your fate?” she asked now.

      He growled under his breath.

      “I have been betrayed,” the man accused the galaxy in a dark tone almost reminiscent of hers. “Pasdar sent me here to die.”

      “That is between foolish Sept slavers,” Ndidi pronounced. “Kamharida, find them a Sept ship heading to safety and allow it
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